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• Familiarize yourself with the main approaches for DRR and 
CCA and their underlying concepts.

• Learn about targeted/stand-alone DRR, integrated DRR/CCA and 
the resilience approach of the Swiss NGO DRR platform.

• Get a glimpse at practical examples of the different approaches.

In this module you will: MODULE 2 
Conceptual guidance



This part will explain the concept of targeted DRR 
and CCA and the risk staircase as an approach to 
DRR

CHAPTER 1

Approaches:
Targeted DRR
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Targeted or stand-alone Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) 
and Climate Change Adaptation (CCA) refer to 
approaches specifically aimed at reducing disaster and/or 
climate related risks. The term is often used to distinguish 
from mainstreaming DRR and CCA (see Chapter 2).
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Targeted DRR and CCA are applied in pronounced risk contexts
that adversely affect livelihoods and lead to ‘negative’ 
development and where there is an urgent need to address 
adverse impacts of shocks and stresses.

Though primarily designed to reduce disaster and climate risks, 
these approaches must be closely aligned to local development 
efforts by integrating a risk-informed perspective on development 
in order to be effective and sustainable in the longer term. 
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Targeted DRR manages and reduces disaster risks according to the 
Risk Staircase Model below. The level of acceptable or tolerable risk 
depends on social, economic, political, cultural, technical and 
environmental conditions.

Source: Swiss Development Cooperation (SDC) adapted by Swiss NGO DRR Platform 
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Targeted DRR manages and reduces disaster risks according to the 
Risk Staircase Model below. The level of acceptable or tolerable risk 
depends on social, economic, political, cultural, technical and 
environmental conditions (Acceptable Risk).

The staircase introduces the 
different measures to 
systematically reduce risks in 
order of their effectiveness in 
reducing risks. Though in reality 
often not all applicable and/or 
different options have to be 
combined.

Source: Swiss NGO DRR Platform based on the Sendai Framework for DRR (2015)
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The Risk Staircase 1
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• The risk staircase is a way of 
illustrating risk management, a 
typical Swiss approach, which provides 
a clear sequencing of risk reduction 
measures based on the Swiss 
understanding of Integrated Risk 
Management. 

• The vertical represents the total risk, 
which is diminished with every step 
along the staircase. Avoidance of new 
risks is the starting point for managing 
risks, followed by prevention of 
disasters, mitigation of impacts, to 
preparedness for response and risk 
sharing mechanisms, down to a 
minimal level of acceptable risk.

• The acceptable risk is the level of 
potential losses that a society or 
community considers acceptable given 
existing social, economic, political, 
cultural and environmental conditions.



The Risk Staircase in the Disaster Management Cycle 1
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The Risk Staircase was synchronized and linked with the 
well established Disaster Management Cycle to highlight 
the similarities in approaches. 



• Avoid new Risk: all measures that avoid the 
creation of additional, new risk.

Examples:
• Land use management and spacial planning

• Territorial/land-use regulations

• Laws and regulations for (new) investments / 
activities

Prevent Risk 1
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© HELVETAS: Flood Risk Mapping Bolivia 



• Prevent Disasters: All measures that completely avoid
potential adverse impacts of “existing” hazards, 
vulnerability factors and exposure through actions taken 
in advance of a hazardous event.

• Mitigate Impact: All measures that reduce the adverse 
impacts of “already existing” hazards, vulnerability 
factors or existing exposure.

Examples:
• Protective infrastructure (e.g. flood protection wall)

• Improved policies for minimal measures to protect 
buildings and settlement areas

• Natural Resource Management to support 
ecosystems’ risk reduction function

Reduce Risk 1
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© Caritas: Retention Basin Tadjikistan

Mitigation = here risk reduction 



• Prepare: all measures to increase knowledge and capacities 
to effectively anticipate, respond to, and recover from the 
impacts of likely or imminent disasters.

• Respond: all measures taken during or after a disaster in 
order to save lives, reduce health impacts, ensure public safety 
and meet the basic subsistence needs of the people affected.

Examples:
• Early Warning Systems

• Response Capacity

• Contingency Planning

• Search and Rescue

• First Aid

Preparedness and Response 1
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© SRC - Training of local emergency 
response teams in Mekong, Vietnam 



• Transfer and Share: all measures to formally or informally 
shift the financial consequences of particular risks from one 
single entity (individual, household) to multiple entities 
(community, networks etc.).

Examples:
• (Micro)-Insurance

• Community seed/grain banks, stock piling

• Solidarity networks of community, family

• Emergency funds (monetary) or contributions 
(emergency kits, food, seeds etc.) to survive, 
restart business

Risk Transfer 1
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© HELVETAS, crop insurance for small-scale farmers



Community-Managed Disaster Risk Reduction (CMDRR) 1
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Definition

Process of bringing people together within the same 
community to enable them to collectively address common 
disaster risks and systematically manage DRR measures 
aimed at becoming a safer and resilient community.



Community-Managed Disaster Risk Reduction (CMDRR) 1
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Approach

Participatory hazards, vulnerability and capacity assessments of disaster
and climate risks at community level with active involvement of the
community, combined with strengthening of the community and its
capabilities for managing disaster risks in a systematic way and proactively
adapt to climate change.

Key success factors

Community participation, ownership, collaboration, enabling
environment, facilitation, capacity building, communication.



Examples of implementation: 
Bangladesh, India

Further reading: Cordaid (2013) Building 
Resilient Communities: a training manual on 
community-managed disaster risk reduction

 Examples are shown in case studies in 
Module 2 and Module 3
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Community-Managed Disaster
Risk Reduction (CMDRR)

1MODULE 2 
Conceptual guidance

Expected Results

Enhanced awareness and understanding of 
disaster risks among community members.

Improved capabilities of the community for
addressing disaster risks by themselves.

Better organised community action to reduce
disaster risks.

Local resources mobilized to reduce disaster
risks and adapt to climate change.



This is a typical example of a targeted DRR project at community level. The project strengthens capacities 
and skills of families at risk, improving their livelihood and resource base. At the same time, community 
stakeholders are integrated into the official DRM structure, ensuring mutual information and recognition 
of local disaster risks and capacities. 

CASE STUDY: 
Community-Managed Disaster Risk Reduction in 
Bangladesh

Targeted DRR

Integrated DRR

Resilience

© Caritas
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Case study: CMDRR in Bangladesh

Location: Bangladesh
Project by: Caritas
Project period: 2014-2017

Type of measure: Community-Managed 
Disaster Risk Reduction (CMDRR)

Objective: Enhance preparedness of poorest 
communities in 2 regions in Bangladesh 
to cope with floods, cyclones and tidal surges 



Risk context

Context Bangladesh
• One of the most at-risk countries in the world given its location in a low-lying 

delta and plain topography with riverine systems.
• While a disaster risk management system is in place it still does not reach 

down to the villages and wards.

Climate change impacts
• Sea level rise and salt water intrusion both in groundwater and on arable land.

Most relevant hazards
• Floods
• Cyclones

Impacts on community
• Loss and damage of crops, livestock, houses and infrastructure.
• Loss of income due to recurring floods and droughts, which contributes to 

migration and enhances vulnerability of households.

Link to tool:
https://www.cordaid.org/en/publications/building-resilient-communities-training-manual-community-managed-disaster-
risk-reduction/
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Case study: CMDRR in Bangladesh

https://www.cordaid.org/en/publications/building-resilient-communities-training-manual-community-managed-disaster-risk-reduction/


Activities

• Institutional capacity: Strengthening of local government structure for Disaster 
Management (Union Disaster Management Committee) in assessing disaster risks, 
propagate warning and initiate response mechanisms (following Disaster 
Management Act 2012).

• Participatory Planning: Preparation of Risk Reduction Action Plan (RRAP), formation 
and training of community-based Disaster Management Committee (Ward-level) and 
task forces at village level.

• Preparedness & Risk Mitigation: Awareness & skill training, hazard-proofing of 
buildings.

• Resilience Building: Risk awareness, protection and diversification of livelihood, 
shelter and WASH (water, sanitation and hygiene), development and use of disaster 
fund, networking with government.
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Achievements

• Institutional capacity: 4 DMCs functional at Union level 
and 36 DMCs functional at Ward level: regular meetings, 
preparation of Risk Reduction Action Plan based on 
participatory risk assessments.

• Awareness & Preparedness: 20’000 households 
sensitized on DRR, 7’000 households participating 
regularly in trainings and first aid skills. 

• Structural mitigation: 18 elevated roads (incl. 
embankments) repaired following a build-back-better 
approach – protecting 5’000 households and almost 
2’000 acres of agricultural land from floods.

• Resilience Building: Over 2’000 households have gained 
access to governmental social protection programmes.

© Caritas
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More information:
Caritas Switzerland (in German only): 
https://www.caritas.ch/de/was-wir-
tun/engagement-weltweit/klimaschutz-und-
katastrophenpraevention/bangladesch-
bessere-katastrophenbereitschaft/
Caritas Bangladesh: 
http://www.caritasbd.org/2014-15/dm.pdf

Lessons learned

• Vertical linkages: Institutional linkage between the 
local government and the community on DRR 
activities helps to ensure sustainability and 
streamlining of interventions (e.g. restoration of 
roads and embankments).

• Local ownership: Primary selection of volunteers by 
local Disaster Management Committee increases 
ownership of communities to initiate DRR measures 
and advocate for their cause.

• Institutional linkage between the local government 
and the community on DRR is a key prerequisite to 
ensure sustainability and streamlining of 
interventions (e.g. restoration of roads and 
embankments).

© Caritas
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Case study: CMDRR in Bangladesh

https://www.caritas.ch/de/was-wir-tun/engagement-weltweit/klimaschutz-und-katastrophenpraevention/bangladesch-bessere-katastrophenbereitschaft/
http://www.caritasbd.org/2014-15/dm.pdf


This part will introduce you to the concepts of 
integrated DRR and CCA

CHAPTER 2

Approaches:
Integrated DRR

© Tdh



Rationale for integrating DRR and CCA into 
development projects
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• Climate and disaster risks impact on the implementation and sustainability 
of development and humanitarian initiatives (e.g. short-term outputs of a 
project or long-term outcomes, impact/success of a project).

• Climate and disaster risks increase the vulnerability of beneficiary groups and 
accelerate environmental degradation and destruction.

• Through the integration of DRR and CCA measures into development and 
humanitarian initiatives of different sectors, the impact of climate and 
disaster risks can be reduced or even prevented; lives and livelihoods saved 
and resilience of communities strengthened.

 Integrated DRR and CCA can therefore be part of a more general 
mainstreaming process and strategy within an organisation (see Module 4).



Integrating DRR and CCA into development and
humanitarian work
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Integrated DRR/CCA can take very different forms:

Integrated DRR and CCA can happen...

… at very different levels

… to different degrees

… in different sectors

… in different contexts

… using different approaches

Examples

project/programme, institutional or political
level (note: this module focusses on 
project/programme level, for the
institutional/policy level see module 4)

from screening risk to specific DRR/CCA 
actions or sub-components

e.g. water, health

e.g. post-disaster contexts, fragile and
conflict-affected situations

capacity building measures, political advocacy, 
hardware etc. (note: examples will follow in 
Module 3)



Different degrees of integrating DRR/CCA at 
project/programme level
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The integration of DRR at project 
and programme level can happen 
to different degrees

DRR/CCA are analyzed
and according  activities 

are implemented

specific DRR/CCA 
components in the project

project activitites 
avoid the creation of 

new risks

screening of risks 



Integration of DRR into different sectors:
Water, Sanitation and Hygiene (WASH) 
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© Helvetas Haiti: Water point with upstream protection walls



Impacts of Climate and Disaster Risk on WASH 1
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• Increase of extreme weather events –such as droughts, floods – which 
damage WASH infrastructure and deteriorate available water resources. 

• Decrease of quality and quantity of water resources due to climate change, 
pollution, loss in the distribution system, salinization.

• Outbreak of water related post-disaster diseases (e.g. cholera) related to 
lacking awareness, inappropriate health and hygiene practices.

• Increase in water demand due to population growth and expansion of 
industry.



Strategies for DRR and CCA in WASH 1
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• Prevention / mitigation measures to protect WASH infrastructures.

• Planning of disaster resilient WASH-infrastructure: site selection & design.

• Conservation & protection of water resources based on current and future risk 
scenario and water availability.

• Participatory management of water resource including systematic risk and 
impact assessments.

• Improvement of water use efficiency: recycling, reduce losses in distribution 
system, avoid pollution. 

• Awareness raising and preventive action related to health & hygiene i.e. water 
related post-disaster diseases (e.g. cholera).



Integration of DRR into different sectors: Agriculture 1
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Impacts of Climate and Disaster Risk 
on the Agricultural Sector
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• Shifting weather patterns and an increase of extreme weather events, e.g. drought, 
flood, negatively affect agricultural production and hence food security, particularly 
in rain-fed agriculture and agro-pastoral systems in sub-Saharan Africa, the 
Carribbean, South Asia  (e.g. decreasing and instable yields).

• Soil erosion, loss of nutrients, water contamination due to heavy rains, strong winds.

• Increasing irrigation demand coupled with declines in water availability.

• Reduced productivity and fertility of animals due to heat and water stress.

• Outbreak of (new) pests, diseases and weeds due to a changing climate.

• Volatile prices for food and cash crops.

• Inundation of crop land by saline water in low-laying costal areas.



Strategies for DRR and CCA in Agriculture 1
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• Diversification of crops

• Crop selection: use of adapted varieties (e.g. heat tolerant, fast maturing)

• Conservation agriculture

• Adjustment of cropping calendar 

• Promotion of water harvesting for irrigation

• Promotion of sustainable land management practices

• Establishment of seed, harvest and fodder reserves

• Resilient animal breeds

• Improved market access to increase income from agricultural products
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Integration of DRR into different sectors:
Ecosystem Management

© Helvetas
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Natural hazard related disaster risks, climate change and degradation ecosystems and other natural resources 
are closely interlinked. Damaged ecosystems are very often the effect of human interventions and degradation, 
but might also be the consequence of a disaster. In turn, they are the source of new risks:

Source: The Partnership for Environment and Disaster Risk Reduction (PEDRR)
More reading: http://pedrr.org/about-us/

Relation between climate change, 
disasters and eco-systems

Healthy and well-
managed ecosystems

• build local resilience against disasters by 
sustaining livelihoods and providing 
important products to local populations.

• have the potential to prevent and reduce 
disaster risk by acting as natural buffers or 
protective barriers, for instance through 
flood and landslide mitigation and water 
filtration and absorption.

Damaged ecosystems

• cannot mitigate risks (e.g. coral reefs or mangroves 
which reduce physical exposure against erosion) or 
buffer disaster impacts (e.g. flood retention or water 
purification of a wet land, soil moisture through 
vegetation covers).

• have often indirect negative consequences and  might  
trigger new disaster risks, e.g. disease/pest outbreak, 
loss of habitat for key species, resource scarcity as 
conflict potential.

http://pedrr.org/about-us/
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“Ecosystem based DRR” refers to an approach, which promotes a 
comprehensive use of synergies between DRR, CCA and natural resource 
management. This refers namely to:

• Promote comprehensive risk assessments: cover aspects of natural hazards,  
climate change and (human induced) degradation of ecosystems. 

• Foster synergies of DRR, CCA and eco-systems: Validate and promote sound 
ecosystems as risk reduction measures. 

• Participatory management of ecosystems including different actors by 
balancing ecosystem protection and economic interests.

• Promote sustainable practices e.g. conservation agriculture, integrated 
water resource management, integrated land use management.

• Be aware that Ecosystem-based DRR can reduce but not remove risks.

Source: The Partnership for Environment and Disaster Risk Reduction (PEDRR)
More reading: http://slideplayer.com/slide/7408786/

Strategies of DRR / CCA in ecosystem-based approaches

Benefits of ecosystem-based DRR /CCA

http://slideplayer.com/slide/7408786/
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1. Ecosystems provide multiple functions and services. 

2. Ecosystems-based risk reduction is linked with sustainable livelihoods and development. 

3. Sound environmental management is one element of DRR strategies. 

4. Environmental management critical to addressing the risks associated with climate change and 
extreme events. 

5. Integrating environmental approaches into disaster risk management requires multi-sectoral 
and multi-disciplinary collaboration. 

6. It is essential to involve local stakeholders in decision-making. 

7. Existing instruments and tools in ecosystems management provide an opportunity to integrate 
DRR considerations. 

Source: The Partnership for Environment and Disaster Risk Reduction (PEDRR)

Core elements of ecosystem-based disaster risk reduction 
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Integration of DRR into different contexts:
Conflict and Fragility

© Helvetas
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50 – 80 % of “natural” disasters occur in conflict affected contexts (ODI 2014): 

• Violent conflicts tend to increase vulnerability to climate change, since assets and capacities for adaptation and 
mitigation are limited. 

• Disasters and climate change indirectly increase risks of violent conflicts by amplifying competition on scarce 
resources - especially water, which is often shared between conflicting parties. 

• Disasters increase existing stress related to poverty and economic shocks, which are often key drivers of conflict 
situations. 

• Weak government institutions – linked to fragile situations - lack clear strategies, regulatory frameworks, 
capacities and financial resources for an integrated risk management.

• In case a disaster strikes, weak conflict affected governments cannot provide support (e.g. emergency, recovery 
programs) for local population .

• Disasters can also be a window of opportunity to get conflicting parties at the negotiation table.

Source: ODI (2014, study 2005-09): The future framework for disaster risk reduction: a guide for decision-makers 

Impacts of Climate and Disaster Risks in conflict
affected and fragile context
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• 3-Step monitoring & analysis approach:  
1. Understand the conflict context
2. Understand the interaction between the project 

and the conflict context
3. Make Strategic Choices

• DRR as an entry point to foster collaboration & trust

• Link disaster risk and conflict analysis

• Empower local institutions to reduce disaster risk
and simultaneously manage local resources and
conflicts

Linking DRR with conflict transformation

3 steps approach: Developed by Helvetas, KOFF, Swisspeace
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• DRR can be an excellent entry point to tackle sensitive change-issues, conflict issues and to foster trust.

• A detailed understanding of local security and fragility issues provides the basis to design suitable DRR schemes 
(attention to security situation in remote areas). 

• It is crucial to link DRR analysis with the analysis of conflict and fragility and pursue a parallel approach. 

• Legitimate and capable local institutions are key to successful DRR measures (trust is needed to invest in long term-
planning) to guarantee maintenance of DRR systems.

• In the absence of a functioning state, DRR at the micro level is even more crucial and can have a significant positive 
impact at the local level.

Key consideration in a fragile context: 

• Use multiple sources of information 

• Flexible programme designs 

• Maintain and communicate impartiality

• Link long term social changes (governance) with tangible results

• Promote principles of good governance: participation, transparency, accountability, actively mitigate social exclusion.

Link DRR & Fragility: 
Features contributing to resilience building
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• Conflict sensitive (DRR/CCA) project management: understand and assess situation, parties 
etc. using multiple sources of information. 

• For risk analysis include conflict factors (adding to vulnerability) and assess impacts for 
different parties.  

• Ensure good governance principles - particularly participation and transparency throughout 
(DRR/CCA-) project management. 

• Scan any activity with a “do-no-harm-lens” e.g. A water dam/irrigation system might have 
negative impacts to neighboring communities.

• Support disaster resilient solutions which promote self-help and reduce dependency on 
market access, external resources, other actors (e.g. auto sufficient farming). 

• Foster a resilience approach – promote positive factors, diversify income strategies.

• Where possible, use DRR as a neutral entry point for mediation, cooperation, stabilisation and 
peace building.

Strategies for DRR and CCA in conflict affected
and fragile situations



This case study illustrates how DRR aspects as safeguard for sustainable water and sanitation, 
can reduce risks and increase the sustainability of water infrastructure and related services. 
The case study is based on synergies and lessons learned from a water & sanitation project 
and a DRR project launched in a post emergency context.

CASE STUDY: 
DRR aspects as safeguard of WASH interventions

Resilience

Integrated DRR

Targeted DRR

© Helvetas
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Case study: DRR and Water in Haiti

Location: Haiti
Project by: Helvetas
Project period: water and sanitation project: 

2000–2017 DRR/ Post-earthquake 
emergency project: 2010–2016

Type of measure: “hard” & “soft” measures to 
rehabilitate, mitigate and prevent 
disaster risks in water & sanitation

Objective: Water & sanitation objective: Improve 
infrastructure and strengthen actors to 
provide sustainable water services
DRR objective: Consolidate resilience of 
populations and improve governance

© Helvetas: Water point with integrated washing place

© Helvetas: Planning of rehabilitation measures 
with local authorities and population



Risk context

Context Haiti
• Hilly area strongly affected by erosion and landslides.
• Highly varying water spring flow rate; certain water springs dry up towards the end of the dry season.
• Man-made risks: water contamination and diseases due to inadequate source and excreta management. 
• Weak governance and social conflicts related to the fragility context and the scarcity of natural resources.

Climate change impacts
• Increased intensity and frequency of heavy rains and droughts.

Most relevant hazards
• Landslides, floods, floods induced by heavy rain and hurricanes, earthquakes.
• man-made: health diseases due to inappropriate management of water resources.

Effects
• Increased damages particularly to water infrastructure.
• Reduced reliability of water sources.
• Damages to houses, fields roads and water infrastructure.
• Access to basic service such as water/roads.
• Impacts on local livelihoods such as lost harvests and income.
• Increased tensions for scarce natural resources such as water and land.
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Case study: DRR and Water in Haiti



Risk context

• Bio-engineering measures (terraces, walls) to stabilize slopes and 
protect spring catchment areas against landslides and erosion.

• Design of more robust (disaster resilient) water supply 
infrastructure (water points).

• Establishment of source protection areas: technical guidelines, 
integration in local policies,  basin committees for monitoring.

• DRR-related capacity development, strengthening local authorities 
for  awareness on disaster risks and improved coordination in 
emergency response.

• Awareness raising and education of local population regarding 
inappropriate sanitation practices for hygiene behaviour change.

© Helvetas: Bio-engineering measure
to protect spring catchment areas 
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Achievements

• Reconstruction / rehabilitation of water harvesting tanks, water spring 
catchments and roads in a emergency relief context (cash for work) based on 
build back better design and principles: 21 springs protected, 1 communal decree 
adopted, more than 18 ha hillside treated, almost 160’000 trees planted, 17km 
road secured.

• Prevention of new risks through more disaster resilient water and sanitation 
infrastructure design and improved hygiene practices: 6’000 households, 1’700 
school pupils.

• Strengthening of newly established local institutions through capacity building 
of water committees, micro-basin water committees, communal basin water 
committee.

• Contribution to improved resilience and governance: Strengthening of local 
government actors through capacity and policy development in water sector e.g. 
source protection.
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More information:
Source protection, experience capitalisation 
document: 
https://assets.helvetas.org/downloads/capex_
hsi_protection_des_sources_vcourte.pdf
Helvetas Haiti, Interventions in DRR (web-site): 
https://haiti.helvetas.org/fr/activites/domaines
/reduction_des_risques_de_catastrophes/
Helvetas Haiti, Interventions in Water and 
sanitation (web-site): 
https://haiti.helvetas.org/fr/activites/domaines
/eau_potable_et_assainissement/

Lessons learned

• Different infrastructure measures have to be combined; build 
back better in rehabilitation, improved design of new 
infrastructure, specific preventive measures to avoid future 
disasters. 

• DRR and water/sanitation interventions should rather be 
integrated into one single project than carried out separately, 
since according interventions have a lot of potential for mutual 
learning and synergies. 

• Any intervention in a post-emergency context should be linked to 
development interventions and institutions as early as possible by 
promoting the principles of build back better and disaster resilient 
infrastructure. 

• Capacity and institution building of local actors for efficient 
water and sanitation services considering relevant disaster risks is 
key to ensure the sustainability of results beyond the project 
duration. 

1

2

3

Q

Case study: DRR and Water in Haiti

https://assets.helvetas.org/downloads/capex_hsi_protection_des_sources_vcourte.pdf
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This part introduces key elements for resilience 
as a complementary approach to Disaster Risk 
Reduction as defined by the Swiss NGO DRR 
Platform

CHAPTER 3

Approaches:
Building
Resilience

© Swiss Red Cross



The Swiss NGO DRR Platform Approach 
to resilient communities
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“A resilient community is a social entity that is able to absorb and recover from 
shocks, to adapt to and manage change and to transform itself in a way that its 
social cohesion is maintained and the basic needs of its members are met without 
compromising their long-term prospects.” (Swiss NGO DRR Platform working 
definition, 2013). 

Context: The shocks and stresses that a community faces can come from 
outside but also from within. They can be of social, political or economic nature 
or stem from natural risks. Social and political environment describes the 
state, legislations, cultural norms and regulations; the economic environment 
includes market conditions and economic development and the natural 
environment includes the resource base and availability as well as the strains it 
puts on the community in focus. 

 See also Module 1. Basic definitions and concepts 



The Swiss NGO DRR Platform Approach 
to resilient communities

MODULE 2 
Conceptual guidance

The manifold definitions of resilience all come down to three fundamental, 
interconnected elements that are needed to strengthen and build resilience: 
absorptive, adaptive and transformative capacities

1. Absorption: Withstand without losing basic functions.

2. Adaptation: Adjustment to changing circumstances.

3. Transformation: In-depth change to a different way. 

They also illustrate the different steps
of moving toward resilience.
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More information: 
Swiss NGO DRR Platform: Community 
Resilience Framework (2015)

The Swiss NGO DRR Platform Approach 
to resilient communities

MODULE 2 
Conceptual guidance

A combination of all three capacities is needed. The capacities are not mutually 
exclusive, but rather depending on the context and its pressures, communities 
rely on different combinations of capacities. The resilience capacities are to a 
large extent shaped by the assets the community can rely on.

1

2

3

Q



MODULE 2 
Conceptual guidanceAbsorption

Absorption of a shock or stress and coping with its effects 
is often the first aspect of resilience that comes to mind. 

It describes the ability to bounce back quickly and not 
sustain fundamental harm or damage. Absorptive 
strategies can be an important resilience building process, 
e.g. when relying on a strong social network, stocking 
food or financial reserves or investing in a robust, flood 
resistant house. 

Absorptive capacities are based on characteristics such as 
robustness, resourcefulness and redundancy.

© Plan: food distribution after emergency event. 
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MODULE 2 
Conceptual guidanceAbsorption

Examples: 
• Social network / solidarity to share goods 

(food reserve, emergency fund, seedbank) 

• Flood resistant house

• Community preparedness for a quick response
after an earthquake

• Assistive devices helping old persons or a person 
with disability save themselves during disaster and 
enabling them to access support afterwards
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Absorption measures refer to: 

• Anticipate and prepare for potential 
shocks and stresses.

• Respond and recover from impacts of 
shocks and stress.



MODULE 2 
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Adaptive capacity refers to various “adjustments that people [or communities] 
undergo in order to continue functioning without major qualitative changes 
in function or structural identity” (IDS 2012). 

These incremental adjustments are long-term oriented, can happen at 
various scales and often occur both in reaction to known and in anticipation of 
uncertain risks. 

Adaptation happens less often to a specific stressor than to a combination of 
many, interlinked risks of shifts and shocks. 

Adaptive capacities require flexibility, ingenuity and resourcefulness. 
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Examples:
• Drought adapted rice crops requiring less water

• Raised houses to prevent flooding

• Diversification of income activities

MODULE 2 
Conceptual guidanceAdaptation 

Adaptive capacities enable communities “to 
bounce forward”. Adaptation measures aim at:

• Reducing potential damages.

• Taking advantage of opportunities that can 
help to improve the existing situation.
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MODULE 2 
Conceptual guidanceTransformation 

Transformative capacity describes the ability to create a 
fundamentally new system when ecological, economic or 
social structures make the current system untenable (IDS 
2012).

It involves fundamental changes that affect core 
structures, identities and processes within the 
community or system. Transformation becomes necessary 
if predefined coping strategies or incremental adjustments 
are no longer sufficient. This shift can be deliberate but also 
imposed by social & political, economic or environmental 
constraints. 

In distinction to adaptation, transformative capacities 
enable a system or community to fundamentally change 
and shift without long-term negative consequences. 
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© CBM: community work to clean up after the Nepal earthquake



Examples:
• Migration towards less disaster prone areas

• Potato farmer shifting to llama herding.

• Transformation of erosion prone pasture slopes to 
terraces with crop plantation. 

MODULE 2 
Conceptual guidanceTransformation 

Transformational measures encompass:

• In-depth change/ creation of a new system. 

• Alteration of primary functions when 
former strategies become unviable.

• Transformation measures refer to 
fundamental changes without negative 
long-term consequences.
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MODULE 2 
Conceptual guidanceKey questions for building resilience:

Whose resilience?
Individual, household, community, institution, 
social-ecological system, nation etc.

To sustain which functions? 
Wellbeing, lives, livelihoods, food security, 
public services, eco-systems etc.

In relation to which type of shocks and 
stresses? 
Social, political and economic risks, 
environmental degradation, climate change, 
conflicts etc.
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“ Community empowerment and local ownership are essential for 
communities to be in the driving seat of developmental processes.” 

© Helvetas: Indigenous farm leader at a community meeting in Bolivia
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1. Build on communities livelihoods capitals / assets: human, social, physical, natural, financial. 

2. Break silo thinking and link across sectors: DRR, food security, natural resources, water, 
health etc.

“ Resilience work requires building bridges across established thematic divides: therefore comprehensive assessments, 
design, planning and implementation across various sectors are needed”

3. Promote communities’ ownership: tailor made solutions, needs based.
“Community empowerment and local ownership are essential for communities to be in the driving seat of developmental 
processes.” 

4. Link different scales of time and space: information and measures for short-, medium-, and long-
term at individual – household – community - national - global level

“Making full use of climate information available for the short-, medium-, and long-term to routinely take action in 
anticipation of a future disaster risk.” 

5. Promote partnerships between different stakeholders: communities, business sector, 
government, science etc.

“A resilience approach requires understanding the interconnectedness of levels: from individual to household and 
community to national and global level“ 

Resilience approach: Key aspects 1
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MODULE 2 
Conceptual guidanceLivelihoods approach to resilience

“Resilience work in essence focuses on strengthening 
livelihood capitals (assets) through a variety of 
interventions”. – H. Bruno

A resilience approach should tackle sustainable
livelihoods capitals for long term sustainability. 
The objective is to build shock-resistant livelihoods 
and, in the longer-term, to help people lift 
themselves out of poverty. 
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MODULE 2 
Conceptual guidanceA resilient community …

• is knowledgeable and healthy (human) 

• is well-organized and connected (social) 

• is engaged in local policy development (political) 

• has economic opportunities (financial)

• manages sustainably its natural assets (natural) 

• has robust infrastructure and services (physical) 
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The case study illustrates how communities and local government actors join efforts to 
combine different risk reduction measures and to link DRR within local institutions for 
improved risk governance and development planning. 

CASE STUDY: 
Risk reduction & risk governance in Bolivia

© Helvetas: community meeting for a risk assessment

Resilience

Integrated DRR

Targeted DRR



Overview 1
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Case study: Risk reduction & governance in Bolivia 

Location: Bolivia
Project by: Helvetas
Project period: 2014 – 2018 (phase IV)

Type of measure: Guidance to government institutions and civil society 
organizations for demanding save and resilient 
infrastructure in the water and agriculture sector. 

Objective: Support local actors for disaster and climate resilient 
development planning related to the water and agriculture 

sector through the elaboration of guidance for governmental 
institutions and strengthened civil society organizations (CSO) 
to demand save and resilient infrastructure. 



Risk context

Context Bolivia 
• Municipalities and regional governments have limited access to 

agricultural climate information and lack guiding tools to consider disaster 
risks in local development plans and process. 

Climate change impacts
• Fluctuations and increased unpredictability in seasonal patterns.
• Increased intensity and frequency of weather related disaster events.

Most relevant hazards
• Droughts, hail, frost and floods.

Effects
• Losses in the agricultural production.
• Damage to productive and related assets; soil fertility, fields, access roads.
• Intensification of poverty conditions, food insecurity, lacking access to 

productive services contribute to communities’ vulnerability and as 
consequence to migration.
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Case study: Risk reduction & governance in Bolivia 



Activities

• Strengthen physical assets: Implementation of disaster 
resilient demonstration infrastructure through irrigation 
schemes, weather stations etc.

• Strengthen political assets: Participatory, experience-
based elaboration of methodologies and regulations 
considering DRR/CCA in the planning and design of 
infrastructure investment programmes for governmental 
institutions with the DRR toolbox, risk maps for 
municipal agricultural sector, resilient infrastructure 
guide etc.

• Strengthen social assets: Experience sharing with 
authorities, technicians and CSO through thematic 
events, joint field visits, fares.
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Case study: Risk reduction & governance in Bolivia 



Achievements

• Implementation of resilient infrastructure projects in the water and 
agriculture sectors as model for replication, collective learning 
experiences with authorities, technicians and social control organizations, 
and to develop regulations and guides.

• Rural families relaying on self-sufficient farming increased their food 
security through more adjusted resilient production methods.

• Municipalities apply a methodology considering DRR/CCA principles in 
their local planning for infrastructure investments, which was jointly 
developed together with the local civil society organization (CSO) .
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Case study: Risk reduction & governance in Bolivia 



More information:
Helvetas Bolivia, Engagement in DRR: 
https://bolivia.helvetas.org/actividades/proyectos
_en_bolivia/reduccion_del_riesgo_de_desastres/
Risk reduction – Risk governance project (RRD): 
www.rrd.com.bo
Experience capitalization documents of RDD 
projects: http://www.rrd.com.bo/?page_id=10
Experience capitalization movies of RDD 
projects: http://www.rrd.com.bo/?page_id=15

Lessons learned

• Participatory elaboration of tools is crucial for practicability 
and ownership.

• A close collaboration with the population, local and central 
government institutions - through a combined bottom up 
top-down approach - is key for long term results. 

• An early consideration of DRR/CCA principles for new 
investments can substantially reduce future risks.

• In the context of field reality, one single perfect DRR 
measure does not exist, but a combined set of different 
measures and a strong collaboration are required. 
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Case study: Risk reduction & governance in Bolivia 

https://bolivia.helvetas.org/actividades/proyectos_en_bolivia/reduccion_del_riesgo_de_desastres/
http://www.rrd.com.bo/
http://www.rrd.com.bo/?page_id=10
http://www.rrd.com.bo/?page_id=15


CHAPTER 4

Summary 
+ Quiz
A short recap of Module 2

© CBM



Key Messages 1
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• Targeted or stand alone DRR/CCA are applied in pronounced risk contexts that adversely 
affect livelihoods and have as main objective the reduction of disaster and climate risks 
through a set of specific DRR/CCA actions. 

• Integrated DRR/CCA aims at reducing or even preventing the impact of climate and 
disaster risk on communities within broader development or humanitarian aid projects and 
can be carried out at different levels and in different contexts.

• A resilience approach should be multidimensional: It should build on communities 
livelihoods capitals/assets, link across sectors, promote communities’ ownership, link 
different scales of time and space and promote partnerships between different 
stakeholders.

• A resilience approach should tackle sustainable livelihoods assets for long term
sustainability. It should strenghthen several livelihood assets, including human, financial, 
physical, natural, political, social. The objective is to build shock-resistant livelihoods and, 
in the longer-term, to help people lift themselves out of poverty. 



QUIZ

What are characteristics of targeted or stand-alone 
Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR)?

They are approaches specifically aimed at disaster risk 
reduction and/or climate change adaptation 

They can be part of DRR and CCA Mainstreaming

They must be closely aligned to local development efforts
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Please tick one or several boxes



QUIZ

What are characteristics of targeted or stand-alone 
Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR)?

All answers are correct.
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They are approaches specifically aimed at disaster risk 
reduction and/or climate change adaptation 

They can be part of DRR and CCA Mainstreaming

They must be closely aligned to local development efforts



QUIZ

What are the different steps that characterize the Risk Staircase?
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The integration of DRR/CCA into development projects and humanitarian 
aid projects can be useful because climate and disaster risks …

QUIZ

increase the vulnerability of beneficiary groups

are the most important issues that projects should focus on

impact on the implementation of development and humanitarian aid 
projects
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aid projects can be useful because climate and disaster risks …
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How can the integration of DRR/CCA into development projects happen?

QUIZ

screening of risks 

project activities aim at not increasing risk

specific DRR/CCA components in the project 

DRR/CCA is considered and implemented in all activities
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What are the main elements of resilience? 
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What are the main elements of resilience? 
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1. Absorption: Withstand without losing basic functions.
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What are the main elements of resilience? 

QUIZ

1. Absorption: Withstand without losing basic functions.

2. Adaptation: Adjustment to changing circumstances.

3. Transformation: In-depth change to a different way. 
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What is needed for building resilience capacities?
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1. Build on communities livelihoods capitals / assets:
human, social, physical, natural, financial 
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2. Break silo thinking and link across sectors:
DRR, food security, natural resources, water, health etc.
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What is needed for building resilience capacities?

QUIZ

1. Build on communities livelihoods capitals / assets:
human, social, physical, natural, financial 

2. Break silo thinking and link across sectors:
DRR, food security, natural resources, water, health etc.

3. Promote communities’ ownership: tailor made solutions, needs based

4. Link different scales of time and space: information and measures for short-, medium-, 
and long-term at individual – household – community - national - global level

5. Promote partnerships between different stakeholders:
communities, business sector, government, science etc.
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Cordaid (2013). Building Resilient Communities: a training manual on community-managed disaster risk reduction 
https://www.cordaid.org/en/wp-
content/uploads/sites/3/2013/05/Booklet_1_CMDRR_Training_Design_and_Implementation.pdf

KOFF (2012): Factsheet Conflict Sensitivity 
http://koff.swisspeace.ch/fileadmin/user_upload/koff/Publications/KOFF_Factsheet_Conflictsensitivity_Sept2012.pdf

SDC (2013): “Integrated Climate Risk Management for a Resilient World”  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qy4_Wgiwwt4
FOPC, 2012: Model Integrated Risk Management

Swiss NGO DRR Platform (2015): Community resilience framework 
http://drrplatform.org/images/CommunityResilienceReport.pdf

Swiss NGO DRR Platform (2016). Disaster Risk Reduction, Climate Change Adaptation and Resilience. Briefing Note. 
http://drrplatform.org/images/Briefing_Note_October_2016.pdf

References 1

2

3

Q

MODULE 2 
Conceptual guidance

https://www.cordaid.org/en/wp-content/uploads/sites/3/2013/05/Booklet_1_CMDRR_Training_Design_and_Implementation.pdf
http://koff.swisspeace.ch/fileadmin/user_upload/koff/Publications/KOFF_Factsheet_Conflictsensitivity_Sept2012.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=qy4_Wgiwwt4
http://drrplatform.org/images/CommunityResilienceReport.pdf
http://drrplatform.org/images/Briefing_Note_October_2016.pdf


>>> The next Module 3 will present the practical illustration how targeted DRR, integrated 
DRR/CCA and resilience building have been implemented in different risk contexts and 
geographic regions.

What is next?



This course has been developed for the Swiss NGO DRR Platform by: 
HEKS/EPER, Caritas Switzerland, HELVETAS Swiss Intercooperation, Global 
Risk Forum Davos and Zoï Environment Network with contribution from SDC
Visit us online: http://www.drrplatform.org/learning

http://www.drrplatform.org/learning
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