UHI RESEARCH SEMINAR
RESILIENCE AND SUSTAINABLE RURAL COMMUNITIES: 27TH JUNE 2011

DISCUSSION NOTES

Introduction

This seminar was organised by members of the UHI Sustainability Research Network, following a proposal made at the UHI 2010 Research Conference. The objective was to:

· share knowledge of theory and practice around the topic of resilience, from different disciplinary perspectives

· explore and critique current policy approaches to resilience, particularly in relation to rural communities

· identify potential themes and questions to be incorporated in collaborative research proposals

Presentations from the seminar are available at www.abdn.ac.uk/crh. This report summarises key points from the discussion under a series of themes agreed at the seminar and notes points made and queries raised by participants.

SUMMARY OF MAIN THEMES/ISSUES
Conceptual Issues

· Scale – looking at resilience at individual, family, community, system levels implies very different contextual factors need to be taken into account
· Definitions – are we talking about comparable processes when looking at psychological, ecological and community resilience?
· Definitions of resilience – need to make clear
· Definitions of community – what would a community of interest focus bring to resilience?
· Resilience as an inherent trait or facilitated by outside factors?
· Is the concept now so diluted as to have lost its usefulness?
· What about the resilience of practitioners as well as service users and communities?
· Are there still unanswered questions about resilience? Is the policy interest in resilience leading researchers to repackage questions already answered?
· Is resilience always a beneficial state? Does resilience have a ‘dark side’?
· Is the work being done of benefit to research users? Do they find it useful in practice? 
Governance

· Dynamics of ‘incomers’/’natives’

· Roles of service practitioners

· Leadership – what style builds resilience? 
· How people access support to become more resilient – equality issues

· What are appropriate relationships between actors to build resilience?
· Do communities need new governance arrangements to deal with e.g. large sums of community benefit?
· Do governance structures need simplified if communities are to adapt to change/become more self reliant?
Resistance (Barriers)

· What shifts in behaviours are required by service providers and communities if resilience = greater self reliance?
· Is resistance ever a more appropriate strategy than resilience?
Processes

· External support – pros and cons of outside facilitation; 

· What is the role of improvisation and innovation in resilience? Could this be stifled by ‘institutionalisation’ of resilience?
· Does complexity theory offer any insights to processes which build resilience?
· How do we take to scale interventions that work?
· Need for understanding of relationship between interventions and outcomes
Measurement

· How do we measure increased resilience?

· Does resilience always bring benefits?

· How do we measure a community’s capacity for taking action in response to change?
INDIVIDUAL POINTS FROM PARTICIPANTS

· public sector services are key to resilience and rural communities’ viability, change in public funding is an opportunity and a threat to resilience 
· communities with active ‘incomer’ groups are more resilient than ones without: the dynamic between the 2 groups can be uncomfortable with suspicion and lack of buy in from the indigent group and the other failing to understand and take into consideration community fears

· education services could encourage intergenerational projects and invite greater community participation in schools 

· is the demographic reality that we have to think about ‘older communities’ not ‘viable communities’ in some locations? 
· Are older people a key component of a resilient community?

· Will older people moving into an area be less resilient due to displacement?

· Is self care of health conditions the way to increase resilience in a health context? Does early education about self management bring about resilient?

· Do strategies around prevention of and coping with falls increase resilience in later life?

· Now is policy of statutory bodies to encourage social enterprise but their policies and procedures can be a barrier – e.g. the tendering and commissioning process – systems are not joined up

· In rural communities concerns about privacy, especially financial,  can be a barrier to the development of delivery of services such as home care by local social enterprises. May be a requirement for things like codes of practice to build trust
· Difficult to get people to participate if have never joined anything throughout their lives – even to counteract loneliness. Health service has principle access to people’s homes and needs to look at the wider picture encouraging participation outside the home to improve mental health
· Need to move communities from ‘campaiging’ to ‘delivering’. What sort of support is needed to develop capacity for challenging change and how should this be provided

· Some communities have access to substantial funds from ‘community benefit’ deals with energy companies – is this an enabler or not? Case studies of communities in this situation could highlight what are the enablers and perceptions of the process. Can resilience be applied to maximise community benefit?

· Communities that could currently be identified as resilient because of high levels of community engagement and voluntary activity are sometimes inflexible and resistant to change. Middle class groups can ‘cherry pick’ the acceptable opportunities for helping people, ignoring more disadvantaged groups in the community
· Intergenerational activities are important for social cohesion…..some communities which have bought their village halls end up with less activity than before………if charges have to be put in place to make the hall sustainable the default position is to school premises increasing separation between age groups

· Is there value in working within communities to audit their community capacity to support development/resilience? Can this be done within key components required for individual health and happiness- health (physical and mental), wealth( knowledge and finance) and warmth (spirit as well as housing)? Asking about availability, access, awareness

· Need to measure whether change brings benefits………e.g. development of social enterprise can disrupt/displace informal activity such as loss of informal car sharing when a community transport scheme is set up…….is the trade off worth it?
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