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Abstract
In recent years, we have seen how turbulent our environment is. The migration crisis, the pandemic 
related the Sars-Cov-2 virus, the war in Ukraine, the economic crisis are just some examples of threats 
that we now have to cope with and, what is more, fi nd ways to survive and return to an acceptable 
state. In view of the above, the authors of this article express the need to pay att ention to, perhaps quite 
trendy in recent times, but very important concept, which is “resilience to threats”. The authors of the 
article have att empted to defi ne the indicated concept, which is not a simple activity. Then the authors 
indicated several ways of building resilience to threats on the example of local communities. The aim 
of this article is to justify the need to build resilience to threats in communities at the local level in 
Poland. The research problem was generated in the form of the following question: Is there a need 
to build resilience to threats in communities at the local level and why?

Streszczenie
W ostatnich latach przekonaliśmy się, jak turbulentne jest nasze otoczenie. Kryzys migracyjny, pandemia zwią-
zana z wirusem Sars-Cov-2, wojna na Ukrainie, kryzys gospodarczy to tylko niektóre przykłady zagrożeń, z 
którymi obecnie musimy sobie radzić, a co więcej, znaleźć sposoby na przetrwanie i powrót do akceptowalnego 
stanu. W związku z powyższym, autorzy niniejszego artykułu wyrażają potrzebę zwrócenia uwagi na, być może 
dość modne w ostatnim czasie, ale bardzo ważne pojęcie, jakim jest “odporność na zagrożenia”. Autorzy arty-
kułu podjęli próbę zdefi niowania wskazanego pojęcia, co nie jest czynnością prostą. Następnie autorzy wskazali 
kilka sposobów budowania odporności na zagrożenia na przykładzie społeczności lokalnych. Celem artykułu jest 
uzasadnienie potrzeby budowania w Polsce odporności na zagrożenia w społecznościach na poziomie lokalnym. 
Problem badawczy został wygenerowany w postaci następującego pytania: Czy i dlaczego istnieje potrzeba budo-
wania odporności na zagrożenia w społecznościach na poziomie lokalnym?

INTRODUCTION

Resilience to threats in communities at the local level should be built on the basis of positive social, 
legal, political, economic and technological characteristics. This concept focuses on social systems, 
the measures used to implement preventive actions, and the concept of post-risk action to minimize 
losses. In this article, resilience must be explained as the ability of a vulnerable society to adapt to a new 
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situation by resisting or introducing changes in order to maintain an acceptable level of existence. 
Resilience has three main areas: the extent to which the local community is able to organize itself; the 
number of threats that the community can survive and the extent to which the local community can 
build and increase the capacity to adapt and learn. Developing resilience to threats is primarily aimed 
at arousing community involvement at the local level in activities reducing the risk of the occurrence 
of a threat.

It is well known that the risk associated with the presence of various types of threats is difficult 
to eliminate. The development of modern early warning systems, improvement of methods of 
monitoring threats and information transfer, education of the population are not sufficient to fully 
eliminate emerging threats and crisis situations resulting from their escalation. In connection with the 
above, three features that accurately characterize contemporary threats can be mentioned: volatility, 
speed of spread and unpredictability. Therefore, in the opinion of the authors of the article, efficient 
and effective implementation of tasks in the field of crisis management is so important today. First 
of all, in this context, it is necessary to adapt activities to the current situation and constantly improve 
all elements related to it. It is reasonable to say that it is worth looking at crisis management not only 
from the theoretical, but above all from the practical side. If it is recognized that contemporary threats 
are primarily unpredictable and changeable, then also crisis management and the activities of entities 
that implement them should be flexible and innovative. Crisis management should not only refer to the 
activities of public administration bodies, but above all to the close and practical cooperation of local 
authorities with services and the local community.

Shaping resilience to threats in local communities is an extremely important topic in the era of 
political, socio-cultural and technological transformation. Moreover, it is of great importance in the 
context of maintaining security and social order. Activities related to building this resilience should be 
carried out by members of the local community, informal leaders of the local community, services, 
inspections, guards, and local authorities.

AN ATTEMPT TO DEFINE THE CONCEPT OF RESILIENCE IN THE CONTEXT 
OF RESEARCH

Description of the research methodology

After analyzing the literature on the subject, it was found that the subject of research are phenomena, 
processes and relations between these phenomena [Cieślarczyk, 2003]. Consequently, the subject of 
research in this article is resilience discussed on the example of communities at the local level.

According to the definition proposed by W. Dutkiewicz, the aim of research is to enrich the knowledge 
on persons, things and phenomena that are the subject of research [Dutkiewicz, 1996]. Taking into 
account the above definition, the main aim of the research was to justify the existence of the need to build 
resilience to threats in communities at the local level in Poland. Activities related to defining the subject 
and aim of the research allow to formulate the research problem. Properly specified research problem 
gives deep sense to this research and increases chances for its reliability.

Activities related to the definition of the subject and the aim of the research allow to formulate 
the research problem. A properly specified research problem gives a deep sense to this research and 
increases the chances of its reliability. Analysing the problem situation and referring to the research 
objective, the main research problem was generated in the form of the following question: Is there 
a need to build resilience in communities at the local level and why?

In order to answer the main research problem, the following specific questions were posed:
1.	 How should resilience be understood?
2.	 What elements shape resilience?
3.	 How can resilience be built today?
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The authors of this article used the following theoretical methods to solve the research problems:
1.	 Inductive reasoning - is a process in which general statements are derived from detailed infor-

mation [Cieślarczyk, 2003]. The inductive method has contributed to the creation of new theo-
rems and conclusions based on the available literature on the subject.

2.	 Deductive inference - is a process in which specific theorems are derived from general theorems 
[Cieślarczyk, 2003]. The deductive method identified general theorems through an analysis of 
the literature on the subject and available empirical research results.

3.	 Analysis - according to R. Podgórski, analysis should be understood as a research procedure 
which consists in decomposing the whole into its constituent parts, or extracting particular ele-
ments of the whole in order to learn about the whole through learning about particular parts 
[Podgórski, 2007]. Thanks to this method, the authors attempted to define the notion of immu-
nity and listed the ways of building resilience to threats. 

4.	 Synthesis - according to J. Apanowicz synthesis is the combination of separate factors, parts, 
features of a problem, process or organisation [Apanowicz, 2002]. According to M. Pelc, analy-
sis and synthesis are methods that should occur together, because the exclusion of one of the 
methods does not allow for the reliable application of the other [Pelc, 2012]. By using synthesis, 
the authors of the article were able to define the main problem and specific problems and make 
a description of the research results.

Concept of resilience

The need to ensure security is counted among the most important existential human needs. Communities, 
functioning nowadays in conditions of permanent threat, expect from public administration bodies to 
undertake actions aimed at reduction of potential and real threats having a negative impact on the state of 
security of local communities, but also at creation of conditions for skilful counteraction to the identified 
threats.

The fulfilment of this function is possible through taking actions aimed at preventing the emergence of 
threats whose intensity (in quantitative or qualitative terms) exceeds a certain acceptable level resulting 
from the possibility of counteracting these phenomena. 

Two elements seem to be key here: correct identification of risks and taking action to raise their 
acceptable level.

Identification of a threat can very often be complicated due to the dual nature of this phenomenon. 
Based on the definition of threats presented by Stefan Korycki, who indicates that a threat is “the 
actual actions of other participants of social life, unfavourable and dangerous to the vital interests and 
basic values of a given entity”, but also “a certain state of the psyche or consciousness expressed by 
the perception of phenomena that are assessed as unfavourable or dangerous” [Korycki, 1994], it can 
be seen that threats can be both objective and subjective in nature. It is undoubtedly true to say that 
the level (state) of safety is determined by objective threats, while subjective threats only arouse fear. 

The classical approach to threat analysis presented many years ago by Daniel Frei, which characterises 
the relationship between objective threats and their subjective perception, identifies four states relating 
to security [Frei, 1977]:

•	 security situation;
•	 a state of insecurity (dangerous state);
•	 a state of false security;
•	 a state of false danger (obsession).

Of these, the first two relate to correct threat recognition and the last two (false security and false 
danger) to incorrect recognition.

The author’s modification of this classical methodology, using a dichotomous scale: “there is - there is 
not”, denoting the existence or non-existence of a hazard, both in the objective and subjective dimensions, 
allows us to propose a different approach to the analysis of the relationship between the above-mentioned 
two types of hazards (Fig. 1).
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Figure 1. The relationship between the two types of threats

Source: own study

When the perception matches the actual threat, the threatened person (group, community) is aware 
of the situation they are in. This constitutes an important premise for taking rational actions, adequate 
to the type and scale of possible threats.

In the absence of such compliance, unjustifi ed actions by the person at risk are possible, often leading 
to undesirable and dangerous consequences.

Unconscious risk, i.e. a situation in which the person at risk does not perceive a real reduction in 
the level of safety, may lead to a delayed reaction to an adverse event (or in extreme cases no reaction 
at all) and thus a potential increase in the consequences of the event. This can happen, for example, 
when an individual or group has their alert threshold for receiving danger signals set too high or is not 
oriented at all towards receiving certain signals relating to certain specifi c types of danger.

Unconscious insecurity, on the other hand, is a situation in which those at risk perceive a reduction 
in the level of security, despite the real reasons for such behaviour. Irrational actions may then occur, 
leading to chaos and disorganisation of the functioning of certain social or administrative structures. 
Such a situation may arise in particular when the threshold for individuals or social groups to react 
to an emerging threat has been set too strictly or when the principles and procedures of threat assessment 
are fl awed.

There is no doubt that unconscious danger is a dangerous state, as it implies disregard for a real 
danger. It should be noted, however, that the state of unconscious safety may also be dangerous. In 
this state, although there is no real threat and therefore no reasons to take any reactive actions, the 
wrong perception of society may lead to unfavourable, often dangerous, behaviour, which is a source 
of secondary threats.

It should therefore be noted that real safety can only be described as fully realised. Consequently, 
the need for specifi c actions to create a safe environment should not only arise in cases of conscious or 
unconscious danger, but also when symptoms of unconscious safety appear.

This points to the need for a broader view of community safety, referring not only to the prevention 
of classical threats, but also exposing the importance of building resilience in local communities. 
Such an approach, based on the involvement of an informed public, provides the basis for building 
community resilience to diff erent types of threats.

Resilience is defi ned very broadly in the literature. A compilation of sample defi nitions can be found 
in many sources [Sienkiewicz-Małujurek, 2015]. For the purposes of the ongoing research, the defi nition 
provided in a report produced in 2005 by the US President’s Commission on Environment, Natural 
Resources and Sustainable Development was adopted, according to which resilience is the ability of 
a system, community/community or nation, potentially exposed to threats, to adapt by resisting or 
making changes in order to achieve and maintain an acceptable level of functioning [NSTC CENR, 2005].

It is important to note that resilience – while it may be the result of chance – is most often built consciously 
through monitoring and sound assessment of hazards and taking steps to prepare communities to cope 
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with situations of real risk. It is also important to note that resilience is a characteristic that can only be 
observed after fundamental changes resulting from the emergence of a hazard have occurred.

Resilience can be passive (static) or active (reactive). Passive resilience is created by a set of previously 
accumulated (unrelated to a specific, concrete event) behavioural and material resources of a local 
community, which make this community more or less exposed to the impact of specific threats. Active 
resilience, on the other hand, is dynamic in nature and concerns the capacity of community groups 
to implement specific reactive actions after the occurrence of an adverse phenomenon, consisting of an 
appropriately targeted, ad hoc increase in the subject’s resilience in response to the occurrence of a specific 
event. Similarly as before, active resilience can be assessed both in the behavioural sphere, when it will 
concern e.g. the current psychophysical condition of rescuers and their ability to act in a crisis situation, 
and in the material sphere, when it will be connected e.g. with the current possibility of using the forces 
and resources held.

Building resilience in communities is achieved by developing three areas of capacity [Mitchel, 2013]:
•	 adaptive capacity;
•	 transformational capacity;
•	 absorption capacity.

Adaptive capacity is the ability to adjust to changing external conditions and internal processes, 
thereby enabling this system to continue functioning without compromising its identity [Béné et al., 
2012; Sienkiewicz-Małyjurek, 2015].

Transformative capacity refers to the ability to create an entirely new system when ecological, 
economic or social structures render the existing system unsustainable [Walker et al., 2004].

Absorptive capacity, in the traditional approach, means the ability of the system to acquire, assimilate, 
process and use external knowledge [Zahra, George, 2002]. However, according to the authors, in 
relation to threats, it is more correct to define absorptive capacity as the ability of a system to receive 
(absorb) threat factors, using predetermined ways of responding to these factors, in such a way that the 
essential conditions of the system are not affected [Cutter et al., 2008; Béné et al., 2012].

Comprehensive building of resilience to threats must be based on interrelated actions in all three 
capacities mentioned above. It should be noted, however, that absorptive capacities are related 
to actions taken primarily in the period before a threat emerges, as they include planned undertakings, 
requiring time for their proper preparation. Transformation capabilities are most often used when the 
capabilities of the system to counteract threats are limited and there is a risk that the system cannot be 
maintained in its current structures. In contemporary conditions, when local communities often have 
to confront new threats, adaptation abilities, allowing the system to react flexibly to emerging threats, 
seem to be of the greatest importance.

SELECTED WAYS OF BUILDING RESILIENCE TO THREATS

The importance of adaptation and adaptive capacity in building resilience to threats

Analysing the literature on the subject one can find various approaches to the concept of adaptation. In the 
sociological context, adaptation should be understood as behavioural, cultural and technological adaptation 
of individuals, social groups or institutions to changes that occur in the environment [Smit, 2006].

Adaptation is also seen as the adjustment of behaviours and characteristics of a system to increase 
its ability to cope with external threats, it allows to reduce the risks associated with these threats 
by reducing social vulnerability [Berkers, Young, 2006]. Adaptation is part of resilience and encompasses 
the ability to adjust to changing external and internal conditions and thus enables development in line 
with existing trends [Folke, Carpenter, Walker, Scheffer, 2010].

Social adaptation is activated with the help of adaptive capacities. It is this capacity that enhances resilience 
and reduces vulnerability in local communities. Adaptive capacities are also directly related to the efficient 
and effective management of community safety, as they allow individuals and groups to adapt to potential 
threats, address changes in administrative structures of community management, allow for adequate 
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social communication, social education process, building social capital or strengthening the economic 
capacity of the society.

When analysing the literature and observing the environment, it is worth noting two areas of 
adaptability: the social area and the technical area. The first takes into account the interpersonal skills of 
individual community members and the social capital built on their foundation [Norris, Pfefferbaum, 
Wyche, 2008]. Interpersonal skills should focus on:

•	 cooperation skills;
•	 joint problem solving;
•	 the ability to empathise with the other person,
•	 flexibility, creativity in interpersonal relations.

Social capital, in this context, should refer to social support, cooperation, social durability, active 
citizenship, a sense of belonging to a group and attachment to a place.

The second area identified – technical – takes into account:
•	 professionally conducted risk analyses that make it possible to reduce the negative impact of 

various undesirable events on the functioning of the local community, resulting in the selection 
of appropriate ways of counteracting threats;

•	 a well-functioning information and communication process between the local authority and 
residents, residents and residents, the local authority and businesses, and the local authority and 
NGOs.

Analysing the literature on the subject, referring to the content of this article, it should be argued that 
the primary goal of adaptive capacity in building resilience to threats in local communities is to raise 
the level of ability to respond flexibly to the numerous changes and disruptions in the environment in 
which they operate.

Selected ways of building community-based resilience

The process of building resilience to hazards is carried out to stimulate in communities at the local level 
a commitment to actions that reduce the risk of hazards and at the same time coping, the ability to survive 
when they occur. Using the literature as an example, it can be argued that resilience encompasses three 
core areas [Carpenter et al., 2001]:

•	 the extent to which the local community is capable of self-organisation;
•	 the amount of disruption this community can withstand;
•	 the extent to which the local community can build and enhance capacity for adaptation and 

learning.

Analysing the literature on the subject, numerous observations, conducting quantitative and qualitative 
research in the field, the following ways of building resilience to threats can be specified:

•	 supporting all initiatives carried out to increase the level of security in the area;
•	 ensuring access to social capital for all members of a community;
•	 expanding and improving the quality of the community’s economic resources;
•	 raising the level of active citizenship;
•	 information management.

Supporting all initiatives implemented to increase the level of security in a given area. The local initiative 
is one of the tools for implementing tasks and solving problems reported directly by a given local 
community. Examples of such initiatives include:

•	 Crime Eradication Initiative – introducing video surveillance in places where most incidents of 
this nature have been recorded or places where the community is afraid/feeling anxious;
•	 traffic safety initiative – billboards;
•	 Stop Alcoholism Initiative – implementation of prevention programmes in schools;



21Building Community Resilience at the Local Level

•	 an initiative to prevent domestic violence – publicity spots to sensitise people to the issue and 
provide places where victims of violence can get help;

•	 Sars-Cov-2 anti-spread education initiative – providing accurate information on COVID-19 
vaccination.

The activities described above help to improve the transmission of information, influence the balanced 
distribution of resources (especially knowledge) and increase cooperation skills. Social support, as some 
can confirm from experience, is an element that has a great influence on shaping knowledge, beliefs, 
building appropriate attitudes and activating empathy among the population.

Providing access to social capital for all members of a community. Social capital in a free understanding 
concerns the level of trust among a given group, the nature of relations which are formed within it and 
the ability and willingness to cooperate. Involving the local community in the processes of planning 
and preparing tasks, which, nota bene, directly affect the community, makes each individual have 
access to this capital. Thanks to this, the resilience of the local community grows, as its level of autarky 
increases.

The “Report on Development Challenges 2030” presents a comparison of social activity and 
community action in 20 selected countries. The lowest percentage of activity was recorded in Poland 
(13%) and Greece (14%), while the highest in the UK (53%) and Sweden (52%) [Report “Poland 2030. 
Wyzwania rozwojowe”, 2009].

Expanding and upgrading the economic resources of a community. The expansion and modernisation of 
these resources depends primarily on minimising the risk of destructive phenomena and improving the 
ways in which they spread. It is worth considering here the construction of economic diversity, thanks 
to which those most in need will have direct access to resources when an event occurs. In such a situation, 
responsible resource management, creative problem-solving and the implementation of policy actions 
that take into account the social good are of extraordinary importance in shaping the resilience of local 
communities.

Increasing the level of civic participation. In this context it is worth mentioning the importance of the civic 
society, which shows significant abilities and motivation for self-realisation, as well as for achieving 
independently (without coercion from the local authority) set goals. Civil society is characterised 
by a high level of civic activity, i.e. participation of citizens in the economic, political and social life of 
a given local community. An active citizen engages e.g. in the process of social participation, attends 
the sessions of the municipal council (reporting problems concerning a given social group), takes part 
in the election of authorities, monitors the activities of the elected ones, co-determines the issues of the 
community of which he/she is a member. Civic activity, and thus the appropriate relations between the 
local authorities and residents, is an important element in meeting threats. Unfortunately, empirical 
research shows that in many local communities in various areas of Poland there is a persistent problem 
with a mediocre sense of civic responsibility, and this should be our duty. Where, then, should the 
reasons for this state of affairs be sought? Probably in the low level of civic education, and consequently 
– the low level of civic competence of communities at the local level.

Information management. The process of information dissemination can start with e.g. the creation of 
an information platform, which will provide key instructions on actions to be implemented in order 
to individually or collectively avoid the hazard or minimise its negative impacts; information on 
funding sources in case of losses due to negative events. It is important that the above-mentioned data 
exchange area is promoted by the media, i.e. adequate marketing activities should be carried out at the 
beginning in order to disseminate it among the local community and to keep it updated. It is worth 
using such a tool to disseminate factual, verified and necessary information.

Access to local knowledge and resources (by which the authors mean physical, human, information 
and financial resources) is related to equipping people with specific skills that are then useful in 
responding to hazards, or to identifying people in the local community who already have such skills 
(e.g. knowledge of the terrain and identifying movement routes, the ability to carry out and coordinate 
the evacuation of people from risky areas to safe areas, leadership skills, the ability to provide 
psychological or medical assistance).
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Conducting training on potential threats, raising community awareness, sensitising each individual 
to certain elements of social coexistence, increasing vigilance and interest in what is happening around 
us, to a large extent shapes the resilience of the local community and, as a result, allows for an efficient 
process of adaptation in the event of changes in the environment.

Building a social culture is also an important element. It is obvious that the process of building this 
culture should take place from the point of view of increasing resilience to threats, and not, as often 
happens, the perpetual conviction that “this problem does not concern us or will never concern us”. 
Resilience needs to be built through a well-planned and structured (with access to the necessary 
resources) process of learning, understanding what the risks are, anticipating, being alert (individually 
and collectively), and being able to adapt to new conditions.

CONCLUSION

Social resilience to threats is shaped by the experiences that a given group acquires over a given period 
of time and with the occurrence of specific events. This resilience is therefore multifaceted, i.e. a given 
local community may be resistant to some events but vulnerable to others. At this point, it is worth 
pointing out the most important areas thanks to which it will be possible to build or increase the level 
of resilience to threats in communities at the local level.

The first is education. At its core should be the provision of information on how not to escalate threats. 
Moreover, an important assumption should be to raise public awareness of potential threats, understanding 
their nature and possible range. It is also worth equipping the public, from an early age, with knowledge 
on how to behave in the event of a threat.

The second area relates to communication, establishing and maintaining social dialogue. Each member 
of a local community should have equal access to knowledge, information and data. Members of such 
communities should be willing and able to understand the need to share their information, to make joint 
decisions on their safety, functioning and development. The latter translates into the third, important 
area, which is cooperation, collaboration.
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