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About this 
Playbook
The last few years has a been period of continual crisis and transition. This Playbook is 
published as we emerge from the tail-end of one crisis, the COVID-19 pandemic, and 
stare down the barrel of another one, the cost of living crisis. While we necessarily find 
ourselves focusing on short term needs, we also have a unique opportunity to use our 
experiences to date to build new possibilities for long-term change. Common Vision’s 
Futures Playbooks aim to ‘join the dots’ between what is happening now, and the 
emerging patterns or ‘signals’ of things to come. 

This Playbook looks at what recent events have taught us about community resilience 
and the role of thriving communities in building and strengthening national resilience. 
It looks at how different social systems were tested by the pandemic, and how 
those operating within strong and engaged communities benefited. We explore 
different concepts and models of resilience, and look at what it takes to establish a 
regenerative model of resilience which places grassroots community groups and 
civil society organisations at the centre of our collective frontline capacity to weather 
shocks and adapt to future societal transitions.
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COVID-19 sent massive shockwaves through our systems. Our already struggling 
healthcare service was forced to rise to enormous new challenges, whilst 
food and energy production and distribution, how we care for our elderly and 
vulnerable, how we manufacture and distribute goods, and even how we govern 
and make decisions were all called into question. Many of our national systems 
almost toppled at different points in the pandemic, and the ramifications of this 
turbulence in everyday terms are still playing out.

With all this said, the crisis could have been worse. Who knows what would have 
happened if communities hadn’t come together to coordinate and support 
the most vulnerable in our society? Communities stepped in to prevent food 
systems from breaking down, kept up distribution of medical supplies, made 
sure people were being looked after, and kept their neighbourhoods connected 
and informed. 

As the current cost-of-living crisis unfolds, local communities will no doubt 
step forward again and do whatever they can to keep the systems we rely on 
functioning. This vital role for communities in a time of volatility and uncertainty 
should not be taken for granted – we must invest in our communities, support 
their capacity to take action, and distribute meaningful resource and decision-
making power in the long term. We must ensure that they have the capacity to 
respond, change and evolve in the face of ever-shifting circumstances.

James Goodman
Director of Partnerships and Learning

Local Trust
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Who should use 
this Playbook
We hope this Playbook will prompt conversations 
and thoughtfulness that may eventually lead 
to deeper strategic plans and partnerships. It 
does not intend to prescribe the solutions, but to 
provoke fresh thinking and ambition.

Civil society organisations working with and 
within communities, or thinking about how to do so. 
This includes charities, service delivery organisations, 
infrastructure organisations, membership networks, 
or local alliances.

Local decision makers and public sector 
professionals, who are interested in community-
rooted practice, and how working with communities 
supports effective service delivery in times of crisis. 
This may include those working in education, energy, 
social care, food, health, environment, emergency 
services, housing, or digital inclusion.

Funders of civil society organisation, community 
groups, and services, who want to understand 
how to invest in and shape an enabling context for 
systems change. This might include independent 
charitable funders and public funders or 
commissioners.

Experts and commentators advocating for 
community power and investment in local capacity-
building and infrastructure. This may include 
policymakers, think tanks, academics and media 
commentators.
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In this Playbook we use metaphors to visually 
depict some of the different ways to think about 
resilience as a concept. These are intended to be 
a playful provocation for creative thinking. At the 
end of this Playbook you can find some further 
metaphors which may help prompt thinking and 
discussion with others. 
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Over the course of 2020 and 2021 Local Trust convened 
a series of learning seminars with a range of civil 
society partners on how community can play a part in 
building a more resilient future. Common Vision was 
asked to act as an independent learning partner to 
review and synthesise the key themes and insights 
from this work. To complement the activities hosted 
by Local Trust, Common Vision conducted in-depth 
interviews with civil society leaders on their experiences 
of the pandemic and a desk review of literature on the 
theory and practice of resilience. 

Lead author: Matilda Agace, Common Vision. Supported 
by Caroline Macfarland, Rob Cobbold, Ciaran Bolton, 
Lauren Allen, Oliver Callaghan, Sharmin Chowdhury, 
and Stacey Chambers. 

Thanks to our interviewees: Chris Ashworth, Nominet; 
Helen Milner, Good Things Foundation; Ian Hanton, Think 
Local Act Personal; Maddie Guerlain, Sustain; Melissa 
Ray, The National Lottery Community Fund; Robin 
Hewings, Campaign to End Loneliness; Victoria Marsom, 
Friends of the Earth. Special thanks to James Goodman, 
Local Trust. 

Methods and 
Acknowledgements

About Common Vision
Common Vision is a think tank specialising in community 
listening, deliberative dialogue and public imagination. 
Our work joins the dots between emerging social and 
economic trends, shares learning from best practice, and 
identifies pathways to achieving common goals. We share 
these insights and stories with policymakers, funders, and 
others who can implement change in their personal or 
professional communities.
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About Local Trust
Local Trust was established in 2012 to deliver Big Local, which 
is the largest ever national experiment in neighbourhood 
level devolution and community regeneration. It identified 
150 deprived neighbourhoods across the country and 
gave each area £1.15m in funding. This money has been 
placed directly in the hands of local residents, giving them 
the ability to make decisions about how to improve their 
areas and the quality of life of local people. Designed 
from the outset to be radically different from other 
funding programmes, at the heart of Big Local is a vision 
of empowered, resilient, dynamic, asset rich communities 
making their own decisions on what is best for their area.

5



1
Understanding 
community 
resilience



The last few years have taught us a lot about what it means to be resilient in times 
of crisis. The pandemic came as an unexpected and extreme shock to people from 
all walks of life and communities all around the UK. But the pandemic was more 
than a sharp and immediate shock, it was an ‘awakening’ to risk and insecurity that 
already existed in our social and economic systems. These ‘fault lines’ are ever-
present as we face ongoing uncertainty around our supply chains, the cost of living, 
geo-politics and the climate. 

We have found that many of the institutions and services we once relied upon as 
strong and stable, were brittle and slow during a crisis. At the same time, the early 
months of the COVID-19 crisis signalled to us what communities need to be agile, 
adaptive and empowered to rise to collective challenges; to self-organise to fill 
gaps in state provision and support vital services to pivot and adapt to need.

As we look forward to emerging crises – or indeed a state of permanent, ‘long 
crisis’1  – strengthening communities is essential to adapting and weathering to the 
changes ahead. What can we learn from the patterns of resilience displayed during 
the pandemic to plan for future risks? How can we repair and renew communities’ 
confidence and agency in the context of long-term uncertainty and instability? This 
Playbook draws together lessons from communities to explore these questions. 
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1.1 What do we mean by 
community resilience?

‘Resilience’ is a term that is often contested and poorly understood. 
It is sometimes viewed as a personal trait, synonymous with 
overcoming personal adversity, or an organisation’s capacity to 
plan for risk. At a national level, it refers to emergency responses 
to disruption - the government’s ‘National Resilience Strategy’, for 
instance, is a plan for how UK agencies predict, prepare for, and 
mitigate risks like flooding or cyber-attacks.

At the community level, resilience is less well defined. Often 
‘community resilience’ is framed explicitly around disaster 
response and social cohesion. However, through the pandemic, we 
learned that community resilience goes far beyond this.

While it is often easy to think of the different elements that sustain 
our communities separately – schools for young people, care 
homes for old people, community centres for voluntary activities, 
parks for leisure and play – the disruption of the pandemic helped 
us to see their structural interdependency. Our healthcare system, 
already stretched, was pushed close to breaking point; schools 
struggled to transition to online teaching and support of pupils’ 
wellbeing; our social care systems struggled to meet those who 
needed support the most, and our economy stalled. The strain on 
these systems was interconnected, they pulled against one another, 
and where one service faltered, others bore the brunt.  

8

Capacity for self-organising; 
operating through feedback 
loops’; strong relationships 
and interdependencies within 
the system.

Resilience is… a beehive 



1.2 Applying systems thinking to 
local communities

Systems thinking is a tool for understanding the complexity and interdependence 
of our world. Donella Meadows, an American environmental scientist, was a leading 
systems theorist. Her work can help us think about how communities embody and 
contribute to resilience. 

‘Systems’ can be 
huge like a whole 

forest ecosystem, or 
tiny like an organ in 

the body.

They can be 
organic like a 
river, or man-
made like an 

institution. 

Everything we interact with is part 
of multiple systems that, in turn, 

interact with each other. 
For example, a tree is a system 
itself, which is part of a forest, 

which is then part of a complex 
ecosystem containing woods and 
mountains and rivers and animals 

of all kinds and much more. 
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According to Meadows, communities are systems, made up of 
people, physical elements like buildings, and soft elements like 
identity and community spirit, working together towards collective 
flourishing. A community works well when it creates balance and 
adjusts its behaviours. “Think of a community kicking into high 
gear to respond to a storm. People work long hours to help victims, 
talents and skills emerge; once the emergency is over, life goes 
back to ‘normal’.”2  This ability to adapt and persist is, Meadows 
suggests, down to three characteristics of good systems: resilience, 
self-organisation, and hierarchy.

Resilience in systems arises from a structure of feedback loops. 
So, for instance, if a plant senses a lack of water in the soil, a 
feedback loop modifies its behaviour to reduce water evaporating 
from its leaves. At a higher-level, we have ‘meta-resilience’ with 
feedback loops becoming more complex, restorative structures – 
for example a forest cultivates different species in order to recover 
from flood damage more effectively in the future. Resilience is lost 
when feedback loops are blocked, distorted, or delayed. This also 
applies to communities and human systems.

Self-organisation supports the resilience and efficacy of any 
systems. “You see self-organisation in neighbourhoods all 
the time, when people decide to come together for a cause, 
to resist something, or help one-another”3. And indeed, this 
is what we saw during the early days of the pandemic: a 
groundswell of self-organised social support which boosted 
entire communities and broader social systems’ resilience. 
Meadows suggests that self-organisation is a common 
property of living systems that is often taken for granted, or 
sacrificed for short-term productivity and stability, because 
it can feel unruly and challenging for established institutions 
and powers.

Hierarchies give stability to complex 
systems and structure relationships and 
interdependencies. So, when we think of a 
local community, we can think of all the sub-
systems that constitute it, from schools to 
faith institutions, and the larger systems it is 
part of, from regional economies to national 
education systems, nested within a complex 
hierarchy. This hierarchical structure, 
Meadows suggest, supports resilience 
because each level has some level of self-
reliance and autonomy, but is still connected 
to others through a shared goal or objective.

H
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Self-
Organisation

Feedback 
Loops
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Systems thinking helps us understand that communities aren’t 
simply different groups of individuals and institutions working to 
predict and prepare for shocks. Instead, they are complex webs of 
activity and relationships, working together to move energy and 
resources where they are most needed. According to this analysis, 
to boost resilience in a community, the answer is not training more 
groups on how to deliver an emergency response, but building 
capacity for self-organising, strengthening ‘feedback loops’, and 
valuing the networks or ‘hierarchies’ which local communities are a 
part of. 

Viewed through this lens we see that local communities, as self-
organising systems, have an intrinsic ability to respond to shocks 
successfully, they just need the space, power, and relationships to do 
so.

Self-organising communities during the pandemic

Recent work by the Third Sector Research Centre supports 
this theory of communities as self-organising systems. This 
comparative analysis of 26 communities during the pandemic 
found that more comprehensive, strategic and inclusive 
responses to the pandemic arose in communities with three, 
interrelated characteristics: 

• a strong network of community leaders; 

• extensive connections between existing community activities; 

• strong relationships with local authorities. 

It was these factors – leadership, relationships, activity, and 
power, which most strongly influenced the effectiveness and 
resilience of the community response.4 

11



1.3 Three models of resilience

How does thinking of communities as self-organising, evolving, interdependent systems change our 
conceptualisation of resilience? Here are three different models of resilience. Roughly speaking, these models 
have emerged in sequence over time, but all three definitions are still used today in different contexts. 

Static resilience 

The conventional model of resilience, 
often used in disaster preparedness and 
planning. In this model, resilience is a 
quality that can be achieved by people 
and nations alike. At the national level there 
is a focus on building hard infrastructure, 
like flood defences. At the personal level 
there is a focus on building character 
and grit. Community dynamics are rarely 
considered beyond managing social risks.  Elastic resilience

This model focuses on bouncing-back 
from shocks, and working through risk, 
rather than shoring up immovable 
defences. Most ‘elastic’ models focus on 
personal resilience and psychological 
development. Social determinants are 
recognised, but addressed through 
behavioural adjustments and specialist 
support rather than systems change. 
At a national level, communities are 
an ‘elastic’ resource to draw upon, for 
example a volunteer army in reserve to 
be called-up in a crisis. 

Regenerative resilience
This emerging model of resilience focuses 
on adaptation, repair, and renewal. Drawing 
from systems and ecological theory, 
resilience becomes about how a system 
behaves under pressure, and how risk is 
distributed. In this model, resilience is tied 
to equalities because without systemic 
resilience, risks are shouldered by the most 
vulnerable. At the national level resilience is 
about building better social systems, rather 
than patching-up existing fragile systems, 
and communities’ self-determination, 
autonomy, and intelligence are important 
not just for specific groups or localities, but 
society as a whole.

Resilience is… a dam

Withstanding shock 
without bending 
or buckling under 
pressure

Resilience is…a bouncy ball 

Springing back 
into position when 
stretched5

Resilience is… a forest

Growing and evolving 
through change



Static resilience Elastic resilience Regenerative resilience

Resilience as a state to achieve Resilience as a behaviour to 
develop

Resilience as an ongoing 
process and practice

Resisting disturbance Absorbing disturbance Responding to disturbance

Draws from defence planning Draws from social theory Draws from ecological models 
and complex systems theory

Focuses on physical 
infrastructure and critical 

services

Focuses on civic infrastructure 
and social services

Focuses on social and human 
infrastructure 

Builds systems that can 
withstand stress and predict risk

Builds slack into a system to 
absorb shock and help people 

recover quickly

Values and utilises resources 
and assets in a system not 

previously recognised

Strengthens existing systems 
and hierarchies

Understands social 
determinants and enablers, but 

these only act one-way

Resilience is potential precursors 
to social transformation
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Static resilience Elastic resilience Regenerative resilience

Resilience is directed by national 
agencies, and coordinated by 

specialists and emergency 
services

Resilience is a shared 
responsibility held by all 

institutions, organisations, 
authorities in a ‘whole-society’ 

approach to resilience6

Resilience is rooted in local 
places and communities, in 

collaboration with a multitude 
of partners, assets, and 

environments

Requires forecasting and 
prediction, with specific 

responses designed for specific 
risks

Focuses on building generic 
capacity to cope any risk

Requires foresight and 
imagination, with a view to 

cultivating capacity to cope with 
many plausible futures

A rhetoric of self-reliance 
A narrative of shared resilience, 
mediated through services and 

institutions

A narrative and strategy of 
self-determination, collective 

decision-making, and 
autonomy

People are a risk to 
management and controlled in 

crisis

People are a resource to be 
directed and leveraged in a 
crisis, largely as volunteers6

People are at the heart of 
designing services and systems 

that can weather a crisis, and 
civic engagement is central to 

capacity-building

Diversity and disadvantage are 
rarely considered; inevitably 
the vulnerable suffer first and 

hardest

Diversity and disadvantage are 
considered; safety nets are set 

up to catch the vulnerable

Systems are built around 
equality and inclusion; 

responsibility and risks are 
evenly distributed by design



Over the past few years, the conventional static model of resilience 
has been increasingly challenged. In response to the COVID-19 
health crisis and the social effects of lockdown, more adaptable, 
‘elastic’ measures were put in place by the government. Locally, 
volunteering was celebrated, and strategies were put in place to 
catch the most vulnerable. In other words, whilst elements of static 
resilience strategies were in play, during the pandemic we saw a lot 
of elastic resilience being nurtured.

15

During the pandemic we also saw glimmers of ‘regenerative 
resilience’, for instance through the growth of self-organised 
mutual aid groups, or communities who pushed for more 
adaptive and equitable systems, for instance by campaigning 
for free school meals. We have also seen widespread demand 
to ‘build back’ more inclusive, diverse, and participatory 
systems. 

Regenerative resilience points to a way forward as we experience 
further shocks, from the cost of living crisis to large scale social 
transformations; a way to recapture a sense of cohesion and shared 
purpose that was so strong in our communities in early lockdown, to 
persist through ongoing uncertainty. The next chapter looks at what 
this could look like in different systems.



Regenerative 
resilience in 
different systems
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To know how to grow regenerative resilience, we need to know what powers it. Static models of resilience 
give weight to hard infrastructure, defence-style planning, or inherent personal traits. Elastic models view 
resilience as demonstrated by certain behaviours, supported by services and cultivated through specialist 
initiatives. But what happens in our regenerative model?

As individuals and communities, our capacity for personal and social resilience is interdependent with a set 
of systems which enable support, security, and repair. These systems often support an individual’s ability to 
adapt to shocks, while simultaneously supporting communities to thrive. At the same time, they are most 
powerful and effective when they draw on those same people’s and communities’ assets. Developing these 
systems, assets, and relationships underpins the regenerative resilience needed for the long crisis.

In this section we’ll explore what regenerative 
resilience looks like in our different systems: food, 
education, social care, outdoor spaces, information 
and communication systems, and energy 
systems. Each of these systems were disrupted 
by the pandemic and continue to be vulnerable 
to emerging challenges. These are systems that 
threatened to fail us, and so by looking at them 
closer, we can learn most about how to strengthen 
them for the future.

Stability derived from 
collective efforts; swift and 
agile to hazards; part of a 
wider fleet

Resilience is… a Viking longship 
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2.1 Food systems
First the pandemic, and then more recently the war in Ukraine, has 
brought population-wide uncertainty to our food systems for the first 
time since the second World War. Supermarket shelves are emptier 
than we’re used to, food prices are rapidly rising, and food bank 
use has remained high. In conventional resilience planning, food is 
thought of in terms of stockpiling – whether we have enough grains 
in our siloes, or cans in our cupboards. But though a regenerative 
lens we can see the interdependencies in all the ways that we grow, 
buy, eat, and cook food. 

The shock of the pandemic stretched the production side of our food 
systems, overloaded ‘just-in-time’ food supply chains, exposed our 
reliance on under-paid migrant labour. It left shop shelves bare and 
showed how “cheap food has ripple effects down the supply chain 
and calls into question how our society values food and the labour 
behind it”7.  This all had knock-on effects for the most vulnerable; 
whilst foodbank use had already been rapidly increasing, financial 
uncertainty, school closures and job losses meant many more 
struggled to access or afford food. In May 2020, a fifth of UK homes 
with children were going hungry. Over two years on we are seeing 
surging food prices (rising  by about 20% so far in 2022) and about 
345 million people are experiencing acute food insecurity, compared 
with 135 million before the pandemic.8  

Nothing substantial has shifted since lockdown. Our food 
systems are still very fragile and mostly designed to serve 
large agricultural corporation’s business models. But big 
farms aren’t resilient to shocks like the pandemic or supply 
chain shocks around leaving the EU because they over rely 
on cheap labour and just-in-time methods to get food 
into shelves. One wrench in the works can derail the whole 
system.

 Maddie Guerlain
Sustain

On the other hand, there have been times over the last few years 
where we have seen glimmers of what a regenerative food system 
could look like. During the pandemic many people rediscovered 
the value of eating, growing, and buying local and fresh food, and 
veg box sales increased 111% in early lockdown.9 Community groups 
rapidly mobilised to get food to people who needed it, developing 
creative, imaginative, and tailored schemes for keeping local people 
not only fed and nourished, but socially connected. 

A regenerative food system… 

To be resilient in the long term, everyone and every 
community needs access to healthy, delicious and 
sustainable food. What if instead of resolving to keep 
an extra packet of pasta in the cupboard, communities 
redesigned our food systems round the principle of 
wellbeing, and controlled our systems of production and 
consumption, reorientating it around regenerative goals? 

Overall, we need to drive narratives away from individual 
choice to more systemic change. Food is everyone and 
no-one’s responsibility, it is part of social security, labour 
markets, environmental, education, trade, and land policies. 
To build more resilient food systems, we need everybody.

 Maddie Guerlain
Sustain
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On the road to Net Zero, we have a once in a generation 
opportunity to reshape our energy system in a way which 
could drive productivity and efficiency, create new jobs and 
local investment routes, help improve health and wellbeing, 
and tackle inequality - driving deeper social, as well as 
environmental, change.16 

Forum for the Future 

2.2 Energy systems

Rapidly surging energy costs through 2022 are demonstrating the 
acute vulnerability of our energy systems, and the catastrophic 
consequences this insecurity has on people’s wellbeing. Rising bills 
are predicted to push over half of UK households into fuel poverty 
by January 2023.10 and cause thousands of community spaces and 
local businesses to close.11. If the winter is particularly cold, there 
could be energy blackouts12. Again, the poorest in our communities 
will shoulder the greatest costs. The current crisis is a symptom of a 
fragile energy system – with centralised supply and management, 
ongoing fossil fuel dependency, and a limited of government or 
community control. 

At a national level, government resilience planning often prioritises 
safeguarding the infrastructure needed to heat our homes, keep 
the lights on, and run our transport services.13. What’s often not 
visible is the intricate ways personal and community resilience 
is interdependent with this infrastructure. In the early days of the 
pandemic, energy consumption fell while renewable production 
rocketed – in June 2020 the UK went 67 days without burning coal 
for power.14.  An affordable, clean, and reliable energy system is an 
important foundation for functioning communities – however we 
already know that simply expanding domestic oil and coal energy 
generation won’t support our communities’ long-term resilience, 
only pushing us closer to climate collapse. Distributed production, 
and therefore distributed risk, is one way for our energy systems to 
become more resilient – and here communities are key.

14

Regenerative energy systems…

The threat of climate change is another ever-present crisis, 
requiring us to learn fast around how we adapt to scarcity 
and redesign our systems for long-term sustainability. What 
if people self-organised and ran their own, local, renewable 
energy systems, reducing reliance on fossil fuels, centralised 
infrastructure, and energy imports? There are already 
community-owned energy projects across the country which 
use self-generated solar, wind and hydro power to fuel local 
amenities. What if whole neighbourhoods worked together to 
decarbonise their homes and design local climate transitions?15 
For these sorts of micro solutions to have impact on the 
national scale, we need to consider what communities need to 
build skills and capacity from the ground up.
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patchy provision, with the quality of online education and support 
varying rapidly across the country. 

2.3 Education systems

The way children learn was transformed over the course of the 
pandemic, testing the resilience of children, families, teachers, and 
the whole education system. We saw how schools are crucial for 
children’s resilience not only because they teach skills and character, 
but because they provide emotional and social support, food, 
safeguarding, and friendship. On top of this they provide childcare and 
practical support for parents, enable them to work, and are therefore 
key to community capacity and societal wellbeing on a larger scale. 

The initial lockdowns were a profound shock for the education system 
and exposed stark areas of weakness. The attainment gap between 
disadvantaged pupils and their peers, already stalling for the first time 
in a decade before the pandemic began17, was exacerbated by the 
digital divide and rising patterns of poverty, threating to damage a 
generation’s prospects across their lifetime.

Before the pandemic inequality in education was already 
widening and affecting certain geographical and ethnic 
communities differently. COVID-19 hasn’t been the great 
leveller. Issues around the quality of learning, the digital 
divide, home learning, mental health – all these were there 
before and have been exacerbated. But the pandemic was 
unique in that communities have come together in spite of 
this adversity. 

Gina Cicerone
Fair Education Alliance 

Schools and teachers struggled with the transition, often lacking the 
resources and infrastructure needed to adapt quickly, such as virtual 
learning provision, training on supporting bereavement, or specialist 
safeguarding knowledge for remote environments. This resulted in 

A regenerative education system…

Analysis from the Education Policy Institute suggests 
the education system was most resilient through the 
pandemic when communities are engaged in designing 
and supporting children’s education.18 How could schools 
transition away from being institutions for children to be 
trained in, to act as intergenerational community hubs, 
involving and supporting a network of families beyond 
curriculum-based learning?

Schools and their community have a symbiotic relationship. 
The resilience that is built in one supports the resilience of 
the other. Ultimately that is what is going to support the 
success of young people. As a school and community, we 
see that relationship as crucial. At times of crisis, you need 
these relationships to already be strong. 

Alan Fraser
Cranfield Community College

During the pandemic, what we would typically think of in 
terms of community engagement in education has been 
absolutely challenged. We’ve had to adapt and find new 
ways to act with others. It’s been astounding to see how 
you have bridges for different sectors, businesses, schools, 
and parents to come together and reinforce the power of 
community... The power is within all of us. 

Gina Cicerone
Fair Education Alliance 
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2.4 Social care systems

It is easy to view adult social care services - encompassing at-
home support, care homes and supported accommodation - as 
mostly benefiting older and disabled people. However, social care 
is much more than the provision of formal care services19, which 
are part of a web of formal and informal services, community and 
statutory support, and social interaction that keeps people healthy. 
Disruptions to this system have a significant and immediate impact 
on health of many people, not just those ‘in care’.

The pandemic challenged the capacity of the formal adult social 
care system and had significant impacts on the lives of many 
people who access care and personal support. Some problems 
were shared with the wider population - such as loneliness, financial 
pressures, health anxiety, and food security – while others were 
specific, for instance delays to government guidance, cancelled 
respite and day services, reduced care packages and restrictions to 
visiting.20 The social care system was largely siloed and undervalued 
before the pandemic, and the crisis pushed it to breaking point. At 
the same time, informal forms of social care flourished in the early 
months of lockdown, from the rise of mutual aid groups to one-to-
one neighbourly support.

A regenerative social care system… 

As the demographics of the UK population shift, people 
continue to live longer, and economic instability impacts 
people’s ability to be financially prepared for old age, 
good social care systems will be vital to our collective 
resilience. How can we adapt to this change and build 
more caring systems and mutuality in our communities, 
that are not defined as user-specific or specialist 
services? We already know that social interaction and 
strong relationships play an important preventative role 
in the social care system, boosting resilience so that 
people don’t have to rely on acute response services 
in a crisis. What could a care system that valued social 
connection and invests in community capacity building 
achieve?

During the pandemic people came out of the woodwork 
to help and communities harnessed that, whereas 
some of our established systems were not agile enough 
to do so well. Millions of people volunteered but the 
NHS couldn’t put them to work, but local communities 
responded more with more agility to make use of 
those resources. We all live in a community and a 
neighbourhood - that’s where solutions are to be found.

Ian Hanton
Think Local Act Personal
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2.5 Nature and the outdoors

Access to nature isn’t normally part of public policy and planning 
for resilience – it’s often seen as something we can do without. 
However, the pandemic demonstrated how important spaces for 
relaxation, reflection and connection are for our personal resilience, 
and for the strength and connectivity of our communities. These 
were spaces that were often overlooked or taken for granted before 
the pandemic, but became vital. We saw how green space isn’t just 
good for our physical health but is an important foundation for good 
mental health and wellbeing too.

During the pandemic the link between the outdoors and 
mental health became more obvious. Green spaces helped 
people form strong social connections and feel part of the 
community. The pandemic has woken people up to the 
value they get from local spaces. 

Victoria Marsom 
Friends of the Earth

Regenerative public spaces:

What if we were to value nature, the outdoors, and 
other public spaces, as a cornerstone of our collective 
resilience? We would see how making space for nature 
in our lives offers practical personal benefits, like 
exercise, social benefits like community connection, 
and environmental benefits like lower air pollution. 
These are all important considerations when thinking 
about how to build capacity for adaptation and repair. 

However, spending more time outside also exposed the inequalities 
around accessing green space. As Friends of the Earth’s research 
shows, this inequality cuts across of lines of race and income, 
with almost 40% of people from Black, Asian or minority ethnic 
backgrounds residing in England’s most green space-deprived 
neighbourhoods, compared to 14% of white people.21 Additionally, 
not all green space is equal – some people only had easy access to 
poorly-maintained and equipped parks, spaces that felt unsafe to 
be in, or they experienced obstructions and physical barriers. 
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2.6 Digital systems

Sharing information and communicating with each other today 
relies on complex systems of digital connectivity. The early 
lockdowns, when we had to socialise, work, relax, learn, and access 
services from home, underscored how reliant we are on these 
systems. While at the national level, cyber security is a core part 
of the government’s resilience strategy, conventional resilience 
planning had not accounted for digital inequalities and access 
within our communication systems 22.  

Personal resilience is tightly entwined with people’s ability to 
connect and communicate with each other, as well as access the 
information and resources they need to learn and adapt through 
times of rapid change. Digital tools now also knit communities 
together, acting as the platform for organising, collaborating, and 
communicating. The speed and capacity of digital platforms often 
made them a crucial component of coordinating responses to the 
pandemic. 

Yet many people found themselves ‘locked out’ from the community 
response, unable to tap into friendships or social support, and with 
restricted access to essential services – from doctors’ appointments 
to online school - because they couldn’t get online.23 In the UK 1.9 
million households are without internet access, and around 7% of the 
UK population (3.6 million people) are almost completely offline.  Of 
the 1.2 million people who were advised to shield by the NHS, around 
25% did not have access to the internet. People living in poverty 
have been more likely to experience digital exclusion24, or have had 
to make choices between buying data, food, or heating. Without a 
system which guarantees affordable digital access, the poorest end 
up paying the greatest costs. 

At the moment digital inclusion plays second fiddle to 
digital infrastructure, hard hats, and high speed wifi but 
I think that entirely misses the point. That’s why data 
poverty is still so misunderstood. It’s not about providing 
broadband… it’s much more complex and human. The 
digital connectivity conversation often misses the context. 

Chris Ashworth
Nominet

Regenerative digital systems…

Perhaps part of the problem is that digital connection 
is usually seen through the lens of static resilience – 
something that relies on a physical entity being built, 
or a service switched on or off – rather than a complex, 
human toolbox for connection and information. In a 
regenerative model, digital access is part of a spectrum 
of connection, and being able to get online is valued for 
what it enables, such as accessing support, trustworthy 
information and human connection needed during 
times or national or personal crisis. 

Digital equality is about feeling like you’re a part of a digital 
society, not just a bystander watching other people benefit 
from a digital society.

Helen Milner
Good Things Foundation and Local Trust
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Building 
regenerative 
resilience in practice 
and policy

3



Traditional emergency response and resilience hinges upon 
the assumption that disasters are one-time events, to which a 
set of response processes can be applied. But if crises are no 
longer discrete, standalone events, a different set of principles 
are required. 

If our schools, food systems, energy systems, green spaces, 
digital systems, and social care systems – are going to 
embody the principles of regenerative resilience, they need to 
be redesigned with local communities at their heart.

How do we do this?
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3.1 Regenerative resilience 
in practice

Public bodies, charities, funders and service delivery organisations 
all have opportunities to adopt regenerative principles and ways of 
working. Working within large bureaucratic structures, risk-averse 
cultures, or with over-stretched budgets can all stand in the way 
of innovation and experimentation. But what if giving power to 
communities was understood as a way to increase resilience, rather 
than distribute risk? The following principles for action draw on what 
we have learned about the cross-cutting behaviours, qualities, and 
roles communities display in times of crisis and point to areas for 
innovation, and models of working, that could be applied in different 
community contexts and social sectors in the future.

We can all accept things are broken but we can’t throw 
our hands up and say we can’t do anything. It’s about 
experimenting, taking risks and building relationships. It’s 
complex and beset with difficulties but collectively we have 
to be brave enough to step into that space of possibility.

Ian Hanton 
Think Local Act Personal

There’s a blended approach between local and national 
resilience, community and government action, it’s not 
either/or. There’s often a tendency in an emergency to 
stretch local organisations beyond their capacity, we 
need national level intervention too. But when people can 
breathe, hyperlocal responses manifest themselves. We 
need to have coping capacity in place.

Chris Ashworth 
Nominet Trust

Open source existing systems

Large social and economic systems can take decades 
to change. This is especially true for systems with an 
embedded physical infrastructure like our energy 
systems. In the short term, resilience is supported when 
these systems actively support others to ‘hack’ the 
system, using existing infrastructure to innovate. What 
systems or infrastructure does your organisation 
control? How can you open up that system for others 
to experiment with and adapt?

In Wales, Energy Local is “working within the constraints of 
the existing system to enable households to club together 
and show they are using local, clean power when it is 
generated. Working with Co-op Energy, an existing energy 
supplier, they agreed better prices for the energy produced 
by local generators, and by selling back to the grid, reduced 
their bills. Energy Local’s work shows how incumbent energy 
suppliers could help re-orientate existing systems and unlock 
innovative new models of supply which deliver greater 
benefits back to local communities”.26
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In Birmingham, Civic Square and Dark Matter Labs 
are pioneering a new approach to ‘Neighbourhood 
Retrofit’- a way of decarbonising homes and building 
regenerative neighbourhoods that can steer their own 
climate transition.27 Working on one road – Link Street - 
in the suburbs of the city, the teams are trying to create 
a new system for communities to collectively govern, 
finance, and contract the decarbonisation and insulation 
of their homes and shared spaces. The approach builds 
on their Neighbourhood Donut movement (based on Kate 
Raworth’s Donut Economics framework for sustainable 
development), to envision, build and invest in social and 
civic infrastructure for neighbourhoods of the future.28 In 
practice this means that Civic Square’s approach to retrofit 
is led by a mission to not only equip communities to steer 
climate transitions, but also challenge systemic inequalities 
and realise social and economic justice.

Work through hyper-local 
infrastructure

Working at the hyper-local level enables responsivity, 
relevance, and relationships to grow. Through 
the pandemic the importance of local physical 
infrastructure and social infrastructure (the spaces 
and organisations which build connection and trust) 
were highlighted, along with the benefits for wellbeing, 
social connection, trust, and wealth that are created 
when work happened at the level of the neighbourhood, 
street, or estate. How does your work use and 
strengthen existing local and social infrastructure? 
What infrastructure is missing when it comes to 
community resilience, and how could your work help 
build it?

We work at a local level because that’s where the magic 
happens. The pandemic strengthened that ecosystem of 
local cooperation and thereby strengthened resilience. The 
25,000 digital devices we distributed during the pandemic 
were delivered by hand, so the beneficiaries saw the face of 
a local person who works for a local organisation and knew 
that person was there to support them. If the internet went 
down, those ecosystems would still be there.

 
Helen Milner

Good Things Foundation
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Give people a role as participants, 
not just consumers

Understanding the power of ‘community’ rests on 
recognising people as active citizens, participants, 
and experts in their own lives. Regenerative resilience 
challenges the idea that any of us could simply be 
customers or service users of a system, we can all play 
an active role in shaping our instructions, services, 
and infrastructure. How do you honour and develop 
people’s agency within your work? Could you use 
democratic, deliberative, participatory, or co-design 
methods to develop to become more responsive to 
community members’ knowledge and experiences?

Design-in interdependency and 
mutuality

Interdependency is a foundation of 
regenerative systems. Rather than aiming 
for autonomous systems and individuals, the 
emphasis shifts to nurturing relationships of 
solidarity and mutuality, in recognition that we 
all experience vulnerability at different points 
in our lives. How can you draw strength from, 
and contribute to the health of, the wider 
community? How does your work celebrate 
interdependence rather than independence?

Within the food system, we need to move beyond an 
approach that sees individuals only as consumers and 
instead, as food citizens. As the Food Ethics Council 
describes it, this is about “people acting as interdependent 
participants in a food system, not just as producers or 
consumers in linear supply chains.” […] We all need to be 
active participants of the food system in order to build its 
resilience. 29

Sustain [We need to] dispel the fixation with independence as an 
outcome of service delivery spanning, amongst other fields, 
health, housing and social care, when our focus should 
be on cultivating the inter-dependencies that are the 
foundation of healthy relationships, where an exchange of 
‘resource’ takes places in cementing mutuality.30

Local Trust  
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Invest in relationships, emotions, 
and social connection

Working with rather than in communities, enables 
social systems to be more relational, responsive and 
emotionally intelligent. With trust in most institutions 
and political leaders damaged, peer-to-peer 
and community-led conversations are crucial to 
rebuilding social confidence. This job is more than 
using community leaders as ‘trusted messenger’, 
the messages themselves often need translating, 
challenging and contextualising as they are applied 
to different community contexts. Personal and 
community resilience is strongly related to emotion 
and relational wellbeing, therefore social systems 
with the capacity to care are better placed to support 
community resilience. We can see plenty of examples 
of this in the vaccine roll-out.31 The same techniques 
are being applied to build engagement with the 
redesign of our other systems and services. How is 
your work responsive to people’s individual and 
collective emotions? How are you supporting people 
to form stronger social connections?

When you’ve got good relationships, it can help you 
deal with life’s problems much better. Working on social 
connection is a way to improve personal and community 
resilience. If you’re chronically lonely having targeted 
support is very useful. But that support is essentially 
dependent on there being a broader social world that 
people can turn to.

 Robin Hewings
Campaign to End Loneliness

Our social fabric is held together by lots of little instances 
of local people coming together. We’re held together and 
driven forward by local collective efforts. There is already so 
much strength and resilience in communities. When I think 
about community resilience, I don’t think about teaching 
people, or creating tips and tricks, it’s all already there. 

Melissa Ray
The National Lottery Community Fund



Find ways to pool and ‘common’ 
resources

When local communities own and run services and 
assets, pooling resources is made easier – a school 
kitchen, or a pub function room, or a park’s vegetable 
patch doesn’t belong to the pub, school, or park, it 
belongs to the community, and so can be re-purposed 
in crises to serve the communities’ changing needs. 
Agile spaces and assets fuel agile behaviours – the 
groundswell of mutual aid groups during the pandemic 
is testament to this. What resources, spaces or systems 
do you have that others could also make use of? Do 
you have a plan for how to share your resources in an 
emergency or crisis? 

With the school closed, staff at Brighton Aldridge 
Community Academy used their empty kitchens and 
spare staff capacity, to cook an average of 100 hot meals 
for isolating older people with mobility constraints and 
carers needing respite, as well as parents with limited time, 
money, or space to prepare healthy meals. The work was 
made possible through a strong community network. The 
school alternated the cooking days with local pub The Bevy 
to ensure a consistent service, and sourced free ingredients 
from a food aid charity. It relied upon the willingness of 
community members to help, whether by volunteering, 
donating food, or referring the service to those they knew 
who would need it.32

Work in partnership 

Resilience requires a multitude of approaches, and 
a breadth of different organisations to work together 
and take shared responsibility for the wellbeing of 
communities. Collaboration between different systems, 
such as education and energy, and at different parts 
within a system (state, individual, social, business) is 
key. Are you partnering outside of your sector and 
immediate networks? What would it take for you to build 
more experimental or unusual local partnerships?

In March 2020 Greenwich Cooperative Development Agency 
rapidly worked in partnership with the Royal Borough of 
Greenwich and Charlton Athletic Community Trust to set up 
a food need triage system. Their partnership reached outside 
of the traditional community sector to include schools spots 
clubs and other institutions, providing a central system for 
self- and partner-referrals, and helped the local authority to 
effectively support community need, targeting assistance for 
people unable to access or afford food. The Agency is part of 
the Sustainable Food Places network which brings together 
food partnerships (multi-sector bodies such as these 
working at intersection of health, safety, environment and 
food justice) from communities across the UK that are driving 
practice on all aspects of healthy and sustainable food.33
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Increasing economic volatility, 
social uncertainty, and 
environmental risk requires robust 
government responses. Good 
national policy can help strengthen 
the capacity for regenerative 
resilience in communities, and 
provide the resources, power, and 
security local organisations need 
to respond to threats. We have 
identified three policy opportunities 
which illustrate how this could be 
implemented by government:

New National Resilience Strategy

In the wake of the pandemic the UK government is creating a new 
National Resilience Strategy. The proposed strategy aims to ensure 
“our local communities, businesses, and the UK as a whole, will be 
more cohesive, resistant to shocks and stresses, and ultimately 
more adaptable to future threats and challenges”, in part by 
empowering all citizens to make a contribution to resilience. 34 

As part of the new strategy, the government is also testing giving 
direct funding to Local Resilience Partnerships (LFPs), inter-agency 
boards normally run by a local authority that coordinate local 
emergency response.

The strategy’s ‘whole-of-society’ approach is promising because it 
shows that local communities are being increasingly recognised as 
an important component of collective resilience, as is the increased 
funding to LFPs. However, the strategy could be more effective if it 
recognises that communities do more than ‘contribute’ to national 
resilience – for instance by providing emergency volunteers – 
and instead defines and resources a clear role for community-
embedded institutions (like schools), community groups, and 
community resources in shaping grassroots bottom-up resilience 
strategies. This could include reforming and strengthening LFPs so 
that they have more visibility, democratic accountability, and wider 
cross-sector partnerships within communities.

3.2 Regenerative resilience 
principles in policy



 

Dormant Assets Fund 

The government decides how over £700 million of ‘dormant assets’ 
are spent. Currently the funding is given to three causes: youth, 
financial inclusion, and social investment. The 2022 consultation 
also is considering the creation of a ‘Community Wealth Fund’, 
an independent endowment, designed and distributed to provide 
support and funding to reinvigorate social infrastructure in ‘left 
behind’ neighbourhoods.35  

By investing directly in neighbourhoods for the long term, The 
Community Wealth Fund has the potential to lay the foundations 
for strengthened regenerative resilience in communities. The Fund 
is designed to be targeted at ‘left behind’ neighbourhoods – those 
that lack social infrastructure as well as being severely deprived. 
Therefore, there is the potential to support the communities who 
are most likely to bear the brunt of long-term economic, social, 
and environmental insecurity to autonomously develop the spaces, 
services, and relationships they need to help each other and 
weather ongoing uncertainty.

Integrated Care Systems

 Rolling out across the NHS in 2022, the Integrated Care System (ICS) 
model is a new approach to bringing together health and care 
organisations across a local area to improve population health, 
reduce health inequalities, and support broader social and economic 
development. This shift means that health authorities will be responsible 
to addressing the social determinants of health (such as housing, 
education, and economic security), and involving community members 
and organisations in developing strategy and services. There will be 42 
ICSs across England.

As Integrated Care Boards and Partnerships set their strategies and 
establish their memberships, there is an opportunity for them to build 
specific objectives for community resilience into their working models, 
drawing on the assets and relationships within communities to prevent 
ill-health and strengthening social systems which reduce social 
inequalities. 
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4
Transitioning to a resilient 
future: Adaptation, 
resistance and renewal



When we look at our systems and what makes them resilient, we see that the health and 
strength of each system is interdependent with strong, well-resourced local communities. 
Our local communities are our first line of defence in response to crisis. When national 
infrastructure cannot cope, human infrastructure steps in. The significance of this two-
way relationship cannot be understated. Systems that are integrated with communities, 
are more responsive, intelligent, and are better equipped to tackle inequality, support 
wellbeing and relationships, and sustain social confidence.36

Many of our current systems are stuck modelling static or elastic resilience. For instance, 
our mainstream energy system relies upon long supply chains, centralised control, 
and an arsenal of physical infrastructure. It does not make space for self-organisation, 
decentralisation, or rapid adaptation in a changing world. The cost of living crisis 
demonstrates the vulnerability that this creates across society.

Yet, our communities show us that the transition towards a more regenerative and 
resilient future is already happening. In the face of overlapping, complex, and existential 
risks – from climate change to economic insecurity or rising inequality – communities 
are seeding and leading the economic and social transformations we need. 
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Predicting change; 
Migrating to new 
environments; Moving 
in unison to fend off 
predators

Resilience is… a flock of birds 

4.1 Present and future shocks 
for local communities

Instead of formulating distinct responses through large, 
impersonal systems, addressing the Long Disaster involves 
a radically different approach. The Long Disaster Responder 
doesn’t rush in, because they’ve been there all along, 
working within existing networks and fostering communal 
efforts to prepare for the durable disasters on the horizon. 
Before the disaster, this work seems mundane. It is only 
during the disaster that its true power shows.37 

Nick Farr
The Long Disaster

Futures methodologies are used to map a range of possible social 
and economic scenarios, in order to prepare for uncertainty and 
the unknown. There is also a growing movement behind collective 
imagination work, bringing together communities to envision and 
dream about the kind of futures they want to live in. Regenerative 
resilience prompts us to use both approaches, thinking and acting 
for the long term. This involves both using foresight to prepare for 
different possible futures and mitigating their negative risks, as well 
as working together to set out a positive vision for the future we’re 
trying to build beyond crisis responses.

 

Combining these approaches, community groups and civil society 
organisations reading this report could consider how they would 
respond to a number of different emerging, actual and possible, 
scenarios. This could be big, global challenges like climate change 
or cost of living crises, or local challenges, like deindustrialisation or 
flooding. Thinking of each challenge in turn, we can ask ourselves: 
What support would people need, what support can we offer? What 
social systems would be most important and most vulnerable? 
What support would we help communities, individuals, and our 
social ‘building blocks’ be resilient? What world are we trying to build 
through our responses to change and uncertainty?



4.2 From adaptation to 
positive resistance

For public leaders, commissioners, funders, charities and other with 
the resources to divest responsibility and power into communities, 
one of the main culture and mindset shift rests on how we perceive 
risk, adaptation and resistance. A lens of regenerative resilience 
shows us that communities are not passive recipients of change 
but can positively influence the process of transition. Moments of 
crisis and uncertainty are opportunities to welcome and nurture 
positive resistance to detrimental change, giving people the tools, 
imagination, and agency to build alternatives to broken systems.

If we are to rebuild a more resilient society, we need to learn 
from failures as well. Whilst the community response to the early 
months of the pandemic was vast and significant, in many places 
the spark of solidarity burned hot and fast, and in places without 
the resources, infrastructure and support from other institutions 
to maintain community engagement and leadership, it burnt out 
quickly. Many of the gains made in community strength and agency 
have stalled, with the percentage of people seeing the UK as divided 
growing 30% since June 2020 to 62%, and the percentage of people 
believing ‘it’s everyone for themselves’ growing by 21% since June 
2020 to 74% in December 2021.38 

The implications of this are significant. We are heading into 
a period of heightened social, security, climate, and political 
instability with a weakened ‘first line of defence’. Adapting to a 
world of ongoing uncertainty, risk, and long crises means doing 
more than relying on regenerative resilience to grow organically 
in our communities. When it comes to resilience at a national 
level, if we know we need to mitigate a risk or be prepared for a 
shock, we build or develop or protect infrastructure - from flood 
defences to cyber security networks. In the same way, communities 
need infrastructure to grow relationships and trust, investment in 
capacity, and distributed leadership to sustain and enable them. 

In this sense regenerative resilience is much more than responding 
to shocks, emergencies or times of crisis. It is about building-in 
capacity for self-organisation, regeneration, and repair into all 
of our systems. We achieve this by giving power and resources 
to local communities so they can harness social transitions as 
opportunities for renewal.
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Taking root in hostile 
environments; Adapting 
to emerging conditions; 
Neutralising toxins in the 
surrounding ecosystem

Resilience is… a mushroom
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Further  reading
Long Crisis Network/ Local Trust, ‘Revisited: The Long Crisis Scenarios’ (2022)

Back in May 2020, with the first wave of the pandemic in full swing and the UK in lockdown, 
Local Trust commissioned us to explore how the effects of COVID-19 might play out in the 
longer term. Almost two years later, they take a look back at those predictions – both with 
the benefit of hindsight, and to see how they might help us on the road ahead.

Careful Industries, ‘Belonging, Care, and Repair’ (2022) 

This speculative research sets out three scenarios for ‘Possible, Plausible and Just Futures for 
Civil Society’. The themes explored include personal identity and social division, the desire 
for spiritual purpose and belonging, and the redistribution and transfer of power. These 
futures were developed in a series of workshops with people from across UK civil society.

Joseph Rowntree Foundation, ‘Emerging Futures’ blog series (2022) 
A series of articles from a wealth of social and community thinkers on ‘collective 
imagination’ and why it is need now. 

Local Trust, ‘The Future is Ours’ (2020) 
The future is ours speculates on 41 ‘future factors’ that could shape communities to 2030 
and beyond. These includes factors that are already well recognised – climate change, the 
mental health crisis and our ageing society – as well as some that are more unexpected. 
The report imagines how these looming societal shifts might combine together to impact on 
communities, and uses this as a basis to suggest six core capabilities we can nurture now to 
increase our resilience in the face of change.

https://www.careful.industries/reports/belonging-care-repair
https://localtrust.org.uk/insights/research/revisited-the-long-crisis-scenarios/
https://www.careful.industries/reports/belonging-care-repair
https://www.jrf.org.uk/society/emerging-futures
https://localtrust.org.uk/insights/research/the-future-is-ours/
https://localtrust.org.uk/insights/research/the-future-is-ours/
https://www.careful.industries/reports/belonging-care-repair
https://www.jrf.org.uk/society/emerging-futures
https://localtrust.org.uk/insights/research/revisited-the-long-crisis-scenarios/


Metaphors for resilience
In this Playbook we have used metaphors as a tool for creative thinking about different concepts of resilience. 
Use these  visuals or create your own as prompts for discussion with others.
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