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Abstract 

The challenges posed by a rapidly changing climate, associated uncertainties and complexities 

are leading to a greater recognition of the need to accelerate and enhance how learning occurs, 

in the field of climate change and associated practice. Whilst learning has an essential role in 

addressing environmental challenges, there is a lack of tools and understanding of processes of 

learning within current resilience research. Given the increasing need to learn more quickly 

and more effectively in light of growing challenges, this thesis aimed to explore learning across 

academic, practical and policy areas in an attempt to understand how learning occurs within 

the disaster risk reduction (DRR) sector.  

This research aims to advance perspectives and knowledge in understanding how to enhance 

multi-actor learning in Disaster Risk Reduction contexts. It has done this by focusing on the 

complexity of multi-actor learning in the DRR sector in Scotland across two related studies. 

The first study provides a review of learning processes across Integrated Emergency 

Management across Scotland. The second study then explores role of learning journeys and the 

processes which occur within them through the Scottish Borders Climate Resilient 

Communities (SBCRC) project.  

A total of 89 in-depth semi structured interviews were completed with participants across 

different stakeholder groups from both organisations and community settings. This supported 

the development of a theoretical and methodological innovation through the form of Visually 

Augmented Elicited Metaphor Analysis (VAEMA) which helps to explore the experience of 

learning and the wider processes which emerge using the concept learning as a journey. This 

research therefore provides a rich description through the development of a framework 

explaining how multi-actor learning both across and within different stakeholder groups 

occurs. The research finds that learning in DRR contexts relies on varied interactive and social 

processes which are underpinned by various structural, political and cultural contexts. The 

framework recognises that learning in complexity is rooted in problem-based situated learning 

whereby new learning occurs through the process of interacting as a hyper extensive network 

(Engeström, 1987). Therefore, in order to create more inclusive and equitable learning 

opportunities as well as reduce environmental hazard risks and underlying causes of 

vulnerability, the role of context and culture and its relationship with learning must be better 

understood. 
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There are four findings in total. Firstly, this research provides a review of 15 distinct tools and 

processes identified for learning in the DRR sector, which can be appraised on their co-benefits 

and contribution toward wider DRR efforts. Such processes tend to tackle structural or cultural 

challenges which are responsive to the learning needs of a rapidly changing world. In contrast, 

some processes for learning can be considered to deliver less profound change which in turn 

reinforces existing systems. Secondly, processes of learning are highly interactive social 

experiences which are enabled through a variety of supportive cultures, structures and 

motivations.  

Thirdly, the research highlights that when people learn through complex social processes that 

this experience enhances other adaptive expertise needed for future initiatives. These include 

the development of capacities, changes in underlying relationships of governance and the 

development of new relationships, partnerships and collaborations. This demonstrates that such 

interventions are not only important for initial learning, but might contribute to the 

development of future initiatives which may lead onto deeper learning experiences.  

Thus problem-based situated learning is a valuable process for enhancing resilience. Lastly, an 

integrated framework is provided which recognises six key factors for effective learning in 

DRR contexts, these are: time, scale, depth, reflexivity, design and facilitation. This framework 

highlights not only what factors for learning are important, but illustrates how learning in DRR 

contexts can be further enhanced.  
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Chapter one: Introduction 

1.1 Introduction and background to problem 

It is widely accepted that we live in an era of unprecedented change (O’Brien et al., 2013). This 

has resulted in huge global challenges such as an increasing population, food and water scarcity 

as well as overconsumption (Fazey et al., 2018). Authors describe this new climate of risk and 

uncertainty as a period of “systematic global dysfunction” (Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2015, p.73), an 

“era of concatenated crises” (Biggs et al., 2011, p.1), and a post normal context (Sardar, 2010). 

Ultimately, such challenges call for collaborative responses at an unparalleled scale and rate to 

tackles issues of climate change and wider sustainable development issues such as poverty 

(Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, 2018). Whilst the emphasis on urgent response 

to accelerating action on global challenges is important (Campbell et al., 2018; Delina and 

Sovacool, 2018), other scholars call for urgent attention to areas of learning, in recognition that 

in order to respond to change we first need to learn for change (Tschakert and Dietrich, 2010). 

Learning has an essential role in addressing global challenges, as it encourages the creation of 

new knowledge, and greater cooperation among actors, which provides the increased capacity 

to manage complex challenges (Measham, 2013). There is however a lack of knowledge around 

the role of learning in tackling such challenges, both in terms of how learning processes emerge 

but also how these can contribute to larger sustainability challenges more effectively. For this 

reason, many of the challenges that we face today can be considered learning challenges 

(Wenger, 2004). In detail, Wenger (2004) states that new learning agendas are often considered 

ambitious, long term and unconventional, and that fundamentally, “most of our current thinking 

about learning is not up to the task” (p.1). The ‘task’ in this respect refers to the complex 

challenges that living in a world with increasing uncertainties and pressures presents to both 

individuals and communities. In more detailed terms Lotz-Sisitka et al. (2016) assert that there 

is a lack of “clarity on the types and processes of learning that drive such radical change, there 

is thus a need for explaining this type of learning, how such learning occurs, and what 

influences this learning” (p. 50). This is furthered by Tschakert and Dietrich (2010) who argue 

that there is also a void in the methodological toolbox which can support learning relating to 

complex risks and uncertainties.  

In recognition of this well-established lacuna on learning and learning processes in regards to 

both knowledge and methodological practice, this thesis focuses on understanding how to 

enhance multi-actor learning through an investigation of the Scottish Disaster Risk Reduction 

Context. Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) relates to the practice of reducing disasters through 
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systematic efforts and is a growing area of importance. Although the term Disaster Risk 

Reduction (DRR) will be explored further in the literature review (section 2.3.2), it is useful at 

this stage to note that the DRR sector refers to a range of stakeholder groups across four main 

sectors, including the community and voluntary, third, private and public sectors (a detailed 

breakdown of the participants across stakeholder groups can be found within section 4.3.2.2). 

Thus, in an effort to engage with as wide a representation as possible, this research engages 

with participants from different organisations and community settings, and multiple scales 

across the DRR sector, ranging from national government to community councillors in an effort 

to address gaps in knowledge relating to multi-actor learning in regards to both research and 

practice.  

1.2 Aim and objectives of research 

The main aim of this thesis is to understand how to enhance multi-actor learning through an 

investigation the Scottish Disaster Risk Reduction context. In order to do this, the thesis 

broadly assesses the learning processes different actors use to develop and share learning, and 

the role of these processes in effecting the kinds of change needed to enhance resilience. To 

address the main aim the thesis addresses six question:  

1. What is the learning landscape of the DRR sector in Scotland, including in relation to

policy and practice? (chapter two)

2. What existing learning theories can be used to help understand learning within the DRR

sector? (chapter three)

3. What are the processes and tools actors use in gaining and sharing their learning, and

what issues act as enhancers or barriers to effective learning in this context? (chapter

five)

4. How do particular motivations for learning of actors affect learning outcomes in

relation to resilience?  (chapter five)

5. What do people learn through community participatory interventions? (chapter six)

6. How do participants’ experiences of participatory interventions as a process relate to

learning outcomes? (chapter seven)

In answering these questions, this thesis therefore aims to advance knowledge in areas 

associated with multi-actor learning, and the complexity that characterises learning in the DRR 

sector. These questions are addressed through two individual but related case studies within 

Scotland.  
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1.3 Why study multi-actor learning in the DRR sector in Scotland?  

While work to enhance learning and resilience will often be context or country specific, 

examining how such processes occur within a single country can provide useful insights for 

other countries and regions. There are a number of aspects relating to Scotland that make it a 

useful ‘case country’ for understanding learning within the DRR sector which will have 

relevance elsewhere. This section will outline four opportunities for international 

transferability. Firstly, there has been an increase in studies which focus on DRR efforts in 

developed EU countries (Juhola et al., 2011; Isendahl, 2009) in contrast to studies in the global 

south. This shift recognises that whilst the global south will likely face the most acute social 

implications of environmental change (IPCC, 2018; O’Brien et al., 2008), increasingly, the 

consequence of environmental change is also being recognised within the global north. This 

research therefore aims to contribute to the growing range of DRR related research within the 

developed country context (Tomkins et al., 2010; Ford et al., 2011). 

Secondly, this research recognises the distinctive approach to DRR efforts in Scotland which 

provides opportunities to share good practice. For instance, there is a growing tradition of 

localised and coordinated action at a community level as demonstrated by at least 300 specialist 

community resilience groups (Scottish Government, 2017a). There are also distinct planning 

measures where, unlike England and Wales, Scotland has stronger minimum standards on flood 

defences which disallows building in flood risk areas (O’Neill and O’Neil, 2012). Scotland is 

also gearing towards becoming a global leader in DRR related areas such as cyber security 

(Scottish Government, 2018a). This is also evidence by supporting DRR infrastructure, such 

as the Scottish Resilience Development Service (ScoRDS), and the Scottish Multi-Agency 

Resilience Training and Exercising Unit (SMARTEU) launched in 2015, which provides 

bespoke support focusing on developing and maintaining knowledge and skills to individuals 

within multi-agency resilience partnership working. The training offered is “contextualised for 

Scotland and designed around Scottish risk, Scottish environment and Scottish Resilience 

structures” (Scottish Resilience Development Service, 2017, p.21). Lastly, the recent 

development of Scotland’s National Centre for Resilience (NCR) launched in 2016 attempts to 

“support the interface between practitioners, academia and policy-makers with a view to 

informing better practice in dealing with emergencies and provide research capabilities to meet 

the needs of the resilience community” (Ready Scotland, 2018). Whilst it is too early to assess 

the contribution of the NCR in terms of whether it has successfully provided such critical 

support, arguably, this bespoke infrastructure plays a role in supporting the growing expertise 
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of DRR efforts in Scotland which is distinct from other parts of the UK (Tarbet 2018, pers. 

comm., 26 March). Further details outlining Scottish DRR agencies is provided in section 2.3.2.  

Building on the opportunities to share good practice further, DRR practice in Scotland has 

evolved through exposure to a range of extensive and varied crises as outlined in the following 

examples:  

 Terrorist attacks: Perhaps most notable is the Lockerbie terrorist attack in 1988 which 

claimed the lives of 270 people and represents the deadliest terrorist attack and aviation 

disaster in Britain (Loftus, 2013). A later terrorist attack in Scotland occurred at 

Glasgow Airport in 2007 causing severe disruption and one fatality (Crichton, 2014). 

 Climatic variability hazards: Rivers reached record levels in 2016 which led to 

extensive flooding across many parts of Scotland, particularly the North East and the 

Scottish Borders resulting in forced evacuation to nearby care centres (Floodlist, 2016). 

Additionally, high snowfall in 2018 caused by the “Beast from East” created severe 

disruption and left hundreds of drivers stranded overnight (The Guardian, 2018). In 

2013 heavy snowfall rendered parts of the West of Scotland within the Kintyre 

peninsula and the Isle of Arran without electricity and access for up to five days (North 

Ayrshire Council, 2013). More recently the May 2018 high temperatures in Scotland 

led to increasingly dry conditions which resulted in wildfire damage across locations in 

Scotland, particularly within the Highlands where over a 1000 properties were left 

without power due to fire damage of critical infrastructure (Maclennan and Munro, 

2018). The high temperatures also impacted on the angling industry, largely salmon 

fishing within the Scottish Borders which has profound implications for the local 

economy (Knox, 2018). 

 Critical physical incidents: In 2013 the Clutha Bar Helicopter crash killed 10 people 

and several were seriously injured. This was followed almost a year later in 2014 when 

a bin lorry driver lost control in Glasgow city killing 6 people and leaving 15 people 

injured (Lowe et al., 2016). 

 Cyber incidents: The WannaCry and WannaCry 2 cyber-attacks affected 11 NHS health 

boards in Scotland in 2017 which led to malware spreading across global IT networks 

(National Services Scotland, 2017).  

In addition to the dynamic nature of emergencies, Scotland also poses a challenging landscape 

to protect. For instance, Scotland covers almost one third of the UK area (77,900 square 

kilometres) (Scottish Government, 2014), and whilst 81% of the population live in urban parts, 
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a high proportion live within its varied geography from rural lowlands to wild uplands (Scottish 

Government, 2014). The challenges faced by the DRR sector are further compounded by the 

population distribution within Scotland. Like much of the UK, Scotland has an ageing 

population where 17% of inhabitants are over the age of 60 and living in rural areas. This figure 

represents a significantly high rural ageing population, which according to the dependency 

ratio is set to increase from 60 per 100 to 68 per 100 by 2033 (Scottish Government, 2010). As 

a predominantly rural country geographically, the combination of both Scotland’s 

demographics and geography places increasingly high demands on the DRR sector,  a large 

part of which is represented by a reducing public sector, which is likely to mean that local 

authorities will have increasingly limited capacities to respond to civic crises effectively1.  

Whilst these factors create an operationally challenging context for working in the DRR sector, 

it is important to acknowledge that the Scottish Government’s approach, like that of many other 

EU countries, seeks to support the DRR sector across multiple scales (Pollock, 2016). This is 

particularly evident in efforts to strengthen community resilience, as is demonstrated by the 

development of learning opportunities to help support communities develop the skills and 

capacity to respond to crises (Scottish Government, 2013a). This drive in mobilising 

community resilience is due to the increasing recognition that protecting communities is a 

tremendous challenge and one which cannot be managed by one agency alone. Additionally, 

there is also the growing consensus within political discourse that civic safety requires the 

efforts of households and communities, as well as a more integrated and engaged approach 

with the private, public and third sectors (Albert and Hayes, 2006). This emphasis on increased 

interagency working does however require guidance and support from a number of structural, 

legislative and resource changes to the DRR sector. 

The third reason why Scotland provides a useful case study example is seen in efforts to create 

a more interconnected practitioner field. This has been particularly evident over the past five 

years, where there has been: a reform of Police Scotland and the Scottish Fire and Rescue 

Service in 2013, the introduction of a national scheme of insurance liability for Community 

Council members under local authorities established in 2014 to better support voluntary groups 

(where previously it was the responsibility of Community Council members to make their own 

insurance arrangements) (Ready Scotland, 2014), and the development of the National 

Community Asset Register in 2015 (Scottish Fire and Rescue Service, 2017).  Questions that 

                                                 
1 Issues relating to austerity are introduced within section 2.3.  
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this thesis will raise are whether these new structures are conducive to effective learning in a 

multi-actor network, and what factors could contribute to improving these further.  

Scotland is not alone in these kinds of development, although there are aspects in Scotland 

which are unique (e.g. Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015, see discussion in 

chapter two). However, some other countries such as Norway, Finland, Denmark and Sweden 

take a similar principle based approach to DRR, which recognises that addressing challenges 

requires coordinated and flexible capabilities across all scales of government and local 

communities (Pollock, 2016). As in Scotland, DRR efforts in neighbouring Nordic countries 

are also regulated by civil contingency legislation such as the Danish Preparedness Act 2009 

(Danish Emergency Management Agency, 2009), and the Emergency Powers Act 2011 in 

Finland (Ministry of Justice, Finland, 2011). In respect of this, a further area to consider is the 

impact that constitutional arrangements have on areas of emergency powers and the wider 

implications of this on DRR (Walker and Broderick, 2006; Minkkinen, 2013). For instance, 

the legislative context of Finland and other EU countries such as the Czech Republic 

demonstrate how varying constitutional reform or change has resulted in a readdressing of DRR 

policy and or practice. For instance, since the collapse of the communist regime in the Czech 

Republic in 1989, there has been a gradual reconfiguration of cooperative working between 

government, NGOs and the role of the citizen in emergency management (Dostál, 2015; 

Rehacek et al., 2015). In Finland, the Emergency Powers Act 2011, which is relatively new 

(adopted after the new constitution 2000), is considered short and rather abstract (Cornell and 

Salminen, 2018). This has resulted in a need for clearer DRR governance and management, as 

is seen by ongoing political debate on local-level resources supporting DRR management 

within government reports (Finnish Government, 2015). The recognition of strengthening 

disaster preparedness across levels, with particular attention to citizen and multi-agency 

cooperation, was also captured in the recommendations presented to Finland2 (United Nations 

International Strategy for Disaster Reduction, 2014). Further research supports this need for 

clearer DRR governance and management for improved working across other sectors, 

specifically with the private sector, in addition to enhanced locality based planning for greater 

disaster risk reduction efforts (Rapeli, 2017). Whilst the legislative context is unique to 

Scotland, Scotland has also experienced constitutional change in regards to DRR related 

policies (Commencement Scotland Order (2005) as discussed in 2.3.2) (Cabinet Office 2005a). 

                                                 
2 Hyogo Framework for Action Priority 5: Strengthen disaster preparedness for effective response at all levels. 

See: UNISDR, EC, OECD (2014) Finland Peer Review − Building resilience to disasters: Implementation of the 

Hyogo Framework for Action (2005-2015). Published 2014 [online] Available from: 

http://www.unisdr.org/files/38523_20140717finlandpeerreport.pdf [Accessed 10th July 2018] 
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Therefore, it is fair to argue that there is an opportunity to consider legislative contexts in 

regards to how constitutional change can impact on DRR practice.  

The fourth and final opportunity relates to the practitioner context of DRR efforts where in 

2013 the governments of Scotland and the Netherlands established national police forces 

(Terpstra and Fyfe, 2015). Whilst this reform will be outlined more fully in section 2.3.3, 

changes to the governance, organisation and delivery of local policing might have implications 

for DRR efforts in Scotland which may also provide insightful for the Netherlands; particularly 

through practice sharing events such as the International Policing Conference (The Scottish 

Institute for Policing Research, 2018a)3 This thesis recognises that there are limitations to 

international applicability (set out in section 8.4). While no country will be identical in how it 

approaches DRR, efforts within Scotland are nevertheless likely to have relevance and provide 

important learning opportunities for other countries with similar or different agencies, 

geographies and legislative contexts.  

1.4 Approach taken in the thesis  

To address the aim of the thesis, two distinct but inter-related studies were conducted. These 

are explained in detail in Chapter four (section 4.2), with a brief outline provided here. The 

first study emerged from collaboration with the Scottish Government Resilience Division 

(SGRD), which is the public sector organisation that leads and regulates DRR efforts in 

Scotland (see section 2.3.2). In addition to supporting the Collaborative Award with the 

Economic and Social Research Council’s (ESRC) which provided the funding for this research, 

the SGRD provided an opportunity to spend three weeks based within the Division at Scottish 

Government and liaise directly with team members. This placement provided a chance to meet 

with individuals of the DRR sector in the practice of Integrated Emergency Management 

(IEM), which included various organisations and community settings across Scotland. This 

aided the recruitment of research participants at later stages (see 4.3.2.2), and also provided the 

foundations for understanding how participants from different formal settings reported on 

learning. Using these networks, this first phase of the research (which is explored in chapter 

five) involved in-depth interviews with key informants across a range of roles within DRR 

practice at national, regional and local levels in Scotland. This provided insights from across a 

                                                 
3 For example the Edinburgh Executive Sessions in Policing included: The challenges of localism within 

national policing arrangements: The Netherlands and Scotland in comparative perspective (The Scottish 

Institute for Policing Research, 2018b). [online] Available from: 

http://www.sipr.ac.uk/events/ExecSession_211016.php [Accessed 10th of July 2018]. 
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breadth of actors on different learning processes, the role of participants in this process, and 

their reported learning outcomes and motivations for learning. 

The development of the second study was made possible through involvement with the Scottish 

Borders Climate Resilient Communities (SBCRC) project where I took on the role as the 

evaluator. The project, which was funded by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF), was a 

community based intervention which worked with diverse participants from across different 

stakeholder groups to attend a series of interactive workshops over a 15 month period. In 

contrast to the first study, the SBCRC study provided the opportunity to explore in more depth 

how participants engage in learning as a deliberate and dynamic multi-actor process. As an 

action research project the SBCRC provided a learning environment which was carefully 

designed and facilitated to allow for emergent learning. The existence of the SBCRC project 

(separate from the PhD) provided an opportunity for me to utilise my role as evaluator to gather 

insights on how participants engaged with the practice of learning as it happened, by holding 

interviews and discussions with participants throughout its duration. The material gained from 

this evaluation forms the basis for the second phase of the thesis, and focused on how 

participants’ experiences of participatory interventions as a process relate to learning outcomes. 

The two phases of the research are thus complementary, and together offer a unique opportunity 

to explore the interface of learning from different perspectives, projects and initiatives. The 

distinct characteristics of each study is outlined in table 1.1.  

Table 1.1 Characteristics of the empirical data.  

Integrated Emergency Management (IEM) Scottish Borders Climate Resilient Communities 
(SBCRC) 

Multi-scale across Scotland   Regional scale within the Scottish Borders  

One-off interview with participants based on 
past experiences  

Repeat-interviews with participants over a one year 
period  

Focus on processes and outcome  Wider focus on process and outcome  

Exploring learning with participants in regards to 
role and organisation, and based on individual 
accounts relying on multiple examples and 
references to learning.  

Exploring learning with participants engaged in the 
SBCRC project as a deliberate learning process, and 
based on individual accounts as a learner within a 
multi-actor environment.   

 

Table 1.1  begins to indicate how the studies and the thesis as a whole are linked and illustrates 

how  this thesis will consider learning which occurs across different scales of geography from 

national to regional, as well as individual and multi-actor experiences of learning. The 

following section outlines the structure of the thesis as a whole.  

1.5 Structure of the thesis  
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The structure of the thesis is detailed in figure 1.1 in relation to the six research questions 

(outlined in section 1.2). Chapters one to three focus on the introduction and background 

provided by the literature and policy review. Chapter four provides the methodology and 

methods of the research. The empirical finding of interviews with diverse stakeholders from 

the Integrated Emergency Management is provided in Chapter five. Chapters six and seven 

provide the empirical findings of the Scottish Borders Climate Resilient Communities project. 

Chapter eight then provides a synthesis conclusion and recommendations on the key findings 

of the research.  

 

 

    Figure 1.1: Chapter outline of the thesis and related research question  

 

1.5.1 Chapter two: Disaster Risk Reduction Concepts, Practice and Policies 

This chapter provides the policy and practitioner review which underpins this thesis and 

focuses on three main areas: policy context, the practitioner context and learning culture of the 
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DRR sector. The first section engages critically with concepts central to DRR, and outlines the 

practitioner context and current learning practice of DRR as a sector. This is followed by a 

policy review which provides the key legislative references relating to the DRR sector, 

referring to both key UK and Scottish legislation. This chapter supports research question one 

by providing a critical review of the learning landscape of the DRR sector in Scotland. 

1.5.2 Chapter three: Literature review of learning approaches for Disaster Risk 

Reduction  

This second chapter supports research question two by reviewing what existing learning 

theories can be used to help understand learning within the DRR sector. It first provides the 

basis of the literature relating to learning and the learning theories relevant to this thesis, and 

then sets out a brief section on the development of learning theories to highlight the role of 

learning in supporting societal change and complexity. Following this a section on learning in 

complexity within a post-normal world is outlined which is underpinned by a framework for 

learning in DRR contexts. The review then opens to a range of conceptual learning theories 

considered to have the most relevance to DRR focusing on social, transformative and expansive 

learning theories. The culmination of both review chapters leads to the development of an 

integrated framework for understanding learning in DRR contexts, considering policy, practice 

and learning theories. This chapter supports research question two.  

1.5.3 Chapter four: Methodology and methods  

The methodology chapter is arranged into three distinct parts. The first section details the 

overall methodological design of the first phase of data collection, which broadly explores 

learning in relation to Integrated Emergency Management practice (IEM). A case study of IEM 

and details of engagement with the Scottish Resilience Division are provided, followed by an 

explanation of the research design and the research methods employed. The second part of this 

chapter outlines the methodology used for the SBCRC project which aims to understand 

journeys of complex learning situations. The Scottish Borders Climate Resilient Communities 

Project (SBCRC) and an introduction to the case study communities is outlined. A 

methodology for the interpretation of complex and emergent learning, and an introduction to 

the use of visually augmented elicited metaphor analysis (VAEMA) is provided. A combined 

section which outlines the reflective practice, ethical considerations and strengths and 

limitations of the methodology and methods of this thesis overall is then provided.   

1.5.4 Chapter five: Characterising processes and motivations for learning in the 

DRR sector in Scotland 
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This extensive chapter seeks to answer research questions three and four by exploring what are 

the processes and tools actors in IEM in Scotland use in gaining and sharing their learning and 

how particular motivations for learning can effect change differently. The chapter characterises 

and examines learning in relation to the data gathered during study one, and therefore 

represents the depth of the qualitative data gained from the interviews. It first explores a range 

of four questions: how learning is occurring, who is learning, what is being learnt and what the 

motivations and stimulants for learning are. The chapter then extends into a discussion section 

which explores the wider facilitators and barriers to multi-actor learning drawing on areas such 

as motivation, culture and institutional dynamics. 

1.5.5 Chapter Six: What do people learn through participatory interventions: the 

SBCRC project 

Drawing on the breadth of qualitative data gained from the interviews as well as discussion 

from policy and key literature, this empirical chapter outlines the learning outcomes from the 

Scottish Borders Climate Resilient Communities project. In doing so this chapter supports 

research question five which sets out to explore what people learn through community 

participatory interventions. The chapter reports on the participants’ overall experience 

engaging in the SBCRC project as a dynamic and deliberate multi-actor learning situation, and 

discusses learning in relation to multiple variables. Following this, a section is provided which 

assesses how future community based interventions should be designed.  

1.5.6 Chapter Seven: How do participants’ experiences of the project as a process 

relate to learning outcomes?   

This chapter supports research question six which set out to understand how participants’ 

experiences of participatory interventions as a process relate to learning outcomes. It begins 

with an initial framing section which is then followed by a section which clarifies the learning 

journey metaphor and process of analysis. A typology made up of six metaphors is provided 

and each one explored individually. Next, a discussion section which explores the learning 

journeys in relation to learning in a DRR context is provided. Following this a critical account 

is provided of the metaphors as a tool for illustrating learning as a dynamic experience, 

signifying resilience building as a complex social process. 

1.5.7 Chapter Eight, synthesis, conclusion and recommendations  

This chapter provides a review of findings on each of the six research questions and sets out a 

synthesis which draws the empirical data considering the role of process, policy, and 

facilitation and design. Four main contributions of the thesis are drawn out and limitations of 
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the research discussed. The main contributions support the over-arching aim of understanding 

how to enhance multi-actor learning in DRR contexts. Firstly, a framework is provided for 

understanding learning in DRR contexts considering practice, policy and learning theories and 

based on a synthesis of literature and empirical data. Secondly, there is new understanding of 

the role of learning processes and their associated outcomes through the formation of 15 

discreet learning processes. Thirdly, the development of a methodological approach for 

understanding learning in complexity is outlined. The final contribution relates to the review 

of policy and suggests a greater emphasis on learning about working with change, and learning 

to learn is needed within policy and policy guidance in the DRR sector. Following this an 

agenda for future empirical research is outlined and final conclusions and recommendations 

are set out.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter two: Disaster Risk Reduction Concepts, Practice and 

Policies 

2.1 Introduction 

This chapter seeks to address research question one which explores the learning landscape of 

the DRR sector in Scotland in relation to policy and practice. It focuses on developing two 
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main areas: Section 2.2 unpacks the Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) concept and critically 

examines links to related terms; Section 2.3 then takes a thematic critical approach in 

addressing DRR related policy in Scotland, and explores the practitioner context of those 

involved in DRR efforts. These two sections provide a discussion and summary of how these 

areas are under transition towards what a number of scholars (Sardar, 2010; Biggs et al., 2011) 

describe as a post-normal context (2.2.8). In doing so this chapter argues for the importance of 

a framework which focuses on aspects of learning in the DRR context. This is provided in 

chapter three. 

2.2 The Disaster Risk Reduction concept and related terms  

This section first provides an overview of the DRR concept and outlines the terms ‘disaster’ 

and ‘risk’ in this context. The associated terms which arise from the DRR concept are then 

unpacked through critical analysis in section 2.2.2.  

2.2.1 Key concepts in Disaster Risk Reduction 

DRR is often defined as “the concept and practice of reducing disasters through systematic 

efforts which minimise and analyse the causal factors of disasters, including through reduced 

exposure to hazards, lessened vulnerability of people and property, wise management of land 

and the environment, and improved preparedness for adverse events” (United Nations 

International Strategy for Disaster Reduction, 2016a, p.10). The United Nations Office for 

Disaster Risk Reduction sets out the leading terminology on DRR which is the most broadly 

accepted, and commonly cited reference to DRR (Twigg, 2015; Dominey-Howes, 2018). It is 

important to stress however that rather than a singular definition, the UNISDR (2004a) 

highlights that DRR is a conceptual framework of various elements which “can minimise 

vulnerabilities throughout society” (p.2). The UNISDR (2002, p.23) composed a DRR 

framework which included the following fields of action which aim to reduce (through 

mitigation and preparedness) and avoid (through preparedness) adverse impacts of hazards:  

1. Risk awareness and assessment including hazard analysis and vulnerability / capacity 

analysis. 

2. Knowledge development including education, training, research and information. 

3. Public commitment and institutional frameworks, including organisational, policy, 

legislation and community action. 

4. Application of measures including environmental management, networking and 

partnership. 
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5. Early warning systems including forecasting, dissemination of warnings, preparedness 

measures and reaction capacities. 

This set of factors illustrates the integrated nature of DRR, and can be understood as a broad 

set of concepts and practices related to addressing three key aspects: mitigation of adverse 

effects of climate change, preparedness against disasters and advocacy of efforts. It is useful to 

note that since the initial framing of DRR terminology by the UNISDR (2002), further revisions 

to the concept were provided in 2004 to include terms such as: risk, disaster, response, capacity, 

hazard, vulnerability, mitigation, preparedness and prevention. This updated terminology 

recognises DRR as “the policy objective aimed at preventing new and reducing existing 

disaster risk and managing residual risk, all of which contributes to strengthening resilience” 

(UNISDR, 2015, p.13). The most current framing of DRR terminology evolved through the 

Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction 2015-2030 (UNISDR, 2016a) (discussed 

further in section 2.3.1), which outlines that DRR is: “the substantial reduction of disaster risk, 

and losses in lives, livelihoods and health and in the economic, physical, social, cultural and 

environmental assets of persons, businesses, communities and countries” (UNISDR, 2015, 

p.14). As already established, the UNISDR provides the leading terminology of DRR and 

whilst this is widely adopted with little modification (Mercer, 2010; The World Meteorological 

Organisation, 2018), there are however competing frames. For instance, Save the Children 

(2018) define DRR as “any activity carried out by a village, community, aid agency or 

government that helps to prepare, mitigate, adapt and increase resilience towards the impact of 

disasters”. This definition highlights the multi-scalar nature of actions carried out by different 

actors to deal with the impact of disasters. In contrast Twigg’s (2015) definition of DRR 

focuses on the “development and application of policies, strategies and practices to reduce 

vulnerabilities and disaster risks throughout society”. This reference instead focuses on the 

development and implementation of policy and practice which aims to reduce vulnerability.  

Reference to vulnerability is however not so explicit within the UNISDR (2016b) framing of 

DRR. Such limitations have been noted by Lewis and Kelman (2012) who, for instance, state 

that the approach taken in top-down international documents rarely articulates explicitly that 

vulnerability results from a wide variety of dynamic and long term processes caused by others 

which can lead to endangerment (such as environmental degradation, discrimination and 

displacement), and impoverishment (such as self-seeking public expenditure, denial of access 

to resources, corruption and siphoning of public money). Instead, internationally produced UN 

documentations on DRR therefore need to recognise these “processes of “epidemiological” 

vulnerability now so that future disasters might be reduced” (Lewis and Kelman, 2012, p.3). 
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In this respect, the UNISDR terminology, whilst covering many issues, does not fully 

emphasise the need for systemic or transformative change, especially in relation to the 

underlying social and economic conditions that give rise to vulnerability, something which 

requires more systemic forms of change in order to address these issues (Bassett and Fogelman, 

2013).  

“Disaster” is also a key aspect of the DRR concept (Cardona et al., 2012; Thomalla et al., 

2015). The UNISDR framing on DRR considers disasters to be a phenomenon of socio-

economic and political origin associated with the wider social, environmental, political and 

economic context in which a hazard is situated (Mercer, 2010). With this, the UNISDR (2016a) 

argues that there is no such thing as a natural disaster, but only natural hazards which are often 

then followed by disasters; the scale of a disaster is therefore linked to the severity of impact 

that a natural hazard has on the society and the environment. Further: “information on climate 

change is building a new perception of disasters as of our own making” (UNISDR, 2008, p.1); 

thus the changing nature of the hazards through climate change as a result of human activities 

is clearly not only natural (O’Brien et al., 2008, p.5). In addition, disasters can also be non-

environmental such as political (Syrian, Yemen or Yazidi crisis) or epidemic (Ebola or Zika). 

In actuality, disasters which are primarily caused by natural hazards are not the greatest 

immediate threat to humanity at present, but in fact more lives are lost to “violent conflict and 

to the preventable outcome of disease and hunger” (Wisner et al., 2003, p.3). As these examples 

highlight, disasters can be understood as: “a serious disruption of the functioning of a 

community or a society causing widespread human, material, economic or environmental 

losses which exceed the ability of the affected community or society to cope using its 

resources” (UNISDR, 2004a, p.2).  

Overall, disasters are a product of social, political and economic environments, and thus are a 

complex mix of natural hazards and / or human action (Wisner et al., 2003). Therefore disasters 

can be understood as processes that result from the social production of unsafe conditions 

(Marchezini and Wisner, 2017). This highlights a key criticism of the UNISDR framing of 

DRR and its related terminology such as vulnerability (outlined in section 2.2.3), in that it omits 

issues of power, institutional failure and intentionality as well as time factors (Wisner, 2015). 

Neglecting the processes which lead to endangerment and impoverishment tends to lead toward 

disaster risk creation (Lewis and Kelman, 2012). For this reason, some argue that a paradigm 

shift is required towards adopting Resisting Disaster Risk Creation (RDRC) as a means of 

complementing Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) (Wisner 2017).  
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This criticism of UNISDR framing also extends to the concept of risk which is a further related 

DRR term. Traditionally, the concept of risk is described as “the probability of harmful 

consequences, or expected losses (deaths, injuries, property, livelihoods, economic activity 

disrupted or environment damaged) resulting from interactions between natural or human-

induced hazards and vulnerable conditions” (UNISDR, 2004a). For this reason, risk is a 

complex issue and involves many different definitions as outlined in table 2.1.  

Table 2.1: Definitions of risk (Source: Adapted from Brooks and Adger, 2003 p.7) 

Author(s) Risk definition 

Smith, 1996 (p5) “Probability x loss (probability of a specific hazard occurrence) 
Hazard = potential threat.” 

IPCC, 2001 (p21) “Function of probability and magnitude of different impacts.” 

Morgan and Henrion, 1990 
(p1) 

“Risk involves an ‘exposure to a chance injury or loss’”. 

Adams, 1995 (p8) “A compound measure combining the probability and magnitude 
of an adverse effect”. 

Jones and Boer, 2003 “Probability x consequence Hazard: an event with the potential to 
cause harm, e.g. tropical cyclones, droughts, floods, or conditions 
leading to an outbreak of disease-causing organisms.” 

Downing et al., 2001 “Expected losses (of lives, persons injured, property damaged, 
and economic activity disrupted) due to a particular hazard for a 
given area and reference period Hazard: a threatening event, or 
the probability of occurrence of a potentially damaging 
phenomenon within a given time period and area.” 

Downing et al., 2001 “Probability of hazard occurrence Hazard = potential threat to 
humans and their welfare”.  

Crichton, 1999 “Risk is the probability of a loss, and depends on three elements, 
hazard, vulnerability and exposure.” 

Stenchion, 1997 “Risk might be defined simply as the probability of occurrence of 
an undesired event [but might] be better described as the 
probability of a hazard contributing to a potential 
disaster…importantly, it involves consideration of vulnerability to 
the hazard.” 

United Nations Department 
of Humanitarian Affairs, 1992 

“Expected losses (of lives, persons injured, property damaged, 
and economic activity disrupted) due to a particular hazard for a 
given area and reference period. Based on mathematical 
calculations, risk is the product of hazard and vulnerability.” 

 

These definitions, as provided by Brooks and Adger (2003), are “probabilistic in nature” as 

they rely on either the “probability of occurrence of a hazard that acts to trigger a disaster with 

undesirable outcomes” or are related to the “probability of a disaster or outcome which [is] 

combined with the likely consequences of a hazard” (p.6).  It is important to consider the social 
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contexts in which risks occur and that people therefore do not necessarily “share the same 

perceptions of risk and their underlying causes” (UNISDR, 2004a, p.7). 

As highlighted in some of the definitions, the concept of risk can be understood as a hazard 

(Stenchion, 1997), however when the concept of vulnerability is included, it can also be viewed 

as a function of a hazard (Brooks and Adger, 2003). This highlights the interactive relationship 

of both vulnerability and risk concepts within DRR. This relates to the criticism of current 

international framings on risk in relation to DRR from UN bodies in that it does not sufficiently 

address the way that risk is socially constructed. As asserted by Wisner et al. (2003) “risks 

involved in disasters must be connected with the vulnerability created for many people through 

their normal existence” (p.4). For this reason, further attention needs to be paid to the root 

causes and dynamic pressures of unsafe conditions and fragile livelihoods (Marchezini and 

Wisner, 2017). In light of these criticisms, this research most aligns with the view of Crichton 

(1999) and Stenchion (1997) who argue for the incorporation of vulnerability in addition to 

areas of exposure, probability and loss, which in turn gives a wider consideration to the root 

cause of unsafe conditions which potentially may lead towards disaster risk creation (Lewis 

and Kelman, 2012). In doing so, this thesis will work with the most recent framing of DRR by 

the UNISDR (2016a) while also drawing on issues of vulnerability such as institutional factors, 

power and socio-economic conditions which are often criticised as being lacking in many 

interpretations of DRR.   

2.2.2 DRR and associated terms  

A particularly useful way to understand the value of learning in the DRR context is to explore 

the term of DRR in relation to wider concepts. In an attempt to highlight how DRR is an 

evolving practice, in 2009 the UNISDR (2016c) developed a range of terminologies which are 

central to the contemporary understanding of DRR, based on a consultation from different 

international sources (figure 2.1). 
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Figure 2.1: The UNISDR Disaster Risk Reduction word cloud (Source: Adapted from the 

UNISDR (2016c)). 

The UNISDR consultation drew on around 53 key terms, including capacity, vulnerability, 

resilience, sustainability and adaptation. However, recently emerging terms linked with the 

concept are not included in this list, such as transformation (Folke et al., 2002; Pelling, 2011; 

O’Brien, 2012; Pelling and Blackburn, 2013) and adaptive capacity (Smit and Wandel, 2006; 

Fazey et al., 2007; Cardona et al., 2012). As noted by Smit and Wandel (2006), these concepts 

are both interdependent and interrelated, and exist as components of socio-ecological systems4 

(Gallopin, 2006). Taking advantage of the rhizome and the tree metaphor provided by Deleuze 

and Guattari (1987) for offering an appropriate model for understanding hyperlinked 

information (Robinson and Maguire 2010), DRR can be understood as an organic entity rather 

than a singular concept. For instance, trees have roots which are more multi-lateral than lateral, 

and this image can be applied to the term DRR which has not developed to have a linear 

meaning or exist as an arborescent singular or dominant term. Instead, the DRR concept is 

almost rhizomatic in how it relates to a network of other wider concepts as illustrated in figure 

2.1.  

Figure 2.2 below further highlights the complexity of the DRR concept relating to underlying 

terms, many of which have a wider link with learning as will be examined further in chapter 

three. Rather than discuss all of the terms across their independent breadth, the following sub-

sections outline those concepts most relevant to DRR, by focusing on their most fundamental 

                                                 
4 “Gallopin et al. (2006, p294) have argued that the natural analytical unit for sustainable development research 

is the socio-ecological system or SES. An SES is defined as a system that includes societal (human) and 

ecological (biophysical) subsystems in mutual interaction”.  



37 

 

traits. This section will also attempt to provide an overview of how the concepts are interlinked 

by introducing the model developed by Gallopin (2006), focusing firstly on the fundamental 

attributes found within the terms vulnerability, resilience and adaptive capacity. These terms, 

as Gallopin (2006) implies, are components of a socio-ecological system and whilst interlinked, 

they also have particular traits. The following sections will therefore critically assess each of 

these key concepts in turn and will then discuss how such linkages relate to debates surrounding 

disasters.   

 

Figure 2.2: Conceptual relations of terms linked to Disaster Risk Reduction (Source: Adapted 

from Gallopin, 2006). 

2.2.3 Resilience and DRR 

In the context of seeking to reduce vulnerability to disaster, a core concept which has emerged 

in DRR is ‘resilience’. Whilst the term resilience is replete with diverse meanings (Alexander, 

2013), the concept became associated with ecological theory by Holling (1973), who described 

it as “the ability of a system, community or society exposed to hazards to resist, absorb, 

accommodate to and recover from the effects of a hazard in a timely and efficient manner, 

including through preservation and restoration of essential basic structures” (p.14). In this 

definition, Hollings posits that resilience is based on the relationship that a system has with its 

interrelated variables. This was then further extended to include other characteristics such as 

the “magnitude of disturbances that a system can absorb before it changes its structures as a 

consequence of changes to the variables and processes that control the system’s behaviour” 

(Gunderson and Holling, 2002, p. 4).  



38 

 

Beyond the term’s much wider original framing of ecology, resilience has since become what 

some argue to be a progressive concept which has developed in character over time (Adger, 

2000; Pelling, 2011; Bahadur et al., 2013). Consequently, the term ‘resilience’ is increasingly 

used within DRR policy and practice but also within a wide range of academic disciplines such 

as economics, ecology and psychology (Bahadur et al., 2013). Contemporary research has 

linked the importance and malleability of the term within the social sciences, creating what is 

now known as the socio-ecological paradigm (Wisner et al., 2003; Smit and Pilifosova, 2001; 

Cutter et al., 2003). This new paradigm has emerged through a combination of the largely 

multivariate contribution of the concept in its implementation across various disciplines, from 

ecology to psychology, combined with an increased focus on social impacts rather than 

environmental risks (Soares et al., 2012). The application of resilience is demonstrably 

extensive, however such a wide use can lead to confusion and misunderstanding of resilience 

as an approach (Gunderson and Holling, 2002). Some even argue that the development of 

resilience from its original framing in ecology is in fact unappealing to the social sciences, and 

that the incommensurability of resilience is “rooted by ontological and epistemological 

differences between the social and natural sciences” (Olsson et al., 2015, p.1). For this reason, 

Skerratt (2013) argues that “it is necessary to problematise resilience, rather than continue 

simply to apply the dominant, singular conceptualisations” (p.36). Whilst it is outwith the remit 

of this thesis to examine fully the attributes of resilience to social science research, it is 

necessary to outline the explicit characteristics and dimensions of resilience in more detail so 

as to fully assess the application of the term for this research. The next section will go onto 

distinguish how the term resilience has evolved from Holling’s first inception (1973), and will 

provide a comprehensive review of resilience firstly in the context of social-ecological systems, 

before moving onto discussing human agency systems. The implications for this application of 

resilience on the research will then be set out before moving onto explore the term vulnerability 

(2.2.4). 

Outlining the context of social-ecological systems (SES) first, resilience in this context can be 

defined as “the ability of groups or communities to cope with external stresses and disturbances 

as a result of social, political and environmental change” (Adger, 2000, p.347). For this reason, 

resilience is an “important component of the circumstance under which individuals and social 

groups adapt to environmental change” (Adger, 2000, p.347). Similar to the concept of 

vulnerability, changes in resilience at different scales can lead to opportunities where “loss of 

resilience at some scales can increase resilience at other scales” (Gallopin 2006, p.299). From 

a DRR perspective, this for example, could be a shift in political control to a more liberated 
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state, such as changes to how resilience is governed through differing opportunities and 

changes to responsibilities, which enable the public to play a more central role in risk 

management (Hutter et al., 2014). It is noteworthy to acknowledge here the negative5 potential 

of resilience, for example the function of a system ‘bouncing back’ to pre-existing conditions 

may enhance the conditions of vulnerability (if the pre-existing conditions were precisely those 

which left people vulnerable) (Wildavsky, 1991). The notion of bouncing back is explored 

further in section 3.5. 

Adger’s definition of resilience helps to frame some commonalities across different terms such 

as ‘exposure’ and ‘sensitivity’ (Clark et al., 2000), which are also linked with vulnerability, as 

well as ‘systems’ and ‘governance’ (Walker et al., 2004, p.1). Consequently resilience cannot 

be discussed in isolation from other concepts such as ‘adaptation’ and ‘vulnerability’ (Cutter, 

1996; Adger, 2006). Some argue that the terms resilience and vulnerability are antonyms (Folke 

et al., cited within Gallopin, 2006, p.299), whereas Gallopin (2006, p.299) suggests that 

resilience is more related to the capacity of the response component rather than the larger 

concept of vulnerability. Whilst this example illustrates resilience as an interconnected or 

nested term alongside key concepts within the social sciences (Cutter et al., 2008; Wilson, 

2017), many argue that resilience concepts which emerged from ecology are insufficient for 

understanding human systems (Skerratt, 2013; Brown, 2014; Powell et al., 2014; Wilson, 

2017). As further outlined by Adger (2000), tensions arise when applying the ecological 

science to the social system as “this assumes that there are no essential differences in behaviour 

and structure between socialised institutions and ecological systems” (p.350). One particular 

issue is the tendency to understand resilience as resistant to change (Olsson et al., 2015) or as 

a focus on bouncing-back from external shock and perturbation (Pike et al., 2010). As furthered 

by Skerratt (2013), who argues that in contrast to reactive system level behaviours which see 

systems bouncing back from external shock, human system resilience functions at multiple 

scales within a context of constant rather than episodic change. For this reason human systems 

rely on different system capabilities which enable proactive system level behaviours rather than 

the reactive ones found in SES.  

2.2.3.1 Human agency based systems of resilience  

There are many features which enable human system resilience (Wilson, 2017). However one 

particular parameter that is central to resilience is human agency (Skerratt, 2013). McLaughlin 

                                                 

5 Resilience as a normative concept is discussed later in this section.   
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and Dietz (2008, p.105) define agency as: “the capacity of human actors to project alternative 

future possibilities, and then to actualize those possibilities within the context of current 

contingencies.” It can therefore be understood as: “the realm within which humans 

deliberately and consciously act, network, behave, imagine futures and make decisions 

between perceived options” (Skerratt, 2013, p.38 emphasis added). This denotes that human 

agency is a space which helps to determine how individuals and society respond to 

environmental change (Brown and Westaway, 2011), and can be applied at either an individual 

or a collective level (Davidson, 2010). In detail, individual agency involves the will and 

capacity of a person to act upon situations towards a purpose, or as a group of people who act 

collectively towards a common purpose (Lewis, 2002). The role of agency therefore supports 

the dynamics of change which are “multi and cross scale in nature” (Brown and Westaway, 

2011, p.322).  

Considering scale further, agency can be linked to wider concepts such as community resilience 

which Magis (2010) defines as: “the existence, development, and engagement of community 

resources by community members to thrive in an environment characterized by change, 

uncertainty, unpredictability, and surprise. Members of resilient communities intentionally 

develop personal and collective capacity that they engage to respond to and influence change, 

to sustain and renew the community, and to develop new trajectories for the communities' 

future” (p.402 emphasis added). Magis (2010) goes on to outline eight characteristics which 

further define the operational context of community resilience: community resources, 

development of community resources, engagement of community resources, active agents, 

collective action, strategic action, equity and impact. As noted by Berkes and Ross (2013), 

Magis’s definition places emphasis on community resources, collective action and strategic 

action, and thus examines community resilience in relation to processes and components such 

as the role of capacity, adaptation, learning and self-organisation (Thaler et al., 2018).  

In more detail, process refers to the premise that individuals, and members of communities 

collectively, can build resilience by actively engaging with and even thriving in environments 

of constant change6, but what is particularly key in Magis’s definition of community resilience 

is the role of intention. This agentic perspective distinguishes humans as being entities with 

capacities that allow them to transcend challenges; therefore to be an agent is to “influence 

intentionally one’s functioning and life circumstances” (Bandura, 2006, p.164). This resonates 

with Skerratt’s (2013) definition of human agency as actions which are deliberate and 

                                                 
6 Change and factors of time are explored in more detail in section 3.6.  
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conscious. In detail, Skerratt (2013), in reviewing the characteristics of resilience from a 

proactive human agency perspective, finds that “processes of proactive change are a means of 

moving forward on a trajectory” (p.37).  

In addition to intentionality or self-directedness, Bandura (2006, 2018a) notes three main 

properties of human agency, which include forethought (i.e. the ability to adopt and act on 

goals or plans in realising a desired outcome), self-reactiveness (i.e. the ability to self-govern 

behaviour and performance) and self-reflection (i.e. the ability to self-examine actions, 

thoughts and values). Bandura confirms that “intention encompasses each of these core features 

which serve different agent functions” (Bandura 2018b, pers. comm., 19 June). In respect of 

these core properties, human agency would suggest that, whilst communities “do not control 

all of the conditions that affect them, they have the ability to change many of the conditions 

that can increase their resilience” (Berkes and Ross 2013, p.13). Berkes and Ross (2013) go 

onto identify key community strengths for developing resilience efforts which are influenced 

through processes of agency and self-organising (figure 2.3), including leadership, knowledge, 

skills and learning, values and beliefs, social networks, engaged governance (involving 

collaborative institutions), and people-place connections. 

 

Figure 2.3: Community resilience as a function of the strengths or characteristics that have 

been identified as important, leading to agency and self-organisation (Source: Berkes and 

Ross, 2013, p.14).  
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As figure 2.3 illustrates, community resilience involves many characteristics such as social 

relationships, governance and learning, each of which are drawn in through processes of agency 

and self-organising. However, the relationship between these characteristics raises two key 

issues which are significant for this research. The first is how outcomes should be assessed and 

valued as ‘desirable’, or as Kaplan (2005) asks: “is resilience the qualities possessed by 

individuals (or by more inclusive systems such as groups) that enable them to have good 

outcomes?” (p.41). The second is whether resilience is an outcome or a source leading to an 

outcome (Kaplan, 1999 cited within Skerratt, 2013). This research takes guidance from Olsson 

et al. (2015) who state: “the notion of system is indispensable to resilience, and having decided 

on the phenomenon to be explained, the system boundaries need to be defined” (p.3). Exploring 

these issues is helpful for understanding the system in question and the way in which resilience 

is manifested within the context of this research.  

This research therefore recognises the DRR sector as a human-based system which is made up 

of many stakeholder groups interacting across different scales from local to national (and 

indeed international) and from operational to strategic (further outlined in section 4.3.2.2). 

Furthermore, in a system context, this research acknowledges the DRR sector as involving a 

complex interplay of power and knowledge which raises issues of unequal levels of agency 

such as differing command of resources (Jones et al., 2014). It is important to be aware of the 

disparities of agency and unequal power and the wider implications that this may create, such 

as who determines what is considered desirable in a DRR system, or what stresses the DRR 

system should be resilient to. With this it is useful to acknowledge that views on resilience as 

a normative concept are highly contested (Thorén and Olsson, 2017; Olsson et al., 2015). This 

point is also established by Skerratt (2013), who asserts the importance of being clear about 

the normative assumptions associated with resilience in the context of human agency systems. 

Whether they are positive/desirable or negative/ undesirable are in fact value judgements which 

assume that resilience can be positioned on a spectrum of oppositional values, where ‘good’ 

resilience posits a more desirable outcome (Wilson, 2017). Instead, Lew (2017) highlights that 

resilience is really about the ability of a system to achieve its goals, and thus the normative 

approach does not explain the actual performance of the system at being resilient.  

Moreover, this research views the role of capacity, adaptation, and self-organisation as outlined 

in Magis’s (2010) definition of resilience as essential characteristics for the DRR sector. 

However underpinning these features is the presence of learning which is essential for 

developing agency, and thus can be considered essentially as a resource. This view is closely 

connected with research question four, which explores the role of motivation and learning in a 
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multi-actor context. The implications of taking a human agency view therefore imply that in 

order to fully understand the effectiveness of the DRR sector as a multi-agency system, the 

inquiry should explore differing levels of agency. This will be achieved through the methods 

where questions such as who is learning and how is learning occurring will be used (section 

4.3.2.1). These differences, whether at an individual or wider stakeholder level, have 

implications for the review of policy and practice where some of the challenges of the DRR 

sector operating as an inclusive system are outlined (section 2.3.2).  

A further area to consider in the context of human-based systems is the view that resilience can 

be both process and outcome (Almedon, 2013). As asserted by Wilson (2010) “resilience can 

be both an outcome (i.e. improved adaptive capacity) or a process linked to dynamic changes 

over time associated with community learning and the willingness of communities to take 

responsibility and control of their (rural) development pathways” (p. 366). Thus, within human-

based systems, human agency is a process of proactive change which may strengthen resilience. 

However in contrast, human agency systems may, as set out in 2.2.1, not always be a good 

thing7 as they can exacerbate or influence risk through actions such as violent conflict thus 

weakening resilience (Walker et al., 2004). Given the role of human based systems in relation 

to interpreting and building on learning, the research methods (section 4.3.2.1) will also explore 

the role of motivation, paying particular attention to process and outcomes of learning. This is 

also supported by a theoretical framework relating to motivations for learning and differing 

levels of outcome (section 3.5). The following section will go on to analyse critically the 

concept of vulnerability, its relation to agency and resilience, and to outline further implications 

for the research. 

2.2.4 Vulnerability and DRR 

A further important concept relating to DRR is vulnerability. The term vulnerability has no 

consensus on its meaning (Gallopin, 2006), yet there have been many contributions which have 

examined the term (Adger, 2006; Gallopin, 2006; Smit and Wandel, 2006). Taking a definition 

from disaster literature from the UNISDR (2009) vulnerability is understood as “the 

characteristics and circumstances of a community, system or asset that make it susceptible to 

the damaging effects of a hazard” (p.30). As noted by Adger (2006), vulnerability is also 

founded on other contributions such as sensitivity or exposure to perturbations, external 

stresses, and the capacity to adapt. This illustrates the many aspects of vulnerability which may 

arise from various physical, social, economic, and environmental factors. For this reason, 

                                                 
7 For example a terrorist organisation which does not support positive social goals.  
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vulnerability is understood as a “powerful analytical tool for describing states of susceptibility 

to harm, powerlessness, and marginality of both physical and social systems” (Adger, 2006, 

p.268). Vulnerability therefore is arguably a core theme of DRR and, in reference to SES/ 

human-agency systems, is linked with resilience where it has a common interest in 

understanding shocks and risks. For instance, vulnerability is reflective of, or a function of, 

exposure and sensitivity to hazard and the capacity to adapt, as was highlighted above in figure 

2.2 (Smit et al., 2001; Smit and Wandel, 2006). Sensitivity in this respect can be defined as 

“the extent to which a human or natural system can absorb impacts without suffering long-term 

harm or significant state change” (Gallopin, 2006, p.2958). Additionally, the capacity of 

response is understood as the system’s coping capacity (Turner et al., 2003), which is elsewhere 

termed adaptive capacity (Adger, 2006). The final central theme to consider within 

vulnerability is exposure, and this can be understood as “the degree or extent to which a system 

experiences environmental or socio-political stress” (Adger, 2006, p.270). In contrast, 

vulnerability can also provide a system with opportunities. As Gallopin (2006) asserts, 

vulnerability is not always negative but rather through experiencing vulnerability useful 

transformations can emerge9 for example through the organisation of a social group in response 

to an oppressive regime.  

It is also useful to note the conceptual shifts within vulnerability moving away from an 

emphasis on physical to societal, where there is evidence that the SES perspective of 

vulnerability has progressed from a focus on a technocratic solution-orientated risk reduction 

approach to a more societal paradigm (i.e. physical mitigation versus community participation 

in early warning systems) (Dominey-Howes, 2018). This has come in part from drawing on the 

idea of human agency systems, where vulnerability can be understood as the “characteristics 

and circumstances of a community that make it susceptible to the damaging effects of a hazard” 

(UNISDR, 2016c, outline). Certain factors including social, cultural, institutional and political 

ones can permit or even perpetuate vulnerability (Dominey-Howes, 2018). Such factors are 

linked to wider human dimensions and permeate across scales, from international, national, 

regional, community right through to the individual (Ahmed and Kelman, 2018). In addition 

to spatial aspects, vulnerability can also extend temporal scales, for instance the impacts of 

climate change can be described as an intergenerational challenge (Odeku, 2012). Thus, 

                                                 
8 Gallopin (2006) seems to have mistakenly cited Adger (2006) for this direct quotation.  

9 The concept of transformation will be highlighted in section 2.2.7. 
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concepts such as equality or social (in)justice often underline vulnerability and can be thus 

considered nested terms (Dominey-Howes, 2018).  

It is useful at this stage to assess critically the relevance of social justice to this research. In 

detail, social justice relates to the allocation and process of resources, capital and wealth 

distribution across different members of society (Thaler et al., 2018). For instance, social 

injustice may manifest in a lack of access or entitlement to resources or capital by populations 

who have certain risk factors such as poverty, gender or live in a certain geographical area. As 

a consequence, it is typically the most vulnerable populations in our society that will be 

disproportionately affected by hazards (Levy and Patz, 2015) (also noted in section 1.3). These 

compounding factors such as development needs or lack of expertise and access to knowledge, 

alongside increased exposure to risk often come together; in cases where disadvantage is 

increased by two or three times, terms like double or multiple disadvantage are sometimes 

applied (Seager, 2014). This highlights the multivariate nature and complexity of vulnerability, 

and although factors surrounding vulnerability are widely cited (Kasperson and Kasperson, 

2001; Kelman et al., 2016; Ribot, 2014), many argue that the root causes of vulnerability are 

insufficiently addressed (Wisner et al., 2012; Kelman, 2014). As a result, there is a growing 

recognition of the need for a greater focus on approaches which engage communities in 

creating societal transformations which can empower people to reduce their own vulnerability 

(O’Brien et al., 2013; Moser 2010) This idea of transformation is explored further in section 

2.2.7.   

Given the role of learning in developing agency which as outlined above is important for 

strengthening resilience, this research views learning essentially as a resource. In respect of 

this, exploring how different stakeholder groups are positioned in terms of social justice and 

processes around distribution of resources (such as learning) is important to consider. Thus, 

understanding the wider social justice issues is highly relevant to the overall aim of this 

research as outlined in 1.2, which is to understand how to enhance multi-actor learning through 

an investigation the Scottish Disaster Risk Reduction context. For this reason, interview 

questions which focus on the allocation and process of learning, as well as differing levels of 

agency will be explored (see section 4.3.2.3). Section 2.3.5 will explore social justice in the 

context of policy further.   

2.2.5 Adaptation and DRR 

The term adaptation, as with other concepts put forward by the United Nations International 

Strategy for Disaster Reduction (see section 2.2.1), lacks any fully accepted definition 
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(Remling, 2018). McCarthy et al. (2001) broadly define adaptation as “adjustment in natural 

or human systems in response to actual or expected climate stimuli or their effects, which 

moderate harm or exploit beneficial opportunities” (p.982).  Adaptation as defined by Smit and 

Wandel (2006) is understood as “responses to risks associated with interaction of 

environmental hazards and human vulnerability or adaptive capacity” (p.282), and is thus 

interested in the reduction of vulnerability for individuals and communities. Within the context 

of human dimensions of global change, “adaptation is a process, action or outcome in a system 

(i.e. an organisation or a community), which enables that system to better cope, manage or 

adjust to changing conditions, hazards or opportunities” (Smit and Wandel, 2006 p.282). More 

recent framings are supported by Remling (2018) who views adaptation as “any deliberate 

social adjustment that aims to safeguard against actual or expected harmful impacts associated 

with climate change” (p.478). In this respect, adaptation is concerned with the social changes 

surrounding a human or environmental system. For this reason, the Intergovernmental Panel 

on Climate Change (IPCC) (Cardona et al., 2012, p.27) places learning as central to adaptation, 

stating that: “…adaptation to climate change offers frameworks for, and examples of, advanced 

learning processes that may help reduce or avoid barriers that undermine planned adaptation 

efforts or lead to implementation of maladaptive measures”. Here, while learning is considered 

fundamental to adaptation (Pelling and High, 2005), it is the process of learning that is 

particularly important. As asserted by O’Brien et al. (2015) adaptation can sometimes miss the 

wider factors which drive vulnerability, and therefore the bigger question around adaptation is 

not just how interventions can reduce selected impacts, but whether adaptation “includes the 

dynamics of living with change while also transforming the processes that have contributed to 

vulnerability in the first place” (p.1).  For this reason, adaptation efforts are closely linked with 

wider social questions such as who adapts, in response to what, and on what temporal scale 

(Juhola, 2011). Decisions aimed at solving climate challenges are thus considered deeply 

political (Remling, 2018). 

In light of these political and social challenges of adaptation, O’Brien et al. (2015, p.1) point 

out the opportunities of adaptation, outlining it as “a social process that involves empowering 

individuals, households, communities, institutions and states, not only to react and respond to 

the impacts of change, but also to challenge the drivers of risk and promote alternative 

pathways to development.” This is also recognised by Pelling and High (2005, p.309) who 

make a distinction between two categories for adaptation: (1) “between those that reinforce 

existing organisational or system stability and, (2) those that modify institutions to add 

resilience through flexibility”. In this respect, there is an increasing need to understand and 
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develop more flexible learning processes to better learn for times of complexity. This requires 

an understanding of the wider system and role of networks within the DRR sector. It is therefore 

important to understand the variety and suitability of adaptations for creating social change 

which can best support wider human agency elements, but also distinguish between who is 

learning, how they are learning and how their human agency may be changing as a result of 

their learning in the multi-actor context. Some of these wider questions will be explored further 

in chapter five.  

2.2.6 Adaptive capacity and DRR 

Adaptive capacity can be defined as the ability or potential of a system to evolve in order to 

accommodate environmental hazards or policy change, and to expand the range of variability 

with which it can cope (Adger, 2006). Similarly, adaptness, as noted by Gallopin (2006, p.300), 

is the “status of being adapted”, whereas an “adaptation is a feature of a structure, function, or 

behaviour of the organism that is instrumental in securing the adaptness” (Dobzhansky, 1968). 

The relationship between learning and adaptive capacity is well established (Pelling and High, 

2005; Fazey et al., 2007 and Pahl-Wostl et al., 2007). The presence of adaptive capacity is an 

essential characteristic for both the design and implementation of effective adaptation strategies 

which reduce the likelihood or magnitude of harm (Brooks and Adger, 2003). For this reason 

“adaptive capacity is similar or closely related to other concepts such as adaptability, coping 

ability, management capacity, stability, robustness, flexibility and resilience” (Smit and 

Wandel, 2006, p.287). 

Adaptive capacity can be considered as an “emergent property of a social system” (Pelling and 

High, 2005, p.308) that acts as the driver which determines the ability of a system to adapt 

(Adger, 2003). For this reason, determinants of adaptive capacity are often linked with social 

capital (Pelling and High, 2005). Whilst the amorphous nature of social capital makes it 

challenging to define (Pelling and High, 2005), essentially, social capital can be understood as 

the features of social life including the networks, norms and trust that facilitate cooperation and 

coordination for mutual benefit (Putnam, 2000). Social capital in this respect is "the 

collective value of all social networks (who people know), and the inclinations that arise from 

these networks to do things for each other (norms of reciprocity)" (Putnam, 2000, p.19). 

Additionally, social capital can be characterised in different forms which include bonding, 

bridging and linking types of social capital. Putnam (2000) provides further details on the 

characteristics of these terms: bonding social capital is made up of the ties between individuals 

within networks; bridging social capital relates to the ties among different individuals and 

networks that have similar power or influence; and linking social capital relates to the ties 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Value_theory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_network
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Norm_(social)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reciprocity_(social_psychology)
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between individuals or networks of similar influence. However, Putnam (2000) argues strongly 

that the power is in the network. Additionally, Putnam also asserts that social capital can also 

be negative (i.e. organised crime networks), in the same way that resilience may have positive 

or negative consequences. 

A more recent contribution which builds on Putnam’s definition is provided by Ostrom and 

Ahn (2009) who acknowledge that there are multiple forms of social capital.  According to 

Mauerhofer (2010) there are three types which are particularly important for collective action 

(1) trustworthiness, (2) networks and (3) formal and informal rules or institutions. In this view, 

social capital is understood as being an “attribute of individuals and their relationships which 

enhances their ability to solve collective-action problems” (Mauerhofer, 2010, p.7). In this 

respect, social capital stresses particular benefits which emerge from 

the trust, reciprocity, information, and cooperation associated with social networks for those 

who are connected and those who are bystanders (Sander and Lowney, 2006). For this reason, 

social capital is often therefore seen as a means through which human agency is exercised, 

enhanced, or in some cases, restricted. As argued by Ling and Dale (2014), social capital and 

agency in the context of sustainable development refers to an individual, organisation, network 

or a community that can enact a process that drives change; however questions must be asked 

as to who decides whether change is a benefit and who actually benefits.  

Social capital draws on a range of common frameworks which essentially outline the basis to 

the “asset based approach” (Scottish Community Development Foundation, 2016), which 

includes a diverse range of capitals, such as: economic, social, political, physical, natural, 

humane (e.g. education), and cultural forms (Putnam, 2000). The importance of social capital 

is also recognised by the World Bank (cited within Grootaert et al., 2004) which asserts that 

social capital is necessary for long term development, and particularly where the capital of the 

poor is considered, where other capital, such as financial capital, is restricted. It is important to 

note, however, that social capital is not entirely linked with economic disadvantage, but also to 

social, human and governance factors (Klein and Smith, 2003; Brooks and Adger 2003). As 

Beaudoin (2007) highlights, social capital is not just formed of the social networks and 

interactions from social networks but it is the resources embedded in the social networks which 

are equally important.  

It is useful at this point to highlight how the concept of social capital relates to institutional 

capacity, which can be understood as a “broader focus of empowerment, social capital and an 

enabling environment, as well as the culture, values and power relations that influence us” 

(Segnestam et al., 2002, p.10). As asserted by North (1990; 2001 cited within Pelling and High, 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Goodness_and_value_theory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trust_(social_sciences)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reciprocity_(social_psychology)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Information
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cooperation
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2005, p.3), “institutions are the rules of the game” playing an essential role in developing 

adaptive capacity. This is especially important when considering Ostrom and Ahn’s (2009, p.9) 

definition of social capital for collective action, which relies on “formal and informal rules or 

institutions”. As noted by Yohe and Tol (2002, cited within Fazey et al., 2007), adaptive 

capacity requires sufficient and appropriate institutional resources in appropriate institutional 

structures. Thus, a function of an adaptive strategy is exercised through formal and informal 

structures allowing for effective resource distribution (Pelling and High 2005). This, as 

highlighted by Adger (2006, p.274), is one of the reasons developing countries are asserted to 

be more vulnerable to climate change, due to “their lack of institutional capacity”. 

Consequently, countries with politically unstable governments are more likely to be impacted 

by disaster than countries with less instability.  

The increase of risk of future crisis as a consequence of the disaster-conflict interface is 

addressed by the UNDP (2011, p.8) which highlights that “conflict almost always has a harmful 

impact on disaster risk. The more intractable the conflict, the greater risk of disaster caused by 

increased environmental degradation due to people’s ‘distress coping’ behaviour and the 

decreasing capacity and/or willingness of the government to reduce disaster risk.” The impacts 

of low social capital within a disaster-conflict context such as Haiti for instance highlights how 

“disasters are a complex mix of natural hazards and human action” (Brooks and Adger 2003, 

p.15). This example highlights the view of Pelling et al. (2015) who state that adaptation is 

about choices. However, arguably, choices may be highly constrained by circumstances and 

therefore demonstrate the extent to which terms such as adaptive capacity, vulnerability and 

resilience are interrelated, i.e. a person’s or community’s ability to enhance their adaptive 

capacity may be hindered by socio-economic factors or other vulnerabilities.  

Taking the various terms discussed from figure 2.2 together thus far, it seems vulnerability is 

the concept which is most widely associated with other key terms such as capacity to respond, 

or adaptive capacity and resilience. Whilst it may not be possible to fully isolate the role each 

aspect plays, these kinds of contradictions highlight the closeness and even tensions of these 

nested terms. For instance, Gallopin (2006) discusses the closeness of adaptive capacity and 

the term resilience due to the concepts’ common properties when resilience is “unlinked to the 

notion of multistability”, and where adaptive capacity becomes the self-organising property of 

resilience (Gallopin, 2006, p.299). Therefore, it is not surprising that systems with a greater 

capacity to adapt or respond tend to be less vulnerable (Smit and Wandel, 2006). Hence 

harnessing capitals which minimise vulnerability and develop resilience leading to adaptation 

is essential. Such capitals described within disaster literature include “the combination of all 
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the strengths, attributes and resources available within a community, society or organisation 

that can be used to achieve agreed goals” (UNISDR, 2009, p.5).  

As already established in the above section, it is important to understand these kinds of 

adaptations in order to create the right kinds of change (O’Brien, 2012). An emerging concept 

which might help to understand this process is ‘transformation’ as the next section explores. 

2.2.7 Transformation and DRR 

Transformation can be understood in many different ways (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013), and is 

argued to be the “deepest form of adaptation indicated by reform in overarching political-

economy regimes and associated cultural discourses on development, security and risk” 

(Pelling 2011, p.50). This view highlights specifically transformational adaptation (Kates et 

al., 2012 and O’Brien et al., 2015) which understands transformation as “the altering of 

fundamental attributes of a system, including value systems; regulatory, legislative, or 

bureaucratic regimes; financial institutions; and technological or biological systems” (O’Brien 

and Sygna, 2013, p.564). Similar to intentionality, transformative agency is described as the 

capacity to make purposeful changes (Engeström and Virkkunen, 2007). A perspective by 

Westley et al. (2011, p.763) argues that transformation is “the capacity to create untried 

beginnings from which to evolve a fundamentally new way of living when existing ecological, 

economic, and social conditions make the current system untenable”. This focus on 

transformation really provides the roots of resilience theory, where the central notion is how 

able a system is to maintain its self-organising capacity, or its ability to change without losing 

its identity and serving functionality is vital (Stockholm Resilience Institute, 2013).  

It is useful to highlight that the term transformation has varying definitions across wider 

disaster management literature. For instance, those in the “hazard school viewed adaptation as 

adjustment” whereas the “political economy perspective viewed adaptation as transformation” 

(Bassett and Fogelman, 2013, p.46). There is also the view that even “adaptation involves both 

adjustment and transformation” (Bassett and Fogelman, 2013, p.48). This brings to light the 

technical considerations of using such a term. For instance, Pelling (2011, p.i) proposes that 

transformation can be understood as a three-fold pathway leading to (1) “resilience 

(maintaining the status quo or stability), (2) transition (incremental social change and the 

exercising of existing rights) and (3) transformation (radical change as new rights and changes 

in political regimes)”. This third pathway was also described by Folke et al. (2002, p.7) as 

being “when massive transformation occurs, resilient systems contain the experience and the 

diversity of options needed for renewal and redevelopment”. 
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The concept of transformation is further useful when considering other terms related to DRR 

such as adaptive capacity. Folke et al. (2002) state that “building adaptive capacity in linked 

social-ecological systems to respond to change now and in the future is a prerequisite for 

sustainability in a world of rapid transformations (2002). Such pathways recognise that the 

concept of transformation has a valuable role to play in understanding the wider relationship 

of change. This may be due to transformation being a “psycho-social process which involves 

the unleashing of human potential to commit, care and effect change for a better life, or an 

internal shift that results in long lasting changes in the way that one experiences and relates to 

oneself, others, and the world” (Sharma, 2007; Schlitz et al., 2010). The value of transformation 

specifically in a DRR context is further noted by Thomalla et al. (2015, p.1) who state that a 

“transformational change in DRR, adaptation and governance is needed to reduce 

vulnerability”. Not surprisingly, the concept of transformation is increasingly at the forefront 

of debates which address climate change challenges (O’Brien, 2012; Park et al., 2012). This is 

because transformation plays a key role in developing meaningful and important change where 

changes can occur both at an individual and larger community scale (Fazey et al., 2007). Adger 

(2003) and Folke et al. (2002) emphasise that understanding how to transform human societies 

so that they can respond flexibly and appropriately to new information and circumstances is 

therefore a vital component of achieving a sustainable future. In this respect, a focus on 

transformation rather than incremental adaptation is warranted, but perhaps more important is 

that transformation makes explicit that “impacts are continually forthcoming regardless of 

human response” (O’Brien and Sygna, 2013, p.2). This shift in understanding is highly relevant 

for DRR efforts where there is an emerging focus on responding to the unknown. The agenda 

for this research is therefore to understand to what extent learning within the DRR context can 

be considered as transformational10.  

2.2.8 DRR in a post-normal world: A research agenda  

As outlined above, DRR attempts to reduce disaster risks occurring in an increasingly 

interconnected, dynamic and uncertain world, which sees the “frequency and intensity of 

environmental crises as a result of human-induced global change” accelerate (Biggs et al., 

2011, p.1). This contemporary era is largely interpreted as the Anthropocene which understands 

that human induced climate change impacts on environmental processes are at a systemic level 

and are threatening global socio-ecological systems (Steffen et al., 2011; Westley et al., 2011). 

Whilst the concept of the Anthropocene exemplifies a world of intertwined drivers and 

                                                 
10 Transformational learning and other key learning theories will be explored in chapter three. 
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complex dynamic structures, much of the “debate about the Anthropocene focusses on 

interpreting past and present changes, while saying little about the future” (Bai et al., 2016, 

p.1). Instead, what is needed is a more credible understanding of this fast-changing context and 

what this may mean for approaches to risk and uncertainty, as well as broader learning (PwC, 

2012). 

Nevertheless, this thesis recognises that it is important to be cautious when considering these 

new understandings of world contexts, as overarching discourses and narratives on climate 

change have varying implications. For instance, Westerhoff and Robinson (2013) outline that 

some narratives on climate change can presuppose failure (as might be seen within dystopian 

writings) or even anger and confuse society. Additionally, meta-narratives themselves are 

problematic as argued by Ryan (2007) who states that the postmodern world is marked by the 

demise of meta-narratives (total explanation of reality) and the emergence of micronarratives 

which represent better the world views at a local and community level.  

In recognition of this, there are however many beneficial narratives which are useful for this 

research to consider which not only attempt to spur on the need for providing such credible 

future alternatives, but do so in a way which is opportunistic of society’s virtues. For instance, 

Sardar (2010, p.435) believes that what was thought to be “normal has now evaporated” and 

we now exist in “post normal times”, where the “in-between periods of old orthodoxies are 

dying, and new ones have not yet emerged, and nothing makes sense”. This view is specifically 

focused on seizing the opportunity that existing in such uncertainty provides for creating a 

viable future. Thus “we must grasp the significance of this period of transition which is 

characterised by chaos, complexity and confusion” (Sardar, 2010, p. 435). The concept of post-

normal as used by Sardar (2010) is seen as an opportunity to reimagine a normalcy which is 

potentially more suitable to the conditions of the future. 

A further useful narrative which highlights the opportunities found within this intense period 

is provided by Biggs et al. (2011), who understand that through such times of growing intensity 

from risks across an increasingly connected world we are actually entering into an era of 

“concatenated global crises”. The term ‘concatenated’ in this context refers to the intensity and 

frequency of environmental crises associated with accelerated human-induced global change, 

the effects of which “may become increasingly coupled in time and space, leading to a 

concatenated global crises” (Biggs et al., 2011, p.1). Biggs et al. state that there are “two 

specific factors which contribute to increased concatenation of crises: (1) the increasing 

strength of global vs. local drivers of change for better synchronisation; and (2) unprecedented 

potential for the propagation of crises which takes advantage of increased connectivity” (2011, 
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p.1). A focus of Biggs et al.’s (2011) argument is that learning is fundamental for advancing 

our understanding of concatenated crises, but more specifically it claims that “humanity needs 

to learn to live within dynamic, diverse, and interconnected systems” by taking advantage of 

the interconnected nature of emerging problems (p.1). In this respect, they (2011) assert the 

view that in tackling global crises, opportunities for collective learning and transformational 

change through coordinated responses can emerge. This notion of the collective response to 

interconnected problems raises the assumption that increasingly we need to learn more 

collectively. It could be argued that we are witnessing a new and progressive version of 

enlightenment in our world, which is changing what was largely an atomised society to one 

which understands the complexities of our world as a common goal (Barrett, 1997). 

Therefore, in conclusion to this section, it would seem that while DRR and the associated 

concepts are evolving, there have been significant shifts away from viewing the problem in 

causal and linear ways towards viewing problems as systemic and dynamic. There is however 

a long way still to go, both in research and practice in embracing the post-normal world. The 

emerging challenges of dealing with DRR will therefore require greater adaptability and 

flexibility for working in such post-normal times, and this in turn requires greater emphasis on 

learning about working with change, and learning to learn: the key focus of this thesis. Such 

awareness is beginning to emerge within the policy context, as will be highlighted in the 

following section.  

2.3 Emerging policy, legislative and practitioner contexts for Disaster Risk Reduction 

learning in Scotland 

Policies and political measures can have a direct impact on the shape and direction of the DRR 

sector11. It is therefore essential to understand this context and its relationship with learning in 

the broader sense. Policy is different to legislation. Where legislation provides the statutory 

law that Government must follow, policy instead outlines its future goals and aims for society. 

Thus, policy is “the process by which Governments translate their political vision into 

programs and actions toward a desired change in the real world” (Cabinet Office, 1999, p.8). 

                                                 

11 For example, the release of Scotland’s first statutory five year Climate Change Adaptation programme (under 

Section 54 of the Climate Change (Scotland) Act 2009) which is set to “increase the resilience of Scotland’s 

people, environment and economy to the impacts of changing climate” (Scottish Government, 2018d, p.8). The 

program was designed to address more than 130 climate impacts and spanned across natural environment, 

buildings and infrastructure and society. An empirical example of how policies impact on the DRR sector is also 

provided in section 5.2.3. 
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In this respect, policy can be seen as a set of decisions which a Government uses to orientate 

toward a long term aim (Hallsworth and Rutter, 2011).  

One particular area of influence to the practitioner context is the drive to reduce government 

budget deficits through austerity measures (i.e. spending cuts or tax increases). This is in 

“response to the critical juncture of the economic crises arising in 2007” (Curtis et al., 2018, 

p79). The reduced public spending through austerity has resulted in the changing nature of 

local government which has implications for DRR (Paterson, 2013; Platts-Fowler and 

Robinson, 2016). Some authors even argue that austerity measures undermine and even 

dismantle the local capacities involved in community resilience (Wright 2016). This seems to 

be disconnected from the promotion of policy attitudes which include asset-based approaches, 

co-production or methods of promoting participatory democracy (Paterson, 2013). Ultimately, 

austerity means that society has less resource to support contingency efforts during times of 

unexpected crises, which impacts on how individuals and institutions prioritise risk. For 

instance at an individual level, people may be more prone to take emergency measures such as 

pay day loans or attend foodbanks. Whereas at a government level, departments have to 

prioritise risk ever more stringently; this can result in some future mitigation activities being 

postponed or cancelled (Wright, 2016). In addition to the challenges arising from austerity, the 

Scottish Government in tending to their long term strategy for developing DRR efforts has 

supported a host of new guidance which impacts on a number of structural, legislative and 

resource related areas to the DRR sector.  

In order to focus discussion, the review here concentrates specifically on the relevant policy 

and legislation in Scotland while linking this, where appropriate, to wider discussions on areas 

such as austerity (see sections 2.3.6 and also 4.3.1). This section briefly contextualises the 

developments in Scottish policy and practice of relevance to DRR in the context of global 

developments before identifying key stakeholders. This is then followed by a consideration of 

key policies impacting on DRR in Scotland including the Community Empowerment 

(Scotland) Act 2015 (Scottish Government 2015a), and the Commission on the Future Delivery 

of Public Services (2011). However, rather than listing each policy in turn, these policies have 

been arranged into themes so as to understand the political field of debate in Scotland. These 

sections link to address wider debates around DRR and its relationship to learning. 

Underpinning key areas of inquiry are explored more fully in subsequent chapters. 

 

2.3.1 Global-historical context of DRR 
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As noted previously, DRR is a broad concept which incorporates many factors and this is 

evident from the diverse make-up of actors involved in DRR efforts across various scales, and 

who often work in ways which meet wider sustainability issues. It is possible to argue that the 

contribution to DRR efforts from such a diverse range of actors has been particularly evident 

over the last two decades, where efforts in DRR and resilience have grown significantly (Jones 

et al., 2014; Whittaker et al., 2015). This is due to various reasons, such as the number of 

devastating natural hazards where citizens are often first on the scene (Whittaker et al., 2015), 

and the neo-liberal climate of reduced responsibilities of the state  arguably leading to a greater 

diversity of non-state actors becoming involved (van Asselt and Ren, 2011). Additionally, the 

adoption of a variety of measures by the United Nations (UN), and bodies such as the United 

Nations Disaster Relief Office (UNDRO) (UNISDR, 2016a) has provided a means for diverse 

stakeholders to engage in DRR. Such bodies have primarily three areas of focus: mitigation, 

preparedness and advocacy (UNISDR, 2016a) which includes a growing emphasis on 

integrating the minimising of risks with sustainable development (UNISDR, 2016b). This has 

resulted in DRR arguably shifting from a specific technical discipline, predominantly exercised 

by select expert practitioners, to an expansive global movement which incorporates different 

groups of society and organisations (United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, 2015). 

This formal recognition of DRR has also led to the development of multiple bodies, including 

the creation of the United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR) in 2000.  

The UNISDR, as noted in section 2.2.1, sets out the working terminology of DRR, in addition 

to various UN frameworks such as the Hyogo Framework for Action (HFA) in 2005-2015: 

Building the Resilience of Nations and Communities to Disasters, which is succeeded by the 

Sendai Framework for Disaster Risk Reduction (SFDRR) in 2015-2030 (UNISDR, 2005). The 

HFA was noted for progressing resilience to natural hazards as a result of regulatory policies 

and frameworks alongside greater non-government cooperation, however challenges linked to 

climate change adaptation and a lack of systematic learning were cited (Djalante, 2012). The 

SFDRR in particular is considered a landmark development which attempted to build a global 

policy coherence on areas of health, development and climate change (Aitsi-Selmi et al., 2015). 

The role of the UNISDR is therefore to maintain and integrate DRR across wider global policy 

agendas (Tozier de la Poterie and Baudoin, 2015).  These frameworks are led by the UNISDR 

and are the outcome of stakeholder consultations and intergovernmental negotiations 

(UNISDR, 2016b), which highlight the vast international network within which DRR exists 

within. This is acknowledged by the UNISDR (2016b), which defines itself as operating 

through a network of global partners via a multi-stakeholder coordinated approach based on 
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relationships developed with national and local governments, intergovernmental organisations 

and civil society and the private sector. The significance of these international developments 

shows that when we are focusing on DRR we are really looking at the emergence of a global 

movement which has created various networks, and therefore learning about DRR is in part 

about learning about networks. The wider debates on learning, policy and practice in relation 

to the changing field of DRR in Scotland is further explored in the remainder of this chapter. 

2.3.2 The Scottish context of DRR 

The legislative context of the DRR sector in the UK, and in Scotland more specifically, shows 

that there have been a number of developments in recent years. Stemming initially from 

legislation in civic safety through the Emergency Powers Act in 1920 (Cabinet Office, 2004), 

DRR legislation subsequently developed in response to a range of natural hazards and critical 

incidents. This led to the Civil Contingencies Act (2004) (The Act), which in two parts includes 

a focus on local arrangements for civil protection and on emergency powers (Cabinet Office, 

2004). The Act (2004) delivers a single framework for civil protection in the UK, but in the 

context of devolution, it is a responsibility devolved to the Scottish Government. Following 

the Act (2004) the Commencement Scotland Order (2005) was developed which enabled 

Scottish Ministers to enact certain elements (with the exception of national security, counter-

terrorism and energy policy which are reserved to the UK), and sets out further details on the 

application of the Act (2004) in Scotland (Cabinet Office, 2005a). For this reason, this research 

focuses exclusively on the Scottish context in reference to the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 

(Contingency Planning) (Scotland) Regulations 2005 (the Regulations) (Cabinet Office, 

2005b), with reference to its statutory responsibility in developing preparedness, planning and 

responding. It is the Regulations that provide the current policy underpinning the development 

of the DRR sector in Scotland, which is essentially concerned with the consequences rather 

than the causes of civic safety12. Due to the nature of hazards, the term DRR is used more 

internationally, whereas in Scotland the term for practicing DRR efforts is more commonly 

referred to as Integrated Emergency Management (IEM). Whilst the terms DRR and IEM, in a 

UK practitioner context, are used interchangeably (Deeming, 2017), clarifying the UK lexicon 

is nonetheless important for establishing context. The guidance as set out by the Cabinet Office 

(2013a) and ascribed as the UK wide Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Principles 

(Joint Emergency Services Interoperability Principles, 2018), defines IEM as a “multi-agency 

                                                 
12 With this however, addressing the underlying causes that give rise to certain consequences is important for 

aligning adaptive capacity efforts with social structures which lead to vulnerability (Bassett and Fogelmann, 

2013) as will be further explored in section 2.3.4. 
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approach to emergency management entailing six key activities;  anticipation, assessment, 

prevention, preparation, response and recovery”. DRR is understood as “a key function of UK 

Civil Protection Doctrine, which is ingrained within the concept of Integrated Emergency 

Management (IEM)” (Cabinet Office 2013b). As can be demonstrated, DRR and IEM are 

inextricably linked, where this thesis understands IEM as the practice of DRR efforts which 

are contextually defined by the Scottish Government (2012d). In practice, IEM in Scotland is 

championed by four distinct stakeholder groups; public, private, third sector organisations as 

well as community representatives. Due to the legislation surrounding DRR efforts, these 

stakeholder groups operate at varying scales across the DRR process, including planning, 

preparing for and responding to crises. In this thesis the ‘DRR sector’ is used to denote all such 

groups and individuals. The intention here is not to imply a community in the sense of 

coherence or collectiveness, but rather to describe a body of participants across the DRR sector. 

The Scottish Government Resilience Division (SGRD) is the public sector organisation which 

leads and regulates DRR / IEM efforts in Scotland. As DRR is a devolved power of the Scottish 

Government, the SGRD has a vast remit, increasing over the last five years. In detail, the 

Resilience Division is made up of five units and covers: Response and Risk; Strategy, 

Communications and Community Resilience; Critical Infrastructure Resilience; Cyber 

Resilience and Resilience Development Unit; Critical Resilience and Resources and Planning 

Unit (figure 2.4).  
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Figure 2.4 Organigram of Scottish Government Resilience Division (Throp, 2017) 

The remit of the Division is as follows: 

 Provide practical support to frontline agencies that deliver emergency planning and 

response, as well as advice to Ministers. 

 Take action to ensure key organisations work together to prepare for, respond to and 

recover from emergencies (i.e. severe weather or public health outbreaks). 

 From the Scottish Government Resilience Room (SGoRR) it coordinates response 

activity during times of emergency. 

 Support the National Performance Framework13 (2007) in relation to Outcome 11, 

which focuses on encouraging strong resilient and supportive communities to take 

responsibility for their own actions and how they affect others (Ready Scotland, 

201614). 

A relatively recent addition to the DRR efforts in Scotland is the National Centre for Resilience 

(NCR) (as outlined in 1.3). Whilst the Centre does not fall within the SGRD structure (Throp 

2018, pers. Comm., 11 April), it is funded by the Scottish Government and nonetheless aims 

to support DRR by “informing better practice in dealing with emergencies and provide research 

capabilities to meet the needs of the resilience community” (Ready Scotland, 2018). As 

                                                 
13 The National Performance Framework (NPF) was published as part of the 2007 Spending Review and is a 10 

year vision for Scotland http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00497339.pdf  (Scottish Government, 2016e), and 

emerged from the Scotland Performs website (www.scotlandperforms.com) but has since been updated to 

National Performance http://nationalperformance.gov.scot/  

 
14 Ready Scotland (2016) 

https://www.readyscotland.org/media/1057/guide_to_emergency_planning_for_community_groups.pdf  

http://www.gov.scot/Resource/0049/00497339.pdf
http://www.scotlandperforms.com/
http://nationalperformance.gov.scot/
https://www.readyscotland.org/media/1057/guide_to_emergency_planning_for_community_groups.pdf
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previously stated (section 1.3), it is too early to assess the contribution of the NCR as an 

essential piece of the DRR architecture, however arguably, this bespoke infrastructure plays a 

role in supporting the growing expertise of DRR efforts in Scotland.  

It is important to establish that different bodies and agencies are classified within DRR policy 

and practice in distinctive ways. Public sector agencies involved directly in DRR efforts are 

classified as Category 1 responder organisations (CAT1). These include the NHS; Local 

Authorities; Police Scotland; the Scottish Fire and Rescue Service and Scottish Government 

Resilience Division (Scottish Government, 2012a). Within the Regulations, CAT1 

organisations have a statutory duty toward civil protection, and their role is therefore to protect 

and respond to civic risk through planning and preparing for emergencies. 

Additionally, private sector organisations which are service providers also contribute to DRR 

efforts and their roles are likewise defined in legislation. Such organisations include those 

linked with social welfare such as electricity, water providers, and transportation. These 

organisations are similar to public sector organisations in their duty of care and are known as 

Category 2 responder organisations (CAT2). The role of these organisations is to act as a “co-

operating body” (Cabinet Office, 2005b). Although CAT2 responders are less likely to be part 

of the planning and preparation of risk reduction, they are heavily involved during incidents 

that affect their sector (Cabinet Office, 2013b). Private sector organisations are supported by 

the Scottish Business Resilience Centre which was set up in 1996 to meet the wide range of 

business needs such as cyber security, and also work closely with key public sector 

organisations (Scottish Business Resilience Centre, 2016). 

Beyond the statutory roles of CAT1 and CAT2 responders, third sector organisations which 

include voluntary and community organisations are also arguably increasingly engaged with 

wider DRR practice. These organisations range from international organisations such as Save 

the Children and The British Red Cross, to more national and local charities such as the 

Mountain Search and Rescue and the Royal Voluntary Service15 (previously the Women’s 

Royal Voluntary Service). The third sector organisations support the aim of the Regulations by 

making their resources available to both CAT1 and CAT2 organisations. In doing so, the third 

sector underpins the dual arrangement between both the public and private sector organisations 

within DRR (Cabinet Office, 2013b). It is important to note however, that whilst there is a 

strong emphasis on multi-agency working across the three sectors, it is the public and private 

                                                 
15 It is important to note that distinguishing between third sector organisations is challenging because they 

include a range of structures such as community enterprise, community of interest, non-government 

organisation, and therefore have very different boundaries and unique governance for instance (National Audit 

Office, 2016). 
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sector organisations which have a statutory duty to instigate the development of planning, 

preparation and response to emergencies. 

The final group related to DRR is more weakly defined and relates to individuals from 

community settings. This would include Community Councillors, individuals within Flood 

Forum groups or within Transition Networks. Whilst it could be argued that these individuals 

could be considered part of the third sector, there are a number of reasons why this research 

considers them as a distinct group. Firstly, members within this group are non-paid volunteers 

unlike the employees within some third sector organisations. Additionally, they represent 

individuals that live within the communities that they serve and may themselves be climate 

disadvantaged. Moreover, suggesting that individuals from this stakeholder group are the same 

as individuals from within the third sector would be to wrongly assume that they always exist 

within a formal organisational structure, where they have access to the same resources or have 

similar capacities. 

Overall, a key area of consideration allocated to this range of participants in this thesis is 

centred on how to understand the ways in which different stakeholder groups learn from, and 

work with each other within DRR. This is important to highlight because different forms or 

structures of learners can produce different learning, and learning outcomes (Thomalla et al., 

2015). For instance, community representatives may have different motivations for learning 

compared to individuals within the private stakeholder group who are learners within a setting 

bound by legislation. The importance of understanding exactly the learning landscape within 

which learners exist is highlighted further by Thomalla et al. (2015, p.1) who state that “one of 

the most critical areas for improving vulnerability and risk reduction efforts is our lack of 

understanding of how context and culture, including organisational culture, influence the 

vulnerability and resilience of people at risk”. Therefore, in order to create more inclusive and 

equitable efforts of DRR by reducing environmental hazard risks and underlying causes of 

vulnerability, the role of context and culture and its relationship with learning must be better 

understood. However, the context of DRR in Scotland is far from static. The following sections 

examine key themes which shape current DRR practice in Scotland and the shifting terrain for 

learning in relation to DRR.  

 

 

 

2.3.3 Reshaping approaches to DRR for increased partnership working across  



61 

 

different stakeholder groups 

There is a range of policies and mechanisms for DRR efforts in Scotland aimed at encouraging 

partnership working (such as Community Emergency Plans (Ready Scotland, 2016), and the 

Scottish Government’s guidance on Building Community Resilience (2013a) which is 

discussed further in section 2.3.5). It is important to state that this emphasis on ‘working 

together’ is not new for Government, where there exist many partnership examples across 

different policy areas such as between allied health professions and education (Scottish 

Government, 2018c). However, it could be argued that the emergence of more aggregated 

interventions, which for instance aim to develop community resilience, or bridge between 

public sector services has created a new emphasis on joint working. The view of developing 

policy to better harness more combined efforts is also not restricted to developed world 

contexts, as Kofi Annan (United Nations, 1999) states that: “much has been learnt from the 

creative disaster prevention efforts of poor communities in developing countries. Prevention 

policy is too important to be left to governments and international agencies alone. To succeed 

it must also engage civil society, the private sector and the media.” 

Such coordinated efforts can arguably be seen in Scotland especially over the past several 

years, where there has been the development of the Community Asset Register16 (2015), the 

introduction of Community Councils liability under the Community Empowerment (Scotland) 

Act (2015)17, and the reform of two public sector organisations, Police Scotland and the Fire, 

Search and Rescue through the Police and Fire Reform (Scotland) Act 2012. In detail the Act 

brought together eight regional Police forces into two new national bodies; Police Scotland and 

the Scottish Police Authority. The Act in respect of the Fire and Rescue services replaced eight 

former Fire and Rescue Services and the Scottish Fire Services College into the Scottish Fire 

and Rescue Service (Scottish Government, 2016b).  The Act represents a significant change to 

the composition of the respective public sector organisations which has undoubtedly resulted 

in radical change to institutional structures. For example Hail (2017) asserts that this is the 

“most radical program of police reform for a generation” (p.1). The aim of this reform was to 

                                                 
16 Community asset transfer is a change in management and / or ownership of land or buildings, from public 

bodies (most commonly local authorities) to communities (community and voluntary sector 

groups, community enterprises, social enterprises, etc.) (Development Trust Associations Scotland, 2009). 

Principally, this understands that ownership or management of assets (land and buildings) can be an important 

contribution to the empowerment of communities (Scottish Government, 2016a). 
17 The Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015 made significant changes to community planning 

through the introduction of Local Outcome Improvement Plans (LOIP) which are statutory requirements that 

encourage: “public bodies to work together with the local community to plan for, resource and provide services 

which improve local outcomes” (Scottish Government, 2016a p.4). Specifically the Act encourages the 

contribution of funds, staff and other resources to improve the participation of community bodies in community 

planning (Scottish Government, 2016a). 
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formalise services within different localised areas in a way that minimised duplication, and to 

provide more effective use of resources (Scottish Government, 2016b). As a result of this, 

instead of having 32 local authority areas with individual police and fire services, the service 

delivery of these key CAT1 responders in Scotland is now divided into three Regional 

Resilience Partnerships (RRP’s), which have Local Resilience Partnerships (LRP’s) within 

them. Whilst amalgamating forces seems to suggest operational benefits (i.e. the streamlining 

of services and resources), these reforms have significant implications for DRR efforts. For 

instance, in the case of police reform, it is argued that new national forces are potentially 

disconnected from actual policy experienced in local contexts. Therefore centralising national 

police structures for local policing may have consequences for the relationship with local 

communities and local government (Terpstra and Fyfe, 2015). Nonetheless, it could be argued 

that the adoption of measures to reform the working practices across the DRR sector has 

attempted to develop a more integrated and engaged approach across the private, public and 

third sector in Scotland. As a consequence, the DRR sector has seen rapid and dynamic changes 

in both the policy and practitioner landscape.  

The importance of bringing networks of stakeholder groups together for successful DRR efforts 

is more widely established in the literature. The UNISDR (2016b) recognises that “DRR is part 

of sustainable development where in order for development to be sustainable it must also 

reduce the risk…on the other hand, unsound development policies will increase disaster risk 

and disaster loses”. Thus the view of policy-making and practice in DRR involves every part 

of society, every part of government and every part of the professional and private sector. With 

this however, such changes to the context and processes of policy not only stem from DRR. 

Many changes related to new models of service delivery more generally also have implications 

for DRR. For example, a key policy which has aimed to develop partnership working efforts 

more widely in Scotland, and which has implications for DRR, is the Commission on the Future 

Delivery of Public Services (Scottish Government, 2011) or the Christie Commission. The 

Commission was established by the Scottish Government in November 2010 as an opportunity 

to assess how public services in Scotland were best able to reform in response to growing 

pressures on fiscal resources, and the increasing demands of Scotland’s population. Whilst a 

challenging role to address, the Christie Commission found that four principle areas would lead 

the way in creating and informing future public services: (1) a requirement to work together to 

achieve outcomes, (2) the prioritisation, prevention and reduction of inequalities and the 

promotion of equality, (3) the opportunity to improve performance and cost, and (4) services 

being designed around people and place (Association for Public Service Excellence, 2011). 
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This policy has potential significant implications for DRR efforts across Scotland, as each 

community is distinct, both in its challenges and solutions.  

This approach in Scotland is linked to a much wider DRR agenda driven by certain key factors. 

First, awareness of problems which face civic society has become more informed on the basis 

that problems are complex and systemic across different parts of our society, and therefore it 

is impossible to take a single solution-based approach (Keating et al., 2014). Additionally, there 

is a growing consensus that protecting communities should not be the work of one agency 

alone, but rather an effort which requires the contribution of many organisations (Albert and 

Hayes, 2006). Lastly, the on-going reduction of public sector financing can no longer support 

the command and control modus operandi which dominated the last decades. Instead, DRR 

efforts are increasingly multi-networked with efforts spanning community representatives in 

addition to public, private and third sector organisations. This is not to say however that, due 

to financial stresses, such stakeholder groups will be readily able to become involved in 

contributing to DRR efforts. As Fotaki (2015) argues, many local groups lack the training and 

experience to perform specialised services. These shifts therefore raise interesting challenges 

in the context of the increasing inclusion of diverse stakeholders in DRR efforts across 

Scotland.  

2.3.4 Localisation of power from national to local networks for DRR efforts 

The principles within the Christie Commission highlight that the future of public services 

should not only create a reform which makes public services more efficient, but should also 

pay particular attention to protecting the vulnerable people in society. Thus a focus on quality 

of services to better meet the needs of people should be established (Scottish Council for 

Voluntary Organisations, 2015). Principally, the Commission held the view that extensive 

reform would operate through the re-design of both the form of public services and their 

function. In this respect a greater emphasis was placed on “empowering communities” 

(Scottish Government, 2011, p.21), and this recognised that current services are too often 

designed in a top-down fashion, rather than with the public. This can result in some public 

services meeting short term symptoms rather than underlying and systemic causes (Unison 

Scotland, 2011). This again relates to the importance of addressing the underlying causes that 

give rise to certain consequences and the importance of aligning adaptive capacity efforts with 

social structures which in turn lead to vulnerability (Bassett and Fogelmann, 2013). In addition 

to this potential disconnect with the service user, the report also found that there was often 

fragmentation of authority at a national scale across service delivery, leading to duplication 

and inefficient use of resources. 
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In response to this, the Christie Commission proposed designing public services away from 

national structures and organisations toward a service delivery which is instead built around 

individuals and their communities (Scottish Government, 2011). This consideration of 

communities of interest and of place shifts the role and contribution of public services greatly, 

because having a locality-based form and function would allow for a focus on ‘place based and 

interest based’ problems and solutions (Scottish Government, 2011). This is especially relevant 

when considering the specific socio-economic challenges which exist as a result of the differing 

spatial distribution of inequalities in Scotland (Scottish Government, 2011). Essentially, this 

kind of policy is part of what has come to be known as the localisation agenda, which 

acknowledges that effective policy should resonate closely with the needs of the community 

(Irvin and Stansbury, 2004). Such policies can, at least in the ideal, be uncovered from the 

inside out as acknowledged by O’Brien and Sygna (2013). 

In addition to the place-based focus on communities, the Commission also outlined an 

expectation of complementary service delivery between third, private and public sector 

organisations (Learning Links Scotland, 2011). Whilst the report was supported by Scottish 

Government (2011) (which was reflected in the 2011 Spending Review) and many national 

third sector organisations (Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations, 2014; Unison 

Scotland, 2011), questions have to be raised as to whether the Commission’s attempts at 

reconciling people, place and service delivery through changes in form can really influence 

function from higher national scales to the local. Nowhere does the report highlight how 

learning will occur between and across sectors or scales. Arguably reconciling or shifting roles 

without appropriate support and capacity would not allow for the right kinds of reform, but 

would instead potentially assist with the removal of responsibilities from statutory bodies to 

third sector bodies in measures driven by the reduction of spending as a consequence of 

austerity. In this respect, it could be argued that this is a transfer of accountability rather than 

responsibility, where responsibility would imply a focus on trust and power (Geyer and 

Cairney, 2015). 

The opportunity to scrutinise this question and understand whether this wider reform is adding 

value or maximising opportunity for the public service sector is beyond the remit of this 

research. However it is important to highlight that these attempts through policy at national 

government level are occurring, because it exemplifies the kind of political choreography 

which is unfolding, and which underpins the working context of many agencies involved in 

DRR efforts across Scotland. In detail, this reform suggests that there is, or at least should be, 

recognition of shared needs, interest and common cause at a localised level, where communities 
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are viewed as complex systems best placed for creating longer term, sustainable solutions. 

Therefore, this proposes that place-based learning would be most appropriate. On the other 

hand, the major reforms of police and fire services, and indeed a number of other aspects of 

policy delivery, have been criticised as operating in the opposite direction i.e. to centralise 

services and policy delivery. DRR is therefore operating within these broader tensions.  

In addition to debates about localisation and service delivery, more formal processes of 

constitutional devolution are highlighted within the Smith Commission Report, which was 

called into being after the 2014 independence referendum. It emphasises increased powers to 

Scotland through a process of further devolution of financial, welfare and taxation powers 

(Smith Commission, 2014). Through a focus on devolving powers across 14 areas18, this was 

an attempt to create a stronger Scottish Parliament which could be more ‘accountable and 

responsible’. Whilst the Commission used a process which facilitated and engaged across 

different parties in an attempt to give greater powers, and significantly improve opportunities 

for the Scottish Parliament, it is argued that the Commission did not meet the desired outcomes 

of many groups of Scottish society. For instance, a poll found that the Scottish public wanted 

greater devolution than that recommended by the Commission (Gordon, 2014). This was also 

echoed by the voluntary sector who felt that such piecemeal devolution of certain powers would 

not support an integrated approach of a larger system such as welfare (Scottish Council for 

Voluntary Organisations, 2014). This emphasises a particular weakness of the Smith 

Commission Report, in that it focuses primarily on the debates generated by politicians and 

political parties rather than drawing on the breadth of expertise in the third sector, thus lacking 

engagement from a larger cohort of experts in civil society (Scottish Council for Voluntary 

Organisations, 2015). In addition to the Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations, further 

calls for the Smith Commission to take broader action and hold a wider debate through 

consultation was also requested by the Wise Group (one of Scotland’s leading social 

enterprises) (2015), the Third Sector Employability Forum (2015) and the Citizen Advice 

Bureau (2015). Jeffery (2014) acknowledges that the criticisms come from a number of 

directions including from within parties, and describes the Smith Commission as a 

“compromise of often quite divergent positions that was crafted at speed19 with technical 

                                                 
18 The 14 main areas include: welfare (excluding pensions);VAT relief for charities; crown estate; energy; 

asylum support; remaining powers over transport; charity regulation; employability; equality law; consumer 

protection; employment law; Misuse of Drugs Act; Scottish elections and democracy and tax (Smith 

Commission, 2014).  

19 For context, it is useful to note that the Smith Commission was seized as an opportunity by UK Government 

without the initial knowledge of the Scottish Government and announced the day after the Scottish Referendum 

2014 (Kenealy et al., 2017).   
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challenges to the implementation highlighted”. For example, one particular challenge of the 

Smith Commission relates to Scotland’s fiscal framework which Bell et al. (2016) describe as 

incompatible and requires further adjustment. Whilst the Commission did facilitate across the 

different parties with consideration to varying working practices, as noted by Smith-Doerr et 

al. (2017), time pressures lead to unintended consequences that can undermine interdisciplinary 

collaborations. This point is furthered by Klijn and Skelcher (2007) who highlight more 

generally that risks in policy-making spaces which are divorced from democratic control can 

in fact lose legitimacy. Others argue more generally, and in partial contradiction, perhaps, that 

“partnership working can often privilege insiders whilst excluding public and elected 

representatives” (Swyngedouw, 2005, p.27). This highlights how in certain cases there can be 

those that benefit and those that miss out on such arrangements. Given that public sector 

services are increasingly shaping up to require the support of all sectors, which in turn requires 

a change in the role of responsibility and accountability (Geyer and Cairney, 2015), a different 

kind of dialogical engagement which can capture the views of many is arguably vital. This is 

especially the case in terms of leadership, where, as outlined in the case of the Smith 

Commission, there seems to be limited incorporation of the full range of different sectors in 

society (Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations, 2015). 

2.3.5 Community Empowerment and Community Resilience 

Empowerment is an important tool for “enabling marginalised individuals to gain access to 

resources and to value their own experience” (Babaei et al., 2012, p.119), and is seen by many 

as vital for sustainable DRR efforts. Narayan (2002) understands empowerment as the 

expansion of assets and capabilities of under-resourced individuals to participate, negotiate and 

influence control as well as hold accountable the institutions that affect their lives. This is noted 

by Brehm and Rahn (1997) (cited within Fazey et al., 2007, p.376), who outline that positive 

associations between individuals through trust is vital, and that many “strategies used to 

promote societal change recognise that not all individuals have equal power in influencing the 

process, where in large scale development substantive societal change is promoted by targeting 

the behaviour of key individuals who influence the behaviour of others”. This attempt at 

creating closer networks through legislation and structural changes in an endeavour to harness 

the efforts of households and communities is reflected in the development of policies that 

incorporate a community development focus, which although not solely designed for DRR 

purposes, still has a potential to affect how DRR operates. A particular example in Scotland is 
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the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act (2015). This policy aims to support communities 

to “achieve their goals and aspirations” through independent action in their local communities 

through the promotion of three key areas: “strengthen community participation; unlock 

enterprising community development; and renew our communities” (Scottish Government, 

2015a).  

In detail, the most significant parts of the Act include; Part One National Outcomes (reference 

to the National Performance Framework is provided in section 2.3.2), Part two community 

planning, Part Three participation requests, Part Four community rights to buy land, and Part 

Five asset transfer (Scottish Community Development Centre, 2017). Essentially, this policy 

focuses on the redistribution of assets such as public property and land as well as a review of 

the decision-making processes that affect these assets. The approach to make available public 

assets advances the view that to be empowered as a community, capacity or assets must first 

be released or built (Emery and Flora, 2006). As a consequence the factors within this 

legislative framework suggest that it is not just a redistribution of land and public property that 

is significant, but it is also the responsibilities associated with it; thus community 

empowerment is attempted through the redistribution of agency. It is however noteworthy to 

highlight that during the early consultation of the Community Empowerment and Renewal Bill 

(2015) (Scottish Government, 2015b), concerns were raised by the Scottish Council for 

Voluntary Organisations (SCVO) (2015) within their most recently available briefing, and 

states that this particular Bill would have minimum impact on empowerment unless a wider 

strategy which incorporates the views of others was also undertaken. Similar to the issues 

highlighted in relation to the Smith Commission above, the initial concerns over the Bill raised 

questions on how effective interagency or multi-actor learning could be if the views of all 

stakeholder groups were not considered fully cohesive in policy development. The 

Commission on Strengthening Local Democracy (2014), which supports local government and 

civic society with the goal of “understanding why local services and local accountability 

matter”, found in its final report that “empowerment is from the community up, not national 

governments down” (Commission on Strengthening Local Democracy, 2014, p.15). Therefore, 

dialogue is important across these groups.  

In fact, as policy in this area has developed, there are other examples of engagement with 

different groups of society in policy and practice alongside an increasing role of accountability, 

particularly within the third sector. For instance, within the Community Empowerment 

(Scotland) Act (2015) there are significant changes to community planning through the 

introduction of Local Outcome Improvement Plans (LOIP) within the Community Planning 
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Partnerships (CPP) (Scottish Government, 2015c). These plans are specifically developed to 

target inequalities which focus specifically on local areas which experience particular 

disadvantage. These statutory requirements encourage “public bodies to work together with the 

local community to plan for, resource and provide services which improve local outcomes” 

(Scottish Government, 2016a, p.4) (see also sections 2.3.3 and 2.3.5). In addition to public 

bodies, Community Planning also emphasises close working with the third sector via the Third 

Sector Interfaces (TSI20), which were developed as part of Scottish Government’s commitment 

to ensure that Third Sector was adequately supported and enabled to participate in Community 

Planning and could contribute towards local and national outcomes (Scottish Government, 

2016c). Further examples of third sector involvement are found within the Health and Social 

Care Integration (2014) which legislated for a greater joining up of service delivery using a 

single system. Optimising service delivery by joining up all providers of health and social care 

services emphasises joint accountability but also aims to provide more flexible support to 

people in their own homes and communities (Scottish Government, 2016d). The integration of 

these two services is considered “the most significant change to health and social care services 

in Scotland since the creation of the NHS in 1948” (Scottish Government, 2018f).  

More explicitly in relation to DRR issues, emphasis on community empowerment and 

partnership working across sectors is seen within the Scottish Government’s guidance on 

Building Community Resilience21 (2013). This policy acknowledges that the drive to mobilise 

community resilience reflects the increasing recognition that protecting communities cannot 

be managed by one agency alone. Instead, civic safety requires the efforts of households and 

communities, as well as a more integrated and engaged approach with the private, public and 

third sectors. For this reason, the Scottish Government “advocates taking an approach to 

building community resilience which is based on the concept of community development” 

(Scottish Government, 2013, p.2). Through this guidance, the Scottish Government 

recommends that: “responders take a joined-up approach to developing community 

resilience…by providing individuals and groups of people with the knowledge and skills they 

need to effect change in their own communities, through a process of engagement, education, 

empowerment and encouragement” (Scottish Government, 2013, p.1). This outlines that it is 

                                                 
20 TSI provide a single point of access and advice within the third sector in which there is a network of 32 

specific interfaces across Scotland. Their focus includes; volunteering development, social enterprise 

development, supporting and developing a strong third sector and building the third sector relationship with 

community planning (Scottish Government, 2018e).  
21 As DRR is a widely used term, it is noteworthy to outline that the extent to which this guidance focuses on 

DRR is separate to wider notions of economic resilience. Instead it focuses exclusively on social resilience of 

communities (Scottish Government, 2013a).  
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not only an emphasis on interagency working, but also interagency learning which is mobilised 

through social capital and interconnectedness.  

The Scottish Government recognises that community resilience cannot be achieved by 

legislation alone (Scotland’s Rural College, 2014). This policy takes an assets based approach 

to developing DRR efforts at a community level which highlights the value of networks as a 

way of strengthening and enabling communities. As outlined in 2.2.3.1 above, communities 

have the ability to withstand stresses and perturbation by using local resources and knowledge 

to help themselves during an emergency (Berkes and Ross, 2013). However in order for 

communities to help themselves significant support in capacity building and empowerment 

needs to happen. This is recognised in the Community Empowerment Action Plan (Scottish 

Government, 2009) which set out a partnership between the Scottish Government and the 

Convention of Scottish Local Authorities (COSLA), in which a joint statement of commitment 

to community empowerment was provided. For both parties, the agreed definition of 

community empowerment is “a process where people work together to make change happen in 

their communities by having more power and influence over what matters to them” (p.8). This 

definition acknowledges that community empowerment is a “complex and gradual process, 

involving continual learning and the constant building of a community’s capacity to take on 

more” (p.8). In this respect it is about improving the agency within communities which is, as 

section 2.2.3.1 outlines, essential for developing communities which can thrive in constant 

change (Magis, 2010). The Plan additionally set out a signed joint commitment to Community 

Learning and Development, which it describes as “a key part of working with communities and 

inextricably linked with the empowerment agenda” (2009, p.3). For this reason, the following 

sub-section will set out further policies and practice relating to Community Learning and 

Development (CLD) and social justice.  

2.3.5.1 Ideas of resilience and social justice across the policy field in Scotland 

When considering themes of resilience in relation to DRR, it is important to recognise that 

DRR is by no means the only field of policy where this theme is currently being addressed, but 

rather it is incorporated into the wider architecture of policy and practice. As illustrated in 

figure 2.5 policy areas such as CLD, social justice and health are closely connected in 

developing individual and community resilience. 
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Figure 2.5: Cross-cutting nature of resilience across policy and practice (Source: Authors’ 

own) 

 

Figure 2.5 also highlights the cross-cutting nature of resilience within wider public policy and 

practice, for which the terms ‘resilience’ and ‘community resilience’ are sometimes used 

interchangeably (Scottish Community Development Centre, 2011). For instance on one hand 

resilience can, as described above, be used to help communities prepare for major upheavals 

and challenges such as extreme weather or terrorism (Scottish Government, 2013a). However, 

resilience is also used in health policy terms as set out in the Programme for Government 2017 

to 2018 (Scottish Government, 2017c), with regards to addressing the impacts on individuals 

through the promotion of the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and Resilience team. 

The ACEs refer to the impact that childhood adversity (i.e. stressful or traumatic experiences 

such as emotional neglect or physical abuse) can have on the increased exposure to harmful 

risks in adulthood such as disease or victimisation, and which tend to lead people to engage 

more in risk taking behaviour leading to criminality (Scottish Government, 2018g). ACEs are 

harmful to individuals but also impact on wider social networks, thus resilience in this context 

relates to supporting children, families and adults to overcome adversity. Preventing ACEs is 

closely related to the wider context of societal inequalities and justice efforts, as recognised 

within the Justice in Scotland: Vision and Priorities 2017–2020 (Scottish Government, 2017b). 

In detail, the vision promotes resilience and well-being as mechanisms to reduce risk at both 

an individual and wider social level in an effort to create “a just, safe and resilient Scotland” 

(p.3). The vision is aimed at those involved in keeping communities safe and attempts to inspire 

collaborations and collective effort across all actors, supporting the view that resilience is not 

the responsibility of one agency alone, but is a multi-actor effort. 
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A primary outcome within the vision is centred on living in safe, cohesive and resilient 

communities, and this recognises that in addition to physical improvements, negotiating 

problematic relationships (such as disputes) is more likely to have long term benefits in creating 

safer communities, and to help tackle increasing inequality (Scottish Government, 2017b). This 

suggests that individual resilience is underpinned by strong social networks that offer support 

both immediately after a challenge and in the longer term (Glasgow Centre for Population 

Health, 2014). Within a health related context, resilience can likewise be understood as 

“developing the capacity for populations to endure, adapt and generate new ways of thinking 

and functioning in the context of change, uncertainty or adversity” (Glasgow Centre for 

Population Health, 2014, p.5). Resilience in this respect is focused on the processes and 

resources which support the wellbeing and capacity of individuals to navigate crisis and 

challenge. Whilst resilience is often thought of as an inherently personal trait (Foumani et al., 

2015), external factors are crucial in enabling resilience, and thus a focus on tackling structural 

inequalities and social justice is paramount. In this respect, resilience for public health is also 

about supporting the transformation in people and communities (Glasgow Centre for 

Population Health, 2014). Thus, in order to ensure that communities are able to thrive in the 

face of change, individuals first have to be able to withstand and navigate challenges such as 

poverty and inequality. As noted in 2.2.4, vulnerability levels can increase susceptibility to 

harm, powerlessness, and marginality of a social system (Adger, 2006). Thus tackling systemic 

deep rooted problems is essential for increasing resilience and the capacity to adapt to external 

stresses.  

The long term initiative set out by Government to build a fairer Scotland is expansive and 

covers issues which impact on individuals and communities such as loneliness and social 

isolation, child poverty and social security systems (Scottish Government, 2018h). The Scottish 

Government (2006) recognises the impact that a rising tide of poverty has had on people and 

communities. Recent research suggests that whilst poverty is found across all 32 local authority 

areas, Scotland’s poverty has tended to affect the same groups of people in the same 

geographical areas consistently over the years (McKendrick, 2018). This suggests that 

achieving fairness or promoting social justice is challenged by deep systemic issues.  For this 

reason, delivering social justice as recognised by the Scottish Government (2006) will 

“involve, people, places and processes, it will require new ideas, organisations, professional 

perspectives and community commitments” (p.18). Consequently mechanisms like LOIP, as 

aforementioned (2.3.5), are considered key interventions for tackling poverty due to their local 

focus (McKendrick, 2018). Further efforts can also be seen by the Scottish Government 
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through its commitment of £1.9m to the Community Capacity and Resilience Fund (CCRF). 

Specifically, the CCRF aims to help the third sector provide direct support to communities in 

tackling poverty and inequality, particularly those impacted by welfare cuts who are arguably 

some of the most disadvantaged in society (Scottish Council for Voluntary Organisations, 

2017).  

More widely within Education there is guidance for schools in relation to community resilience 

as evidenced within the Curriculum for Excellence, and other learning resources and 

frameworks including Eco-Schools (Keep Scotland Beautiful, 2018) and Learning for 

Sustainability (LfS) (The General Teaching Council for Scotland, 2018). As well as 

highlighting issues such as climate change and emergencies within communities, education 

which emphasises sustainability is shown to improve skills relating to resilience such as 

“forming relationships, communicating and interacting socially” (Education Scotland, 2014, 

p.5). This suggests that students using a LfS framework for learning are more likely to exhibit 

resilient behaviours. Moving beyond school-focused education in relation to Community 

Learning and Development (CLD), the statutory responsibility lies primarily with local 

authorities who are required to work with communities and partners to plan and deliver CLD 

Plans for their areas22. This is set out within the CLD Strategic Guidance for Community 

Planning Partnerships (Scottish Government, 2012c) and the Requirements for Community 

Learning and Development (Scotland) Regulations 2013 (Scottish Government, 2013b). The 

national guidance on these plans emphasises a clear focus on supporting community 

empowerment which builds on the wider policy goals of the Education (Scotland) Act 1980 

(Scottish Government, 1980), through its aim to “secure adequate and efficient provision of 

further education” (Standards Council Scotland, 2013, p.2). The Scottish Government (2012b) 

views CLD as important for building a learning culture which is central to the “well-being, 

resilience and dynamism of our communities, and where people individually and collectively 

can make positive changes in their lives through learning” (p.2-3). A key focus of CLD is to 

support stronger, more resilient, supportive, influential and inclusive communities by 

enhancing the educational and social development of individuals and communities (Education 

Scotland, 2017). For this reason, the delivery approach of CLD is based on maximising the 

contributions of many actors working together with communities at a cross-policy level. In this 

respect, CLD is considered an essential means of delivering Scottish Government priorities, 

particularly Curriculum for Excellence, and related social policy frameworks for combating 

                                                 
22 The Requirements for Community Learning and Development (Scotland) Regulations 2013 is considered as 

subordinate legislation made by Ministers under the Education (Scotland) Act 1980 (Standards Council 

Scotland, 2013). 
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poverty and health inequalities, thus relating closely with issues around social justice (Scottish 

Government, 2012c). For instance, the CLD objectives support the NPF (2007) Outcomes with 

a focus on improving the life chances for children, young people and families at risk (Outcome 

8) and supporting strong, resilient and supportive communities where people take 

responsibility for their own actions and how they affect others (Outcome 11) (Scottish 

Government, 2012c).  

Given the broader implications of CLD for wider policy it is important to give close attention 

to how learning is framed. For instance, in its wider objective of CLD, the Scottish Government 

(2004) states that integrated approaches which enable active community participation in the 

planning and delivery of services are supported by inter-disciplinary learning. However within 

the Strategic Guidance on CLD (2012c) whilst there is recognition of empowering people 

individually and collectively, there is no reference to inter-disciplinary or multi-actor learning. 

Instead, it is requested that “providers go further in involving learners and communities as 

active partners in planning and delivering CLD” (2012c, p.5). Firstly, this statement focuses 

on the purpose of planning and delivering outcomes where knowledge is generated for the basis 

of action, whereas it could be argued that forward looking or anticipatory learning is better 

suited to the demands of climate change and resilience (Tschakert, and Dietrich, 2010). 

Secondly, this is quite a vague statement where it is unclear who the learners are or how they 

will be involved. Thirdly, this statement suggests that the providers (i.e. the local authority) are 

the dominant actor which conflicts with the initial claims around inter-disciplinary learning. 

Reflecting on the objective of CLD as a mechanism for supporting learning cultures which 

influences well-being, resilience and dynamism of communities (Scottish Government, 2012c), 

a learning culture according to Hult (2003) is “an integrated system of ideologies, values, and 

beliefs that provide behavioural norms” (p.192). This challenges the extent to which learners 

are integrated in this learning context, and can have wider implications, because how 

knowledge is integrated and deployed matters for how learning cultures are supported 

(Bruckmeier and Tovey, 2008). Moreover, as McFarlane (2006) states, knowledge transfer also 

has political implications, thus there is a need to consider more closely “knowledge, learning 

and related concepts because the ways in which they are conceived and practiced plays a role 

in shaping development interventions” (p.2).  

Criticisms of the guidance which supports CLD priorities Working and Learning Together 

(2004) highlighted how in some cases the policy could lead to artificial boundaries in practice 

between groups (Scottish Government, 2012c). This partitioned approach is also reflected in 

the Continuous Learning and Development framework which focuses on the CLD of members 
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in an organisational context and outlines that the CLD profession should identify opportunities 

for collaborative and partnership learning (Standards Council for Scotland, 2011). This again 

is vague as to who is part of this learning process and there is no reference to multi-actor or 

inter-disciplinary learning dynamics. This may seem like a missed opportunity for building 

capacity where for instance in organisational settings, research shows that employees become 

more resilient when opportunities for learning culture, empowerment and participation exist 

(Malik and Garg, 2017). It is important to note that learning culture is typically derived from 

organisational or corporate knowledge management contexts (Hodliffe, 2014, Tiwari and 

Lenka, 2016, Malik and Garg, 2017). However given the focus on learning within CLD policy, 

and wider policies highlighted in this review, there is still a need for policy and policy guidance 

to use language which clearly evidences how a learning culture, which is inclusive of different 

actors, can be cultivated and supported. So far, the guidance on CLD fails to consider how 

learning should be conceptualised despite the wider empowerment agenda prevalent in recent 

Scottish political discourse as outlined; this suggests that the learning culture so far is not 

reflecting the needs of the emerging learning climate as outlined in 1.1. Policies have a 

substantial impact on learning, where increasingly policy is playing a stronger role in shaping 

society’s thinking and behaviour through a renewed focus on community empowerment in 

public policy (Becker and Bryman, 2004). This point is further asserted by Fotaki (2015) who 

states that “the role of co-production in public policy is crucial as it creates opportunities for 

users’ empowerment through their greater involvement in the key aspects of services on which 

they rely 23” (p.433). Closer engagement with such policies could be argued to be beneficial for 

DRR efforts, as Thomalla et al. (2009, p.3) state “each operational context is unique, 

stakeholders who aim to implement a policy or a recommendation have to learn their way into 

this implementation”. This is especially the case if we consider Biggs et al.’s (2011) point on 

the opportunities and challenges that entering an era of concatenated global crises can offer. 

Thus, whilst various policies aim to redesign governance either through a redistribution of 

agency or assets, this review raises a number of challenges as to quite how far such moves have 

gone and how they operate in practice. In particular, as the Scottish Government recognise, 

community empowerment can be a slow, gradual process which involves continual learning 

and the constant building of a community’s capacity to take on more (2009, p.8). Therefore a 

                                                 
23 Co-production is a potentially transformative approach to meeting the challenges faced by local public 

services, which understands services as the joint product of the activities of both citizens and government. 

However, the case for co-production is often made in terms of its potential relationship to efficiencies and cost-

savings (Durose et al., 2013).  
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focus on how learning can in fact operate effectively in such contexts forms the basis for this 

thesis. 

2.3.6 Post-modern policy: New policy for a post-normal world 

Whilst the development of policy is an instrumental way of implementing new thinking in 

response to current issues, as a mechanism it can be difficult to qualify the effectiveness of the 

overall outcome. With the clear debate around what constitutes effective policy distorted by 

the variety of different stakeholders and their needs (McLaughlin, 1987), better frameworks 

for understanding the processes of change are required. Previous attempts have in some cases 

been “weak in explanatory power and possibly even detrimental for policy advice” (Pahl-

Wostl, 2009, p.355). In this respect, this research then raises the question of what potential 

different stakeholders and their interactions have in adding value to the policy process in the 

context of DRR. In reflection of the above section, a further key question might also be: can 

policy guidance provide better support for the learning environment required in the DRR 

sector? This is especially important if we take the view that effective policy developments are 

those which create societal change across levels. In this respect, policy could be viewed as 

societal leadership, where arguably, it is attempting to become a more dynamic and 

transformative leader. Whilst there is increasing awareness that “the world for which policy 

makers have to develop policies is becoming increasingly complex, uncertain and 

unpredictable” (Kő et al., 2013, p. 226), as recognised by Chung and Fook (2017), there is 

limited research on how dominant societal and policy structures contribute to climate change, 

however “future pathways will need to be progressively more flexible and innovative to evolve 

and fit with increasingly uncertain and interrelated climate and social challenges operating at 

multiple scales” (p.5).  

The Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act (2015) (Scottish Government, 2015a) is 

particularly representative of the relationship between societal changes and how we view the 

world, where ideologies are moving to a post-normal context. As argued by Glover and 

Economides (2010), during this period of post-modernity, there is a growing view that we no 

longer understand the cacophony of problems that make our world noisy, and that rational 

thought cannot deliver an adequate stance against surprises. Taleb (2008) goes as far as to 

suggest that information could actually be bad for dealing with ambiguity because it instils a 

level of false confidence leading to complacency. Instead a number of commentators argue that 

a new approach to uncertainty embraces society moving from the ‘Westminster model’, i.e. 

central control (Geyer and Cairney, 2015), to a redistribution of accountability, not only at a 

sub national Government level, but to a more localised level, such as the communities of 
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Scotland. There are however a range of criticisms which highlight the challenges related to 

post-modernising’ of policy (Fyfe et al., 2018). For example, the Police Reform whilst 

attempting to work in a more regionalised way across the Local Resilience Partnerships, has 

also become centralised and exists as a single Scottish national institution (as outlined in 

section 2.3.3). This raises a question as to the extent to which agencies can become more locally 

devolved and partnership based when they exist as one tier. It could be argued that this reform 

is in fact a redistribution to another scale. A further contested issue is the changes in service 

delivery which contrast significantly with the culture of the third sector and raise key issues 

surrounding debates on austerity, especially in relation to public services in a context of 

financial crisis. As Fotaki (2015) notes there is limited evidence which understands the impacts 

of these changes.  

Considering these current policies, there is a sense that the policy context is moving towards a 

postmodern or even post-normal view which recognise conditions of complexity (Funtowicz 

and Ravetz, 2003). This understands that the modern world represents a new situation for 

policy makers, who are not only met with increasing demands by a growing population but 

also by reducing financial capacities. With this, it is important to note the impact that public 

sector retrenchment through austerity has had on the policy landscape. For context, Platts-

Fowler and Robinson (2016) discuss that local authorities “are exploring a new repertoire of 

policy approaches in a bid to provide more with less”, and that community resilience is 

considered a “pragmatic response to the challenge of deploying shrinking resources to support 

communities exposed to social and economic disruption” (p.2). Given the practitioner focus of 

this research, perhaps the most relevant area to focus on is the influence that the reform of 

public sector services has, to some degree, had on reframed citizen relationships (Painter and 

Pande, 2013). This has an influence on areas of community empowerment and resilience, as 

recognised by the Scottish Government (2009), who state that “the confidence and resilience 

that grows when people work together in their communities is never more important than in 

challenging economic times and when facing major social problems” (p.5). In addition to 

changes at a citizen level, at a public sector level, austerity is also recognised in some cases as 

an important factor for increased partnership working (Scottish Government, 2016b). In 

addition to austerity, many of the policies highlighted include other key characteristics of post-

modernised policy in Scotland, through the promotion of features such as outcome based 

approaches which also attempts to encourage joined-up thinking (Cook, 2017).  
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Whilst there is a clear argument that resilience strategies have been mediated as a result of UK 

Government financial cuts24 (Pennycook and Hurrell, 2013; Fitzgerald, 2018; Reid, 2018), 

Wallace (2013) argues that in addition to reactions to reduced budget cuts and austerity 

programs, a more profound change in what is acknowledged as an emerging state is occurring. 

This can be recognised as a paradigm shift in governance which is not just related to resource 

or structural shifts, but changes in attitudes towards the capabilities of different stakeholder 

groups (i.e. moving from providing services to facilitating services). In addition to a holistic 

approach to public sector service delivery and an emphasis on shared responsibilities, there is 

also a focus on empowered citizens and communities (Wallace, 2013). This presents a useful 

entry point for considering the wider role for learning in such times and specifically how 

learning might be taking place in the DRR sector, particularly in the context of policy 

aspirations towards increased resilience. This is especially important when considering Sardar 

(2010) and Biggs et al.’s (2011) case linking global challenges to wider benefits of policy in 

order to harness approaches which are increasingly focused on adaptation and flexibility; this 

in turn requires much greater attention to learning, and thus forms the basis for the research 

agenda of this thesis. 

The policy landscape within Scotland is constantly being reshaped. For instance there are 

moves in policy and policy delivery which aim for a progressively more devolved society, for 

example the Local Democracy Bill25 or the Islands (Scotland) Act 201826. These have resulted 

in the creation of policies which are increasingly locality based both in terms of networks and 

assets. These policies have emerged through shifts in governance from national to local 

government, either through changes to resource, structural developments or other emerging 

policy. As a result of these changes there is a re-focusing on the empowerment narrative found 

within public policy, based on justice, particularly for the most disadvantaged individuals. For 

example, references to vulnerable groups are placed at the centre of other large public sector 

transformations, such as the infrastructure of the public services seen within the Commission 

on the Future Delivery of Public Services (Christie Commission) (Scottish Government, 2011). 

Additionally, the changing structures of governance met within the Community Empowerment 

(Scotland) Act 2015 have focused on reforming the power balance of communities through a 

                                                 
24 Reid (2018) notes that “Westminster austerity measures cannot be mitigated by the Scottish Parliament which 

cannot raise sufficient funds via taxation” (p.116). 
25 The Scottish Government announced as part of its program for Government that it would introduce a Local 

Democracy Bill with the view to decentralising powers and decision making to a local level (Logan, 2018). 
26 The Islands (Scotland) Act 2018 provides local authorities with extra powers and resources for island 

communities (The Islands (Scotland) Act 2018 (asp 12) Available at 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2018/12/enacted accessed 29.07.2018). 

https://www.legislation.gov.uk/asp/2018/12/enacted


78 

 

transfer of not only assets, but agency, in an attempt to engage with communities (Scottish 

Government, 2015a). The practical implications of these policies involve a redistribution of 

agency though various types of reform (The Christie Commission on Public Services, 2011; 

the Smith Commission Report, 2014; and the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015). 

However, this review has highlighted the need for greater emphasis on the nature of learning 

which can best support this emerging governance, and which draws effectively on the skills, 

values and beliefs, as well as the people-place connections which are central to locality based 

policies.    

2.4 Conclusion 

This chapter has provided an extensive review of disaster risk reduction concepts, practice and 

policies generally and in Scotland in particular, while setting these within a wider policy field 

on themes such as vulnerability and resilience which extend well beyond, but also influence, 

the DRR sector. Firstly a critical analysis of key concepts relating to DRR and the limitations 

of current framings was set out. The review also outlined the concept of resilience across 

paradigms and set out the implications of using a human agency based system and related 

concepts such as vulnerability and adaptive capacity. This review has also highlighted the 

practitioner context of those involved in DRR efforts, which demonstrates that the working 

landscape of DRR practice in Scotland has experienced dynamic change in many areas. For 

instance, the DRR sector is no longer an expert arena of a few elite communities of practice, 

but entails more of an expansive social network spanning across different stakeholder groups, 

including community representatives. In addition, there have been considerable changes to the 

working environment of those involved in DRR efforts which has had a considerable impact 

on the working practices for some organisations, primarily those in the public sector (e.g. Police 

Scotland and the Scottish Fire and Rescue Service reforms), but also with implications for other 

stakeholders.  

The review then provided a thematic account of policy relating to DRR specifically, and wider 

policy areas such as Community Learning and Development, social justice and health. This 

demonstrates the cross-cutting nature of policy which supports both individual and community 

resilience, but also emphasises how learning is incorporated into the wider architecture of 

policy and practice. A particular focus of this review is the recognition that policy is situated 

within what could be considered a post-normal world, and recognises the conditions of 

complexity drawing on drivers such as austerity. This raises challenges for the empowerment 

agenda which, as the review outlines, attempts to encourage the localisation of power from 

national to local networks. With this, policy efforts are increasingly focused on the 
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redistribution of assets and services to the local level, through a holistic approach to public 

sector service delivery and a greater emphasis on shared responsibilities. However in order to 

reach the vision of living in safe, cohesive and resilient communities, a greater focus on agency 

through learning needs to be provided. As this chapter has highlighted, the DRR sector is made 

up of many different actors, and so policy which is reflective of the post-normal context but 

also understanding of the increasingly interagency network is essential. As this chapter argues, 

the policy focus on the empowerment agenda in turn would suggest that a clearer focus on 

agency be explored. Thus rhetoric like ‘learning culture’ needs to be clearly investigated as to 

who is learning and how. This focus on the effectiveness of the DRR sector as a multi-agency 

system with differing levels of agency will be explored within the analysis. In this respect, the 

analysis across the key concepts, practice and policy review closely supports the research 

question four which set out to critically assess the enhancers, barriers and motivations to 

learning in a multi-actor context.  

In conclusion to this chapter, this review has set out the learning landscape of the DRR sector 

in Scotland in relation to policy and practice. In so doing, it has highlighted that whilst practice 

and associated policy indicate that DRR is evolving, with significant shifts from viewing 

problems in causal and linear ways towards viewing problems as systemic and dynamic, there 

is however still a long way to go, both in research and practice which can embrace the post-

normal world we now live in. With the emerging challenges of dealing with DRR requiring 

greater adaptability and flexibility for working in such post-normal times, a greater emphasis 

on learning about working with change, and learning to learn is also needed. Thus, greater 

attention and understanding of the needs of how different stakeholder groups are learning 

within these shifting contexts of policy and practice is required. This is especially needed in 

relation to the increasingly diverse network which makes up the DRR sector, and which shapes 

the wider opportunities and challenges for learning in DRR in Scotland. It is to the wider 

models of learning which might frame this enquiry that the next chapter turns. 
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Chapter three: Learning approaches for Disaster Risk Reduction 

“O this learning, what a thing it is.” - W. Shakespeare, The Taming of the Shrew  

 

3.1 Introduction to chapter 

This chapter dovetails with the content of the previous policy and practitioner chapter by 

providing the literature and critical thought which supports the learning context for this thesis. 

In doing so, it develops an integrated framework of learning in a DRR context and considers a 

range of key parameters alongside a selection of relevant learning theories. This chapter 

therefore supports research question two by extending further the learning landscape and 

provides the conceptual framework on which the methodology chapter is designed. 

3.2 Background and development of learning theories  

Before introducing the framework of learning directly relevant for DRR, it is valuable to first 

consider the background and development of learning theories more generally. Learning as a 

phenomenon has held many thinkers across disciplines captive as far back as Plato (428-347 

BC) (Philips and Soltis, 2009), and was the most intensely studied subject of psychology during 

the 20th century (De Houwer et al., 2013). Although the phenomenon has been well documented 

since the nineteenth century (Illeris, 2009), resulting in a vast amount of learning theories and 

supporting literature, researchers are rarely explicit about what the term learning actually 

means. This has created confusion across learning theorists who have referred to and 

appreciated learning in many ways. For instance, learning can refer to new insights or 

knowledge (Argyris and Schön, 1978) or the development of new structures or systems (Fiol 

and Lyles, 1985). Additionally, learning theories themselves can also hold a multiplicity of 

perspectives (Henry, 2009), where their scope is as vast as it is dynamic, ranging in description 

across “significant (Rogers, 1969), expansive (Engeström, 1987), transitional (Alheit, 1994), 

and transformative (Mezirow, 1991)” (cited in Illeris, 2009, p 14).  

As table 3.1 highlights, the development of these core learning paradigms illustrates the extent 

to which theories on learning have shifted dramatically over time, from psychological and 

cognitive frameworks in the early 20th century, to a focus on behaviourism through the 

incorporation of social aspects in the late 1950’s. The focus today is now centred on situated 

learning theories or “21st century learning” which is driven by knowledge and technology 

(UNESCO, 2016).  
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Table 3.1: List of 7 major concepts and theories of learning (Source: Adapted from UNESCO, 

2016). 

Behaviourism  The basic idea of behaviourism is that learning consists of a change in behaviour due 
to the acquisition, reinforcement and application of associations between stimuli 
from the environment and observable responses of the individual.  

Cognitive 
Psychology 

People are no longer viewed as collections of responses to external stimuli, as 
understood by behaviourists, but information processors. In cognitive psychology, 
learning is understood as the acquisition of knowledge: the learner is an information-
processor who absorbs information, undertakes cognitive operations on it, and stocks 
it in memory. 

Constructivism Belief that people actively construct their knowledge in interaction with the 
environment and through the reorganization of their mental structures. Learners are 
therefore viewed as sense-makers, not simply recording given information but 
interpreting it. This view of learning led to the shift from the “knowledge-acquisition” 
to “knowledge-construction” metaphor.  

Social learning 
theory 

This theory of learning suggests that people learn within a social context, and that 
learning is facilitated through concepts such as modelling, observational learning and 
imitation. Bandura put forward “reciprocal determinism” that holds the view that a 
person’s behaviour, environment and personal qualities all reciprocally influence each 
other. 

Socio-
constructivism 

In the late 20th century, the constructivist view of learning was further changed by 
the rise of the perspective of “situated cognition and learning” that emphasized the 
significant role of context, particularly social interaction. This gave way to a new 
metaphor for learning as “participation” and “social negotiation”. 

Experiential 
learning 

Aims to understand the manners in which experiences – whether first or second hand 
– motivate learners and promote their learning. Therefore, learning is about 
meaningful experiences – in everyday life – that lead to a change in an individual’s 
knowledge and behaviours.  

Multiple 
Intelligence 

Challenging the assumption in many of the learning theories that learning is a 
universal human process that all individuals experience. This theory challenges the 
understanding of intelligence as dominated by a single general ability. 

Situated Learning 
and Community of 
Practice 

Situated learning theory recognizes that there is no learning which is not situated, and 
emphasizes the relational and negotiated character of knowledge and learning as well 
as the engaged nature of learning activity for the individuals involved. Interactions 
taking place within a community of practice – e.g. cooperation, problem solving, 
building trust, understanding and relations – have the potential to foster community 
social capital that enhances the community members’ wellbeing.  

21st Century 
Learning or Skills 

Exploration of 21st century learning or skills has emerged from the concern about 
transforming the goals and daily practice of learning to meet the new demands of the 
21st century, which is characterized as knowledge- and technologically driven. One 
main learning method that supports the learning of such skills and knowledge is group 
learning or thematic projects, which involves an inquiry-based collaborative work that 
addresses real-world issues and questions. 

 

Understanding how learning theories have rapidly shifted and expanded is useful to highlight 

as they mirror the complexities of the world (see 2.2.7), both in terms of how the world is 

changing but also how society is adapting to this change through learning. For instance in the 

1990’s, “the latest catchword in educational circles was "constructivism,” applied to learning 

theory and to epistemology both to how people learn, and to the nature of knowledge” 
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(Muchanga, 2011, p.7). In contrast, the modern concept of competence “comprise[s] not only 

relevant knowledge and skills, but also a range of personal qualities and the ability to perform 

adequately and flexibly in well known and unknown situations” (Illeris, 2003, p.396). This can 

be seen from the growing emphasis on “terms such as foresight, futures research, prospective 

analysis and future studies which refer to the research of futures-oriented issues27” (van Notten, 

2004, p.5). This example illustrates a shift in learning from a focus on knowledge to learning 

within an unknown or post-normal context.  

Consequently, this shift has resulted in a new category of learning called 21st century skills28 

which aims to promote flexible and higher-order thinking (Mishra, 2011). It is useful to note 

that the impact of the demand for the promotion of 21st century skills has been driven largely 

by automation and globalisation (Illeris, 2003; Jerald, 2009). However, Luna (2015) recognises 

that regardless of the reasons, learning which is relevant and contributes to greater humanity in 

a rapidly changing world is essential. This demonstrates that understanding the wider 

paradigms and the theories that sit within them is important to consider, and to acknowledge 

that: “what is clear by now is that to break deeply entrenched, unsustainable patterns 

(assumptions, behaviours and values), requires a new kind of thinking inspired and informed 

by powerful learning processes that simultaneously lead to individual and collaborative action 

and transformation” (Wals and van der Leij, 2007, p.17).  

Whilst some authors have declared that the order of learning theories is in an unsatisfactory 

state (Leuba, 1955), table 3.2 highlights how the progression of learning theories has created a 

landscape which is increasingly dynamic and self-aware. This suggests that learning in today’s 

world is more interconnected and emergent than ever before. It could be argued that learning 

theories are mirroring the context of DRR as highlighted in chapter two, which has seen a shift 

from a position of command and control to one which increasingly acknowledges a post-normal 

context. For instance, table 3.2 illustrates the progression from individual cognitive learning 

theories to ones which are more socially inclusive, as seen within the ‘post-modern theories’ 

where ‘learning is transformed by context’. This suggests that the progression of learning 

                                                 

27 The distinctions between terms are often ambiguous; one definition of foresight is the skill of making 

meaning of looking ahead (Postma and Liebl, 2005) whilst another is the process of developing a range of views 

of possible ways in which the future could develop, and to be able to decide what decisions today can create the 

best possible tomorrow (Fahey and Randall, 1998).   

28 Some critique this more as a popular phrase rather than a theory of learning in its own right, as all learning 

which is happening today is within the 21st century (Harapnuik, 2016). This term 21st century learning is hence 

described by some as an “empty signifier” (Mishra, 2011 p.1). 
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theories runs parallel with the view that we are living in, as well as learning for, a post-normal 

world. 

Table 3.2 Development of learning theories (Source: Adapted from Hager, 2011)  

Theories influenced by psychology Socio-cultural theories  Postmodern theories  

Learning is individual 
Learning is individual and 
social / participative 

Learning is an ongoing process 

Learning is behavioural Learning is embodied Learning is emergent 

Learning is rational, cognitive, 
unproblematic 

Learning is messy Learning is complex and adaptive 

Learning is a product; skills are 
codifiable 

Learning is an ongoing process 
of participation 

Learning cannot be pre-
determined or predicted 

Learning is essentially independent of 
social, cultural and organisational 
aspects 

Learning is influenced by 
context 

Learning is transformed by 
context 

 

Understanding the wider socio-cultural world context that we live and learn in is essential to 

ensure that the right kinds of changes can emerge. As Kegan (2000) points out, it is important 

to ask “what form transforms?” For example traditional learning was centred on learning for 

work, whereas in today’s world it could be argued that learning is a preparation for the duties 

of life in terms of citizenship, and thus more supportive of social and civic responsibilities. 

This suggests that learning is driven to some degree by social construction which raises 

important questions relevant to this thesis, such as: ‘Who or what constitutes effective learning 

in the DRR sector’, and ‘how does this learning help the most vulnerable?’  

3.3 The importance of learning for DRR efforts and wider complexity 

This section will outline the extent to which more recent conceptualisations of learning are 

viewed as fundamental tools for DRR efforts. Essentially, learning is understood as a means of 

effectively navigating contemporary challenges characterised by complexity and change as 

seen within crises management (Antonacopoulou and Sheaffer, 2013; Tschakert et al. 2014). 

Due to the dynamic and continuous changes that exist within our world, previous rules or social 

mechanisms may no longer apply (Olsson et al., 2006). For this reason learning and specifically 

adaptation through learning is considered essential for DRR (Barquet et al., 2016). As noted in 

section 2.2.2, learning is both implicitly and explicitly associated with key DRR concepts like 

resilience and adaptation (Pelling and High, 2005, Cardona et al., 2012, p.27). A review of 

resilience definitions provided by Manyena (2009) highlights the number of ways in which 

resilience is considered, for instance: resilience involves bouncing back from unanticipated 

crises (Wildavsky, 1991) and is an active process of self-righting, learned resourcefulness and 
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growth (Paton, 2000). Others view the determinants of resilience to be the degree to which the 

social system is capable of organising itself to increase its capacity for learning from past 

disasters for better future protection and to improve risk reduction measures (UNISDR, 2005).  

As can be seen, learning and DRR are closely interconnected, so much so that some argue that 

the challenges that are faced today can be considered as learning challenges (Wenger, 2004). 

But what kinds of learning is needed and how does it enhance abilities to address current 

challenges29? Lane and Down (2010, p.512) within the article, ‘The Art of Managing for the 

Future: Leadership of Turbulence’ asks “are these unprecedented times – and if so how do we 

lead?” Indeed, whether or not these times are really “unprecedented”, many authors maintain 

the importance of learning for complexity (Sterling 2010, Biggs et al., 2011). However this 

research acknowledges that there are bigger more conceptual questions to ask, and therefore 

argues that the question we should first need to ask is, if these are unprecedented times – how 

do we first learn?  

While emphasis on ‘learning skills’ or ‘learning to learn’ is important, learning in the context 

of issues like resilience and sustainability also requires deeper reflexivity where “beyond 

learning to learn is ‘learning about learning’” (Sterling 2010, p.516). Raising questions about 

the validity and ethical defensibility of our theory and practice of learning enables us to critique 

the sorts and qualities of learning we are involved in and for what purpose (Sterling 2010). This 

represents an imposing challenge which recognises that this century may well be one of 

learning on a grand scale. Such learning needs to be a core activity across society, necessitating 

a metamorphosis of current education and learning constructs (Williams, 2004). In a similar 

vein, Lord Stern’s Foreword in the Higher Education Funding Council for England: Sustainable 

Development Action Plan, discusses the “need for minds capable of creating new possibilities”, 

as well as the need to “transform our current ways of thinking and operating” (Stern, 2009, p.1 

cited within Sterling, 2010, p.3). Such views highlight the growing recognition that current 

ways of thinking, perceiving and doing need to change in response to critical systemic 

conditions of uncertainty, complexity and unsustainability, and that old paradigms are the root 

of these conditions (Sterling 2010). Essentially, this view draws on the role of human agency 

as outlined in section 2.2.3.1, by which “humans deliberately and consciously act, network, 

behave, imagine futures and make decisions between perceived options” (Skerratt, 2013, p.38). 

This emphasises the importance of proactive human agency which is fundamental for 

                                                 
29 This thesis recognises that there is a whole debate on futures thinking however this requires more depth than 

is feasible for this study. The primary focus for this research is therefore contemporary issues.   
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developing resilient communities in the context of constant change (Skerratt, 2013).  

Furthermore, this view is also cognisant that social causes of vulnerability need to be radically, 

and urgently addressed for any real systemic change to occur (Bassett and Fogelman, 2013). 

Thinking about learning as a deeper process of reflexivity highlights that many of the current 

approaches to learning are not sufficient to genuinely enhance resilience and DRR (Wenger, 

2004, p.1). For Henry (2009, p.131), how and why human agents learn to deal effectively with 

complex problems is a core question related to sustainability where “learning” is referred to as 

a process through which people assimilate information and update their thinking and behaviour. 

With this however, the process of “successful” learning is poorly understood. This includes 

limited understanding of the tools and processes that can embrace and work with complex risks 

and uncertainties. For instance, within the practice of policy Weichselgartner and Kelman 

(2014) challenge the use of quantitative streamlining of resilience into a singular index and 

instead suggest that we should emphasise the social-political processes of different actors and 

integrate different knowledge types in order to move resilience thinking forward. In light of 

the above areas highlighted, the following sections will outline key learning theories that are 

particularly relevant to working with complexity and DRR,30 and which will be used to support 

the analysis of the data in the thesis.  

3.4 Social scale of learning in a DRR context   

This section outlines the importance of considering learning across different social scales for 

effective DRR efforts. As highlighted in chapter two, the DRR context increasingly involves a 

more ‘joined-up’ endeavour which ranges from community representatives to policy makers. 

To some degree, this shift extends the range of learners to incorporate multi-level dynamics 

which include formal and informal institutions, as well as state and non-state actors (Pahl-

Wostl, 2009). With this however a range of social justice issues relating to learning emerge 

(see section 2.2.4) such as who or how is learning governed. For example those typically 

involved in the management of socio-ecological systems may learn and therefore enhance their 

adaptive capacity (Fazey et al., 2007). Chaves et al., (2017) further note that achieving 

sustainable realities relies on dynamic interactions and encounters which interfere with and 

blend world views leading to plural ways of knowing; this pluriverse provides individuals not 

only with different ways of imaging other realities, but also with opportunities for engaging 

                                                 

30 It is important to note that providing a complete overview of all theories of learning is beyond the remit of 

this thesis. Instead, the following theories are outlined because of their relevance to learning within a DRR 

context. 
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with them in practice. This is closely related to aspects of proactive human agency which are a 

means of moving forward on a trajectory (Skerratt, 2013). In this respect, learning which 

encourages a wider social experience is important for DRR efforts. 

For instance, Tomkins (2005) argues that social learning, the diversity of adaptations, and the 

promotion of strong local social cohesion and mechanisms for collective action have all 

enhanced resilience and continue to guide planning for future climate change. This is furthered 

by Wals and van der Leij (2007, p.19) who assert that the value of learning in a social context 

raises a number of key questions which social learning can help to answer: “How can social 

learning build upon people’s own knowledge, skills and often alternative ways of looking at 

the world? How will learners be able to reorganise, evaluate and potentially transcend social 

norms, group thinking and personal biases? How can the dissonance created by introducing 

new knowledge, alternative values and ways of looking at the world become a stimulating force 

for learning, creativity and change?”  

These example questions serve to highlight the extent to which social learning as a process of 

social change can enable people to learn from each other in ways that can benefit wider human 

based systems, and will be reflected upon during the analysis of chapter seven. In this respect 

a social learning process must be able to (1) demonstrate that a change in understanding has 

taken place in the individuals involved; (2) demonstrate that this change goes beyond the 

individual and becomes situated within wider social units or communities of practice; and (3) 

occur through social interactions and processes between actors within a social network (Reed 

et al., 2010). These three stages highlight the extent to which learning can occur and the 

potential this creates for encouraging change, particularly where collective action and 

reflection among different individuals improves the management of human and environmental 

interrelations (Keen et al., 2005). Thus, learning which occurs when individuals engage across 

divergent interests, norms and values, and experiences can lead to a common framework of 

understanding.  

This basis for joint action can be understood as social learning (Schusler et al., 2003; Wals and 

van der Leij 2007) and can take place at multiple levels such as the individual, network, 

community or within an organisation or whole sector. Social learning also aligns well with the 

view of sustainability, which as a process involves different kinds of stakeholders with different 

levels of self-determination and power across many different arenas. This advances the view 

that learning does not take place in a vacuum but rather in “rich social contexts with 

innumerable vantage points, interests, values,  positions, beliefs, existential needs, and 

inequalities” (Wals, and Jickling, 2002, p.18). This highlights how decisions relating to 
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complex problems can harness the opportunity provided by a process, where the actors are 

continuously learning from one another, and where social learning becomes a key governance 

process (Folke et al., 2011). In this respect, social learning is particularly helpful for 

understanding processes of learning rather than the final state or outcome (Pahl-Wostl, 2002, 

Eneko and Stagl, 2010). For instance, social learning in this context can refer to the process by 

which actors assimilate information and update their cognitions and behaviour accordingly, 

whilst playing a vital role in their ability to achieve sustainability. The following section 

develops this social context further by focusing on the depth of learning. 

3.5 Depth: intentional transformation of a learning system   

As chapter two highlighted, many theories on disaster resilience refer to the ability of a socio-

ecological system to transform following stress or exposure to hazards (2.2.4) (Hollings, 1996; 

Olsson et al., 2006). Whilst this is sometimes referred to as bouncing-back following a disaster 

(Wildavsky, 1991), the capacity of a system to return to a pre-disaster state actually fails to 

capture the new reality created by the disaster (Manyena, 2009). Instead, a more valuable 

transition, as Manyena (2009, p.4) argues, can “encapsulate the community’s continuity within 

the context of changed realities brought about by disaster”. This results in a system bouncing-

forward rather than back from a disaster. The capacity for a system to do this however relates 

to the level at which learning has occurred within the system. For instance, a system that 

bounces-back might be considered changed enough at a surface level to cope with the stress 

however, a system which has bounced-forward denotes that learning has occurred at a much 

deeper and more profound level, this thus leads to more profound change.  

A particularly useful way of conceptualising the depth of transformation is the concept of 

single, double and triple-loop learning. This concept aims to assist individuals to think more 

deeply about their assumptions and beliefs (Cartwright, 2002). In detail, the originators Argyris 

and Schön (1978) take the view that learning involves the detection and correction of error and 

can be visualised using single, double and triple-loops. In this respect, learning can be 

understood as a feedback process. Specifically, ‘single-loop learning’ refers to operationalising 

a set of values, plans or rules when a crisis arises instead of questioning the strategy (Argyris 

and Schön, 1978). This stage comprises a circular four step process which involves: making 

decisions, acting on those decisions, assessing the experience and results of those actions, and 

changing future decisions and actions based on those results. In contrast, ‘double-loop’ learning 

incorporates a second loop to allow for the potential to update mental models or worldviews 

used in single-loop learning. This creates an alternative response which questions the governing 

variables, and subjects them to critical scrutiny. This may then lead to an alteration in the 
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governing variables creating a shift in the way in which strategies and consequences are framed 

(Infed, 2016). The difference in the process between single and double-loop learning is as 

illustrated in figure 3.1. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3.1: Single, double and triple-loop learning Source: Adapted from Argyris and 

Schön (1978). 

Figure 3.1 also shows ‘triple-loop learning’ which builds on the reframing that occurred in 

double-loop learning, and extends this approach to incorporate ‘learning about learning’ 

(Romme and Witteloostuijn, 1999). As illustrated, triple-loop learning is interested in 

enhancing the ways in which to comprehending change and is directly connected to the context 

from which the learning emerges. This further highlights the importance of engaging as 

learners with the wider socio-cultural context as outlined in section 3.2. Learning at this level 

is considered as being deeper or higher and is more complex, thus it is comparatively less 

common than single or double-loop learning.  

Cartwright (2002, p.68) illustrates how the loops differ further by using an example of 

conducting workshops within a bureaucratic and hierarchical organisation: Single-loop 

learning might lead to participants being “institutionalised into analytical, linear, and somewhat 

“non-learning” mind-sets and participants may become defensive when asked about their 

working practices”. In contrast to this the intent of double–loop learning is transformation and 

can be viewed as a process which results in a high-level shift of learners’ perceptions. 

Therefore, the usefulness of double-loop learning is its “potential to extract tacit knowledge 

from individuals and convert it to explicit knowledge”, in turn “leading to a better way of 



89 

 

understanding the ordinary, to question our everyday working world, to think outside the 

presumptions and limitations that we have, unconsciously constructed for ourselves” 

(Cartwright 2002, p.69). Triple-loop learning however may ask what are the conditions that 

encourage current working practices and how can these be modified to enhance the overall 

context.  

To some extent, different loops of learning highlight the degree of transformation a system has 

undergone which may also indicate the level of outcome (i.e. incremental or transformative). 

It could be argued that double-loop learning therefore requires a certain set of values and 

suggests that learning has to be deliberate and mindful. This raises key questions around the 

motivations for learning and the relationship this has with the learner and wider DRR issues. 

For instance, a key question facing transformation scholars is how different kinds of change 

(e.g. incremental vs transformative) emerge through different kinds of learning processes. Such 

change may equate with double or triple-loop levels of learning i.e. through either intrinsic or 

extrinsic motivations. Moreover, understanding the learner and their incentive dimension may 

highlight why learning is occurring. As Illeris (2009, p.12) highlights, learning includes an 

incentive dimension which is linked with the learner’s attention and interests in engaging with 

learning via the mobilisation of mental energy. This results in two basic processes which are 

in constant exchange: the internal or intrinsic conditions (i.e. the motivations for learning, 

ability, previous knowledge and experience), and the external or extrinsic conditions (the 

situation, the requirements from role or society). Understanding how different motivational 

factors influence decisions to access learning opportunities includes many factors, however 

given the role of DRR in wider sustainability issues, arguably learning in that context should 

come from a commitment to problem solving (Hakkarainen and Niemivirta, 1999). In this 

respect not only is it important for human social systems to respond flexibly to continually 

shifting external factors in order to maintain social resilience (Fazey et al., 2007), but it is also 

important to address the internal conditions (i.e. the motivations) of the learner to learn for 

DRR efforts. This is recognised by Wals and van der Leij (2007) who state that in order to deal 

with the changes in the world we ourselves need to be changing. This reiterates the value of 

understanding the person-world context for learning, as well as the importance of re-addressing 

that relationship (Fazey and Marton, 2002).  

A further helpful theory for understanding how the person-world relationship changes is 

transformative learning theory devised by Mezirow. Whilst some critique Mezirow’s 

transformative theory as being non-transferable to different social contexts as it was designed 

by educators in consideration of the feminist movement (Taylor and Cranton, 2013), it is 
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nonetheless well cited among emerging disaster literature (O’Brien and Selboe, 2015). 

Essentially, transformative learning is concerned with changing thinking, behaviours and 

developing new and improved strategies to deal with complexities. Thus transformative 

learning can lead to the promotion of awareness and fundamental change at the personal, 

relational, institutional and global levels (Tennant 2005, p.102). In practice, transformative 

learning is grounded in the nature of human communication (Taylor, 1998) where “learning is 

understood as the process of using a prior interpretation to construe a new or revised 

interpretation of one’s experience in order to guide future action” (Mezirow, 1996, p.162). This 

provides a critical dimension of learning in a way which allows for the reorganisation of 

structures, assumptions and expectations which often dictate how we think, feel and act (Illeris, 

2009). The significant factor for transformative learning is not only the process of making 

meaning of one’s experience but also the revision of meaning structures from new experiences 

(Edward, 1997, p.13). This creates the opportunity to transform a problematic frame of 

reference into a more dependable one by generating opinions and interactions that are more 

justified (Mezirow, 2000, p.20). This sees the frame of reference or the individuals’ schemes 

transform either incrementally or profoundly leading to greater change and perspective.  

Being critically reflective of beliefs which can become problematic is essential for DRR efforts 

as: “the shape of the global future rests with the reflexivity of human consciousness, the 

capacity to think critically about why we think what we do, and then to think and act 

differently” (Raskin, 2008, p.469). Reflexive practice in this respect can be likened to double 

and triple-loop learning. Additionally, useful concepts which are linked to this include adaptive 

expertise which is concerned with how knowledge is organised so that people can learn in ways 

which allow for flexibility and adaptability to new situations. This relates to abilities to develop 

capacities to be adaptive and flexible which emerge when actors seek reflection on highly 

variable experiences, which in turn develops flexibility (Fazey et al., 2005). Thus learning 

moves past coping where “coping with past problems often creates dysfunctional systems” 

(Folke et al., 2011, p.721) and can become part of an adaptive strategy (Pelling and High, 

2005). Consequently, under some conditions, integrating deep and reflective practice for 

learning can promote greater resilience by allowing for adaptive expertise to emerge (Manyena 

2009).  

 

 

3.6 Time: Learning as a journey  
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Whilst any disaster event is not the same as another, aspects of temporality are important to 

consider when learning in a DRR context, as they offer a way of harmonising learning from 

the past with the present and future. If we consider the person-world relationship (as 

highlighted in 3.5), understanding who we are as learners as well as the learning context is 

necessary, because in order to problem-solve in the world around us we must first face the 

uncertainty that exists. As learners in today’s society we are faced with dynamic decisions that 

our learning ought to increasingly address, and yet at the same time intractable problems are 

undoubtedly unprecedented (Dovers and Handmer, 1992). Learning theories and wider 

paradigms that acknowledge uncertainty are thus essential to consider, but perhaps most 

important to understand is that learning for DRR is a continuation and very much a lifelong 

learning process (Shaw and Oikawa, 2014). This raises the question of what is it like to be a 

continuous learner in a world where change is the only constant. The relationship with change 

and society has been discussed for many centuries, and can be summarised in the following 

phrase Panta Rhei which means “life is flux”. This was coined by the pre-Socratic philosopher 

Heraclitus (n.d) who believed that all of human life is constant change, and it is this very change 

which unites our experience as well as what makes us human (Barnes, 1979). 

If we consider that humans are learning organisms, then learning can be described as “any 

process in living organisms that leads to permanent capacity change and which is not solely 

due to biological maturation or ageing” (Illeris, 2007, p.3) but is rather a change in behaviour 

as a result of experiences (De Houwer et al., 2013). In this respect it could be argued that life-

long learning is the same as life-long change, where we do not need to identify specifically the 

change but rather as learners we must be able to appreciate change(s) around and within us. In 

this respect, learning can be seen as a continuous journey which incorporates the various 

environments in which learning occurs, and our positionality as learners. For instance, learning 

occurs both within the community and organisations as well as individually and cannot be 

separated. As acknowledged by Schutz and Luckmann (1973) within their writings of the 

“structures of the life-world”, we do not live in different states therefore we cannot learn with 

such disjuncture. Consequently we are becoming more pluralistic in our roles as conscious 

citizens and employees of our societies (i.e. socio-employees / civic-workers). This implies 

that learning cannot be isolated or partitioned but is instead immersive and without boundaries 

(Kegan, 2000). The following section will develop the importance of learning in a social 

context further.  

3.7 Reflexivity: Understanding DRR learning across different settings and cultures  
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As highlighted in chapter two, DRR efforts increasingly require the involvement of community 

representatives and members of individuals from different sectors. It is helpful at this stage to 

consider in more detail the variety of settings in which DRR learning occurs. One such area of 

research that has particular relevance to learning and DRR is found within organisational 

learning (OL) (Argyris and Schon, 1978; Brown and Duguid, 1991; Senge, 1994; Elkjaer, 

2003). The concept of OL developed in the 1990’s (Elkjaer, 2003) and eventually gave rise to 

the idea of the Learning Organisation (LO), which is in pursuit of “effective methodologies to 

augment the learning processes, such as dialogue exercises, the construction of learning 

histories and scenario analysis” (Laws and McLeod, 2000, p.1). As a result, methodologies 

which support learning in DRR relevant organisations have progressed greatly. Traditional 

DRR views for instance focused on Crisis Management (CM), which was followed by 

Organisational Learning (OL) and Learning in Crisis (LiC) (Antonacopoulou and Sheaffer, 

2013). More contemporary approaches now include Anticipatory Action Learning (Tschakert 

and Dietrich, 2010) and Futures Studies (Lane and Down, 2010). Table 3.3 defines these 

concepts further.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 3.3 Contemporary approaches to learning (source authors own). 
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Crisis Management (CM) CM grew out of large scale industrial disasters from the 
1980’s and is concerned with how an organisation reacts 
to a significant threat which can harm the organisation, 
stakeholders or the general public (Shrivastava et al., 1988 
p.25).  

Organisational Learning (OL) Recognises that organisations exist in a world of disruptive 
change (Christensen and Overdorf, 2000) and can be 
considered a process which develops open-minded inquiry 
and informed interpretation (Day, 1994). Learning in this 
context may result in significant insights which may or may 
not dictate change within an organisation (Scott, 2011).  

Learning in Crisis (LiC) Builds on OL and CM by taking advantage of the learning 
during crisis and views that the unknown can shape the 
way in which learning and crisis are experienced 
(Antonacopoulou and Sheaffer, 2013). 

Anticipatory Action Learning (AAL) Anticipatory action learning (AAL) draws from action 
learning and research and is used both within 
organisations and communities for the purpose of 
assisting transformation. AAL draws on a unique style of 
problematizing by dovetailing two worlds, the world of 
action learning (responding to the present) and the world 
of anticipatory action learning (creating the future) (Burke, 
2013). Through bringing about this dialogical tension 
through active problematizing it simultaneously builds 
capacity of the actors by enhancing their adaptive 
expertise for dealing with future uncertainty (Inayatullah, 
2006). 

Futures Learning (FL) Is a process of developing an understanding and 
awareness of possible future views taking into account the 
complex world system at play. 

 

As table 3.3 illustrates, how people are learning in relation to DRR and how they are utilising 

this learning at different stages (i.e. during, after or in anticipation of an event) may be 

changing. Whilst this change may not be ubiquitous across crisis management, it could be 

argued that it represents a shift in how we think about such a subject (Alberts and Hayes, 2006). 

This change in how learning is conceptualised within DRR is evidenced in a number of ways 

across academia and practice. For instance, critical awareness about future challenges and the 

role of other sectors including civil society has increased (Antonacopoulou and Sheaffer, 

2013). In fact, it is agreed widely in the literature that never before has the impact of crisis on 

organisations and individuals been stronger, as far-reaching and profound (Pearson and Clair, 

1998, Wang, 2008). In practical terms, these changes mean that learning in the DRR sector has 

shifted from being largely responsive and centred on mitigation, through a focus on problem-

based exercises, to one which instead emphasises developing adaptive expertise and 

anticipatory learning for crisis (such as futures-based scenario work).  

However, Weichselgartner and Kelman (2014), who advocate that integrating different 

knowledge systems can enhance resilience, note that within the practice of policy there is an 
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absence in understanding of how to embrace complex risks and uncertainties. This is relevant 

to the Scottish context where, as outlined in section 2.3.6, “the world for which policy makers 

have to develop policies is becoming increasingly complex, uncertain and unpredictable” (Kő 

et al., 2013, p.226). During a period which can be considered an era of concatenated crises 

(Biggs et al., 2011) or a post-normal world (2.2.8), effective policy developments which lead 

to societal change across different scales requires clear leadership. This will be especially 

important if the service and function of public services are going to be effectively re-designed 

through policy in ways considered by the Christie Commission (Scottish Government, 2011). 

Additionally, in organisational settings there is “a lack of policy and academic research on the 

institutional constraints to building local adaptive capacity” (Pelling et al., 2008, p.2). As 

Pelling et al. (2008) highlight, this is due to particular challenges faced by institutions of 

varying scales on how to develop adaptive expertise to deal with change. One such challenge 

highlighted by Rayner and Malone (1998) is that institutions primarily follow a mitigation path. 

This consequently limits understanding of the value of social networks which come as a result 

of developing adaptive expertise.  

Unsurprisingly, there are still a range of key learning challenges within organisational settings 

such as: “why are mistakes that lead to crisis repeated?” and “why are organisations ill prepared 

for dealing with unknowns?” Such questions highlight how learning from failures is still a key 

challenge in the context of organisational learning, where issues lie in the coordination of 

knowledge as well as the condition and depreciation of memory (Madsen and Desai, 2010). 

Posing such problems can act as an exercise to raise awareness where the demands of an 

increasingly rapid and volatile environment require foresight, intuition and creativity rather 

than just systematic analysis (Laws and McLeod, 2000). The culture of an organisation to 

incorporate creativity is limited however, as often work practices mask significant learning and 

innovation. This is because work practices are seen as conservative and resistant to change, 

whereas learning in contrast is generally viewed as distinct from working (Brown and Duguid, 

1991); for this reason “new learning is rare” (Levinthal and March, 1993, p.2). For instance, 

some organisational cultures strive for the efficient exploitation of knowledge and 

competencies (Hendry, 1996). This is often seen as exerting conformity, exercising control and 

deterring learning, whereas true learning is generally disruptive or transgressive (Wals and 

Schwarzin, 2012; Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2015). These aspects highlight the extent to which some 

organisations give precedence to exploitation of action rather than exploration of learning 

(Sato, 2012). 
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In fact, the dissonance of learning within organisations is such that the term ‘myopia’ was 

developed as a way of revealing the negative aspects of organisational learning (Levinthal and 

March, 1993).  In detail, learning myopia is viewed in the literature as being caused by two 

specific mechanisms which are paradoxically intended to promote learning (Sato, 2012). 

Firstly, simplification understands that an organisation must interpret its experiences of 

learning. To do this, the organisation must simplify complex environments to be recognised. 

The second mechanism is specialisation which understands that if an entire system such as an 

organisation attempts to adapt to the environment all at once, the interaction between the parts 

in the system becomes complicated and unstable. Assuming that each of the parts adapts to 

their environments to promote learning, the success in adapting one part within the system has 

two effects: relieving the pressure for adaption in another part and developing a greater 

adaption capacity than other parts which, when combined, produce learning that is specialised 

in its parts. Given the demands on the DRR sector which increasingly operates in a multi-

agency way, specialisation and simplification are counterproductive to the approaches needed 

for dealing with complex and intractable problems. It is therefore important to be aware of how 

different cultures can inhibit learning in an environment which is increasingly dominated by 

“nonlinear thinking, dynamic core competencies and continuous learning processes” (Laws 

and McLeod, 2000, p.335). This is especially the case for learning in a dynamic context which 

requires efforts from both organisations and individuals within the community.  

In addition to cultures of learning within organisations, the presence of DRR efforts at the local 

community scale has progressed considerably in the past decades. For instance DRR efforts 

traditionally focused on coping and mitigation of specific risks. Although they are a mechanism 

of recovery and resistance to an initial stress, these strategies exhibited by communities are 

increasingly less able to deal with the intensity and frequency of stresses (Cardona et al., 2012). 

In contrast, contemporary efforts focus on the development of community resilience as a way 

of strengthening abilities to withstand stresses and perturbation through the use of local 

resources and knowledge during an emergency (Berkes and Ross, 2013). Whilst efforts that 

develop community resilience are an important step toward creating a safer and stronger society 

it is worthwhile to reflect on the wider context of these changes. As was emphasised in chapter 

two (2.3.3), the changing dynamic of the DRR sector through increasing reform and political 

and financial investment illustrates that the DRR sector exists in an ever-evolving operational 

context. This is seeing wider DRR efforts develop through the incorporation of other sectors 

and networks, particularly the third sector and individual house-holders in Scotland and 

elsewhere. Such changes to the DRR sector in an attempt to make a more interagency whole 



96 

 

may impact on how learning occurs across the different stakeholder groups. One particular area 

to consider is the attempt to move the structures within the DRR sector from being previously 

top-down and hierarchical into a partnership. This attempts to create a flatter structure through 

the incorporation of closer working across different stakeholder groups, which has resulted in 

the emergence of multi-agency partnership working. As a consequence, the role of planning 

and service delivery, led by the public sector, has changed dramatically in the past decade (Rees 

et al., 2012).  

Whilst these changes have attempted to create a more cohesive entity for DRR efforts, these 

contemporary methods are underpinned by service delivery and outcome-based approaches, as 

well as performance assessments (Brindley, 1998) which are primarily part of the public sector 

culture. Considering the culture of interagency working which increasingly relies on the 

support of the third sector as well as house-holders, such organisational cultures may highlight 

a particular institutional constraint. For instance, learning is often hierarchical, where certain 

knowledge precedes others. This may imply that some stakeholders might find certain learning 

situations more challenging. Moreover, a particular focus of the public sector is service delivery 

and outcome-based approaches, which contrasts significantly with the distinct culture of the 

third sector such as voluntarism, accountability to service users and autonomy (Harlock, 2014). 

In addition to this, there is a wide and recent literature on the third sector and service delivery 

partnership working which raise key issues surrounding debates on austerity (Yarwood, 2011), 

as well as what the culture of learning within communities is and who is driving this dominant 

narrative. 

The above points represent only brief examples of why understanding culture across different 

communities and organisations is important if we really are to understand how learning occurs, 

especially in the case of learning within the DRR sector where there is an increasing emphasis 

on working as a coherent multi-agency body (Rayner and Malone, 1998). Understanding 

learning in such a socially dynamic context has significant learning implications which could 

be critical for improving approaches to DRR, especially since the DRR sector is constantly 

emerging during a time where public sector funding is significantly reduced (see section 2.3), 

and new models of working have been introduced. This highlights the case for further 

integrated research, as well as policy (as outlined in 2.4) which outlines specifically how 

learning cultures, which are inclusive of different actors, and their respective agency, can be 

cultivated and supported through learning in order to thrive in contexts of change, and 

specifically in the context of DRR in Scotland.  
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For this reason, learning theories which can be inclusive of different settings are important to 

consider. A particularly helpful theory to explore this is situated learning which aims to 

understand how individuals acquire their professional skills and focuses on “the relationship 

between learning and the social situation in which it occurs” (Lave and Wenger, 1991, p.14). 

In this respect, situated learning is a social learning process which recognises that “learning is 

situated in real world practices and occurs through recursive interactions between individual 

learners and their social and biophysical environment” (Tidball et al., 2010 abstract). This 

theory gives context to the learner, and moves away from the view that learning is abstract, 

seeing it instead as a social process which is co-constructed (Lave and Wenger, 1991). Situated 

learning is therefore interested in the socio-cultural relevance of learning rather than the action 

of how an individual acquires knowledge (Kirshner and Whitson, 1998). As Brown and Duguid 

(1991) emphasise, there is a need to understand situated learning, especially in complex work 

environments where “learning in working” often occurs (Roberts, 2006). This is because “work 

environments create numerous kinds of situated practices, which involve a variety of processes 

and outcomes, dependent on a number of distinct forms of physical and metaphysical social 

interactions, and uneven power relations” (Macpherson et al., 2010, p.2).  

A core concept of situated learning is ‘communities of practice’ (CoP) which is a term 

sometimes considered vague. However as Cox (2005) argues, these ambiguities are a source 

of the concept’s reusability, allowing it to be re-appropriated for different purposes, academic 

and practical. One of the many comparative views on the term CoP is provided by Lave and 

Wenger (1991) who understand it as a socialisation through apprenticeship. In contrast, Brown 

and Duguid (1991) understand it as improvising new knowledge in an interstitial group that 

forms resistance to management. Further to this, Wenger (1998) treats CoP as the “informal 

relations and understandings that develop in mutual engagement on an appropriated joint 

enterprise” (Cox, 2005, p.1). Thus, the success of a CoP relates to the range of relationships 

formed between a community and their environment, rather than an external goal to be 

achieved (Sriskandarajah et al., 1991, Eneko and Stagl, 2010). A further helpful theory for 

understanding interacting communities is highlighted in the next section.  

3.7.1 Reflexivity: Interacting as a hyper expansive network    

As established, learning in the DRR sector includes multiple different settings through the 

incorporation of other sectors as well as community representatives. Therefore understanding 

how learning in complex settings of difference emerge is important, especially in light of social 

relations, such as politics, power, social, and structural inequalities which can enhance or 

disempower learning. A particularly helpful theory for illustrating the dynamics of these 
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different settings is ‘expansive learning theory’ (hereinafter ELT31). ELT is based on cultural-

history activity theory (Cole, 1996), which is “a cross disciplinary framework for 

understanding how individuals purposefully transform natural and social reality” (Roth et al., 

2012, p.1). Essentially, ELT is a theory which investigates the links between individual and 

social dimensions of learning and knowledge creation. This theory helps to understand new 

learning which occurs through the process of crossing boundaries, such as existing frames of 

understanding. Thus expansive learning focuses on the revision of new modes of learning that 

emerge (sometimes as a consequence of contradiction or difference) and is closely connected 

with transformative learning as previously outlined in section 3.5. 

It is useful to note that ELT is an emerging theory among environmental learning literature 

(Lotz-Sisitka and Price, 2015), where it traditionally focuses on the societal concerns linked 

with learning and development in work practices (Engeström 2007; Sannino et al, 2009; 

Engeström, 2010). For this reason it is particularly useful for analysing learning both at a multi-

organisational and inter-organisational level, where learning takes place in non-traditional, 

hybrid and multi-organisational settings (Engeström, 2007). In detail, ELT is interested in the 

process of social transformation and includes the structure of the social world in analysis, 

taking into account the conflictual nature of social practice (Petropoulou et al., 2009). 

Consequently, ELT is especially useful for understanding how learning can address 

differences, relating to social and institutional capital, as well as power relations and different 

access to resources. 

A core feature of ELT which enables this process is the use of interacting activity systems, as 

seen in figure 3.2 being represented by the four different triangles. Activity systems can be 

considered as the different settings in which learning takes place, such as a workplace or a 

community. In detail, the movement between activity systems opens up the unit of analysis 

from individual to collective and focuses on the relationship of both the subject (i.e. the learner) 

and the object (i.e. the learning being generated) to understand “who is doing what and for 

what purpose” (Vygotsky, 1978, Hasan and Kazlauskas, 2014). The dialectic relationship 

between subject and object makes it possible to explore the motivations for learning, and 

                                                 

31 ELT is built upon the contributions of many socio-cultural theorists, including Leontiev’s (1978, in English) 

provisional development of activity theory, Vygotsky’s (1978) contribution to mediation, Ilyenkov (1977) 

through the development of contradictions, and Bateson’s (1972) ecology of mind. These four theorists play a 

key focus within Engeström’s idea of development (Sannino et al, 2009), all of which contribute different layers 

to how ELT as a theory functions which have in total created three generations of the theory. As ELT is a 

complex theory, it is beyond the scope of this review to cover extensively the background. Instead this review 

focuses specifically on the third generation. 
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question individuals on the existing order and logic of their activity (i.e. their learning). Thus, 

ELT is a theory which can help to understand the various motives which lead to intended or 

unintended outcomes (Hasan and Kazlauskas, 2014), and specifically questions what the utility 

of a learning process is on the actual learning and outcomes. Such interactions within the 

activity system therefore provide an opportunity to understand the broader and more complex 

learning challenges which might exist (Illeris, 2009). This supports the case for understanding 

why and how individual and collective action by social groups occurs through mediated activity 

(Hasan and Kazlauskas, 2014). In this respect, ELT is crucially concerned in understanding the 

role of the subject, object and the overall outcome (DeVane and Squire, 2012). 

 

Figure 3.2: Representation of expansive learning process as possibly related to DRR.  

A further use of activity systems is that they focus particularly on the emergence of new 

learning through something which is not yet known. This is illustrated in figure 3.2 through the 

‘shared object’. Subsequently ELT has its roots in problem-based situated learning and is 

therefore often described as learning by expanding, a term coined by Engeström (1987), who 

challenges traditional learning theories which the author argues are based on acquisition and 

reorganisation of cognitive boundaries of particular tasks. Instead, Engeström suggests that 

learning needs to be better designed as a transformation of human activities in order to meet 

the challenges of complex social change (Engeström, 1987).  

In this respect, the idea of activity systems best supports the notion that whilst learning can be 

problem-based and situated in an environment or experience (i.e. within a particular network 

or sector), learners as bodies of knowledge engage in a world which is not partitioned but 

instead exists as a form of hyper-expansive space (Boyd and Oshbar, 2010). Therefore learning 

does not stay static but moves with the learner. Thus, when the learner or the subject moves 
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between these activity systems they are seen to be crossing boundaries, during which process 

transformation of the object (i.e. the learner) occurs through movement of the “zone of 

proximal development”32. In doing so, boundary crossing offers two distinct opportunities (1) 

the opportunity to share and experience different knowledge and, (2) the opportunity to build 

networks (Engeström and Sannino, 2010).  

Consequently this means that the variation in different knowledge as well as experiences has 

increased. The importance of different knowledge systems for learning extends as far back as 

the Aristotelian period33 and is well established within DRR literature (Boisot, 1998; Nonaka 

and Toyama, 2007; Antonacopoulou and Sheaffer, 2013). Whilst we live in a world made of 

knowledge (Stehr, 2001), questions such as “what is learning in a knowledge society?” 

(UNESCO34, World Summit on the Information Society, 2003) emphasise the need for new 

forms of learning as well as new research on learning that moves beyond the traditional 

systems. Attempts to integrate the many different learning systems and epistemologies can lead 

to different kinds of knowledge or learning networks (Hakkarainen and Niemivirta, 1999). As 

a consequence “organisations are changing more and more from well-structured and 

manageable systems into interwoven network systems with blurred boundaries” (Seufert et al., 

1999, p.1).   

This visual of an interwoven network system is helpful to highlight further the value of multiple 

knowledges as a constellation of different communities and / or individuals (Wenger, 2004). 

In this respect, the value of a network is based on the different knowledge bases that it holds 

which allow for the opportunity to see multiple horizons through experiential variation (Fazey 

and Marton, 2002). This process of experiencing difference or variation in knowledge is a key 

attribute of socio-cultural theories of learning, and highlights both the experience of learning 

and the relationship within the environment in which it occurs (Duffy and Jonassen, 1992). 

Thus, learners do not engage in a process of learning in isolation (i.e. just in their minds), but 

                                                 
32 This is the “distance between the actual development level determined by individual problem solving and the 

level of development as determined through problem solving under guidance or in collaboration with more 

capable peers” (Vygotsky, 1978 p.86). 
 

33 Such thinking entails three modes of knowledge which include: phronesis which is understood as practical 

wisdom, techne which is a deliberate action or craft, and episteme which is an unexpressed justified true belief 

or a basic assumption of knowledge. These different modes of knowledge have other distinctions where 

practical knowledge through action is more embodied and tacit, whereas technical knowledge is understood to 

be more discursive (Habermas, 1971). These highlight that different knowledge bases include their own 

mechanics of acquisition which can be applied to different learning and uses. 

34 During the round table on Education and Knowledge Societies as part of the first World Summit on the 

Information Society (World Summit on the Information Society, 2003).  
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instead “knowledge is distributed over mind, body and its surroundings” (Hewitt and 

Scardamalia 1998, p77).  

The idea of the collective system sits at the heart of ELT which focuses on learning processes 

in which the very subject of learning is transformed from isolated individuals to collectives and 

networks (Engeström and Sannino, 2010). Such recognition of learning as a collective 

experience is essential for developing adaptive expertise, and is a “dynamic social process, in 

which the ability of society to adapt is determined, in part, by the ability to act collectively” 

(Adger 2003, p.387). ELT therefore serves as a fundamental function in understanding learning 

which occurs in inter/multi-organisational settings, where the primacy is placed on: 

“communities as learners, on transformation and creation of culture, on horizontal movement 

and hybridisation, and on the formation of theoretical concepts” (Engeström and Sannino, 

2010, p.2).  

This highlights the extent to which ELT as a theory tackles learning in fields or networks of 

interconnected activity systems that often share contested objects (Engeström, 1999). It is this 

development of tensions and contradictions between the conceptual structures or understanding 

of particular problems which is seen as a key function as well as a feature within collective 

learning. This is understood as “the motive force of change and development which results in 

varied transitions and reorganisations within and between activity systems as part of evolution” 

(Engeström 1999, p9). This results in the activity system resolving pressing internal 

contradictions by constructing and implementing a qualitatively new way of functioning for 

itself (Engeström, 1987). For instance, when individuals learn within groups, the situation itself 

“may exert a strong mediating effect on individual cognitive and conceptual processes” 

(Simons and de Laat, 2002, p.161). As a result, the subject as well as the environment is 

modified through mediated activity35 (Daniels, 2008). Thus through the process of interactions 

and negotiations a new meaning is formed (Simons and de Laat, 2002).  

In the case of contested issues such as wicked problems (Tatham and Houghton, 2011; 

Connolly, 2015; Duiknhoven and Neef, 2016) (as many DRR issues can be considered), the 

call for flexible approaches which encourage stronger dialogue and more evenly distributed 

and networked governance is long-standing (Head, 2008).  For instance, Folke et al. (2011, 

p.721) highlight that “if we are to meet the coming challenges it requires transformations of 

world views, institutions, approaches, and methods.” In recognition of this there are “new 

flexible forms of multilevel governance to deal with global sustainability, with institutional and 

                                                 
35 As an example, this could be understood as an individual expressing their opinion to a wider group where the 

subject synthesises and compares their understanding with the group against individual opinions and vice versa. 
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economic support for experimentation and learning as a strategy to deal with complex social-

ecological interactions emerging in many places” (Folke et al., 2011, p.733).  One example 

from an organisational perspective, is that some governments are undergoing a kind of 

‘debureaucratisation’ which is the “dramatic but messy conversion of administrative systems 

from closed to open systems which replace centralised hierarchical control orientated 

structures” (Argyriades, 2010, p.289). This structural change signifies the adaptive capacity 

that some structures hold, where “the institutional solutions of structures in themselves are not 

as important here as their capacity to allow for self-organisation, coordinated action at multiple 

levels and learning from changing circumstances” (Folke et al. 2011, p.731). This suggests that 

learning is crucially a multi-layered phenomenon, in which valuing contradictions across 

different spaces allows for different understandings, voices and knowledge to emerge. It could 

be argued that a core feature for learning in a DRR context is the ability to regenerate learning 

structures and networks.   

3.8 Summary  

As the previous chapter established, the learning landscape of the DRR sector in relation to that 

practitioner and policy context is under continued change. This has resulted in a growing need 

to develop new learning for complexity as a way of further supporting DRR efforts. As the 

DRR sector is fundamentally linked with the wellbeing of people, communities and the future 

functioning of society, critically investigating learning is therefore essential. As highlighted in 

section 3.3, the purpose of questioning the validity and ethical defensibility of our theory and 

practice of our learning has a moral focus (Sterling, 2010). Thus, this chapter so far has outlined 

that the paradigms for learning have shifted towards theories of a post-modern perspective, and 

these best support the post-normal context by recognising that learning is messy and non-linear. 

However this review has also argued that whilst there is a metamorphosis at play on current 

learning constructs, further understanding of the kinds of learning which can enhance DRR 

efforts is needed. As a result, learners need to increase their adaptability in order to deal with 

the future complexities more effectively and in ways which can enhance DRR efforts.  

In summary, the themes raised in both review chapters suggest that if we are going to 

effectively develop DRR efforts we need to consider learning across time, depth and scale, and 

also takes into the account the complexity of social relations. Figure 3.3 illustrates how these 

four areas can be represented as parameters which combined provide an integrated framework 

for understanding learning in the DRR sector.  
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Figure 3.3: Provisional Parameters for learning in a DRR Context   

The framework considers areas important for learning in a DRR context which have emerged 

through the literature and policy review36 and in detail outlines that learning in a DRR context 

should be:  

1. Increasingly interconnected and happen progressively more across different scales; 

2. Involve diverse deep learning approaches which promote flexibility and adaptive 

capacity so people are better able to learn for complexity;  

3. Utilise a reflexive approach to harness full potential of learners from across different 

knowledge bases and settings, including community, organisation and inter-

organisational settings;  

4. Embrace the role of time for learning and also the opportunities that our world in 

current situ (i.e. as ‘post-normal period’ or an ‘era of concatenated crises’) may have 

for DRR efforts.   

This framework alongside the concepts and debates discussed within both chapters of this 

review supports research questions one and two of this thesis as outlined within chapter one 

(1.1) which explore respectively what the learning landscape of the DRR sector in Scotland is 

in relation to policy and practice, and, what existing learning theories can be used to help 

                                                 
36 For this reason, this framework is not an exhaustive list as other factors may arise as a result of the analysis 

chapters.   
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understand learning within the DRR sector. This framework will be used to support the 

analysis of the IEM and SBCRC aspects of this study, which were introduced in chapter one 

and are explored in greater depth in the following chapter. It will then be revisited within the 

synthesis section (8.3.4) in the final chapter in order to help address understanding about how 

to enhance learning in the DRR sector in Scotland, incorporating findings from the research.  
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Chapter four: Methodology and methods  

4.1 Introduction  

This chapter sets out the methodology and methods which support the main aim of this thesis 

which sets out to understand how to enhance multi-actor learning through an investigation the 

Scottish Disaster Risk Reduction context. The chapter first sets out the background to the study 

development of this research (4.2), outlining the Integrated Emergency Management study 

(4.3), followed by an overview of the Scottish Borders Climate Resilient Communities study 

(4.4). Following this, the chapter then provides an outline of the reflective practice of the 

researcher (4.6), and ethical considerations (4.7). Finally, the wider strengths and limitations 

of the methodology and methods are provided (4.8).  

4.1.1 Background to study development 

As outlined in section 1.4, the rationale for adopting two inter-related studies was to enable 

critical insights into learning. The Integrated Emergency Management (IEM) study provided 

an in-depth focus of learning across scales, whilst the Scottish Borders Climate Resilient 

Communities (SBCRC) study allowed for learning in community based contexts to be 

explored. The Integrated Emergency Management study represents a substantial part of this 

thesis, and allows for research questions three and four to be explored (Figure 1.1). This in-

depth study provided an examination of learning in Integrated Emergency Management across 

Scotland and was undertaken first. This involved interviewing a range of key stakeholders 

involved in IEM from across different sectors and scales from national to local levels. 

Following this a further stage of inquiry which addressed research questions five and six was 

developed through the SBCRC study. The focus here was to develop a framework which could 

further extend knowledge of multi-actor learning in the context of DRR in real time.  

Due to an emphasis on learning in real-time conditions, the in-depth case study of the SBCRC 

had to be an existing project as opportunities to develop my own action-based case study were 

constrained by resources and time (Herr and Anderson, 2014). A more feasible approach was 

therefore taken early in the PhD to link with an existing community based intervention with a 

DRR focus. Several attempts were made to engage in projects delivered by the Scottish Flood 

Forum. However, during the course of searching for relevant case studies, an opportunity to 

engage in a community based intervention project called the Scottish Borders Climate Resilient 

Communities project (SBCRC) emerged. The project, which was independent of my PhD, 

enabled me to engage as the project evaluator on to a Joseph Rowntree Foundation (JRF) 
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funded project. The project was conducted in collaboration with a number of key partners37 

and was one of only two projects funded in the UK38. The JRF was keen to learn from 

implementation to inform similar approaches used elsewhere. Given that the SBCRC project 

specifically sought to promote learning within a community based intervention as one of its 

key objectives, it was an ideal study to examine the complex processes of learning to address 

research question five and six. The following section next details the research approach 

undertaken in this thesis overall.   

4.2 Research approach   

Whilst a challenging project to curate, this research was supported by four complementing 

approaches. First a gap spotting and problematising approach was used to support the distinct 

forms of question formulation and inquiry (see table 4.1 which develops on from table 1.1). In 

detail, a gap spotting approach was used in the IEM study, which supported the examination 

of a wide breadth of cases, perspectives and insights from different individuals involved in 

IEM, as well as identifying critical gaps in the existing literature, practice and policy (Sandberg 

and Alvesson, 2011).  

    Table 4.1 Methodological approach of the research. 

 

 

 

National Review Integrated Emergency 
Management (IEM) study 

Scottish Borders Climate Resilient Communities 
(SBCRC) study 

Multi-scale across Scotland   Regional scale within the Scottish Borders  

One-off interview with participants based on 
past experiences  

Repeat-interviews with participants over a one year 
period  

Granular focus on processes  Wider focus on the project as a process  

Context of the learning within their role and 
organisation, thus individual accounts  

Exploring learning with participants engaged in the 
SBCRC project as a deliberate learning process, and 
based on individual accounts as a learner within a 
multi-actor environment.   

 

                                                 
37 Including: Scottish Borders Council, Tweed Forum, Southern Uplands Partnership, International Futures 

Forum, and the Scottish Association for Marine Science and the Centre for Environmental Change and Human 

Resilience at the University of Dundee. 
38 The additional project is called Urban Heat: Community led-resilience to urban heatwaves 

http://www.psi.org.uk/site/project_detail/urban_heat.This project complements the rural flood focus of the 

SBCRC project by addressing Urban Heat in London (Policy Studies Institute, 2017). 

 

Gap spotting  Problematising  

Inductive approach 

Mindful inquiry  
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Building from this, the SBCRC study takes a problematising approach which is the practice of 

challenging the established context as being deficient in some way, so to open up “opportunities 

for advancing knowledge about the topics of investigative concern” (Locke and Golden-Biddle, 

1997, p.1029).  This approach enabled the inquiry to extend and consider some of the 

assumptions and challenges of understanding both the individual and wider collective needs 

for learning. Examining learning from the perspective of participants gave way to emerging 

and interpretive experiences which required an inductive approach (Creswell, 2013). The 

theoretical framework is situated in the idea that learning is a socio-cultural process, where 

learning is a culmination of new knowledge built upon prior knowledge, and where learners 

are in a constant flux of constructing internal representation of information which constantly 

gives way to new meaning(s) (Boekaerts and Simons, 1995 cited in Simons and de Laat, 2002). 

For this reason, a social-constructivist view of learning was adopted.  

In detail, constructivism or social constructivism is a perspective which believes that 

individuals seek to understand the world in which they live through the process of developing 

subjective meanings of their experiences (Creswell, 2013). This results in meanings which are 

diverse, complex and that are not imposed on the individual but rather developed through a 

process of interaction. Therefore the role for a researcher is to be aware of the complexity 

which emerges rather than to pursue one singular idea, and thus be aware that they are 

themselves in a constant process of forging meaning. For this reason, researchers need to ask 

open and broad questions and follow an inductive approach as well as be aware that the 

researcher’s own interpretation is shaped by their own background and experience. The 

adoption of mindful inquiry which attempts to develop a learner centred approach by situating 

the researcher at the centre of their research question supported this. Whilst mindful inquiry is 

discussed in detail in section 4.6, it is useful to detail here that mindful inquiry attempts to 

refigure the researcher, by acknowledging that the researcher often has to make ongoing 

choices within a sometimes chaotic context (i.e. the research project) (Bentz and Shapiro, 

1998). Thus it is particularly useful where enquiry is composed of complex, multi-layered 

interactions and sometimes with different cultures (Nagata, 2003).  

The process of meaning-making is an integral part of the constructivist perspective for both the 

researcher and the participant who are involved in a process of interplay. Crotty (1998) 

provides a number of key areas which are helpful to highlight: (1) individuals construct 

meaning as they engage with the world they are in a process of actively interpreting; (2) 

individuals engage and make sense of the world based on historical and social perspectives and 

(3) the basic generation of meaning is always socially arising in and out of interaction with a 
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human community. The constructivist approach therefore embraces the multivariate nature of 

social interactions which is especially helpful for the questions that this thesis is seeking to 

answer.  

4.3 Integrated Emergency Management Study  

4.3.1. Background 

The Integrated Emergency Management (IEM) study provides the opportunity to explore 

learning within the DRR sector, and specifically the actions and experiences of a range of actors 

in the Scottish Disaster Risk Reduction (DRR) sector, in the context of current approaches to 

integrated emergency management (IEM). This relates closely to the work of the Scottish 

Government Resilience Division (SGRD), which helped fund the doctoral research. As 

outlined in section 2.3.2, the SGRD is the public sector organisation which leads and regulates 

DRR efforts in Scotland.  

In response to the emerging demand on civic protection in recent years the practice of IEM has 

changed dramatically (McLaughlin, 1987). In Scotland, this sees the responder community 

increasingly trying to emphasise greater joint efforts across multiple actors from different 

sectors as well as community individuals such as community councillors (Scottish 

Government, 2013a). Whilst greater emphasis on the integration of different groups is 

important for effective IEM efforts, this new approach raises two important issues: (1) the 

challenge of how to work with an increasingly diverse number of individuals involved in IEM 

and associated and diverse capacities, skills and training, and (2) the issues of how to integrate 

and work with diverse and sometimes new statutory responsibilities,39 such as the development 

of the National Community Asset Register in 2015, which is managed by the Scottish Fire and 

Rescue Service (Scottish Fire and Rescue Service, 2017). Such issues raise important questions 

of resilience in practice where increasing attempts to integrate and join up approaches exist 

alongside reducing public sector funding and public service reform (as discussed in section 2.3 

and 2.3.6). This leads to significant challenges for the DRR sector in relation to how learning 

occurs in such complex settings. As outlined in section 1.3, Scotland can be considered a useful 

case study that is likely to have at least some relevance for other countries in terms of 

approaches, goals and legislative reforms. There are however limitations to transferability 

which will be outlined in section 4.8. A key area of inquiry for this part of the thesis is therefore 

                                                 
39 As outlined in 2.3.2, the IEM process, includes planning, preparing and responding to crises (Cabinet Office 

(2005b) Civil Contingency Act (2004) (Contingency Planning) (Scotland) Regulations 2005 [online]. Available 

from: http://www.legislation.gov.uk/ssi/2005/494/pdfs/ssi_20050494_en.pdf [Accessed on the 14th February 

2018]). 
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to understand how such a diverse range of actors learns in this expansive practitioner context. 

To do this, the following subsections explain the methodology used.  

4.3.2 Interview method for IEM participants   

As outlined above, an inductive and constructivist approach was used. In detail, the methods 

used are based on two assumptions: (1) that all individuals are experts in relation to their own 

context and issues, and (2) that within the context of DRR their experiences as diverse 

stakeholders engaged in diverse learning processes are best valued based on the diversity of 

their accounts. For this reason, in-depth semi-structured interviews were conducted with 

individuals from a range of stakeholder groups within IEM in Scotland. Qualitative in-depth 

interviews can be described as conversations in which the interviewer gently guides the 

interviewee through an extended discussion, and elicits depth and detail on the research topic 

following up on answers given (Rubin and Rubin, 2005). Whilst described as a conversation, 

in practice the interview involves in-depth engagement by both the interviewer and the 

interviewee (Kvale and Brinkman, 2009). 

There are many forms of interview designs which can provide a rich data set (Patton, 1990). 

The interview design that was deemed most appropriate for this research is the general 

interview guide approach. This approach is also considered to be semi-structured as it is non-

standardised and is often used in studies where the researcher is attempting to gain a general 

understanding of a topic. For this reason the interview is delivered in an open and unassuming 

way which can help generate themes to lead onto specific questions (Mertens, 2005). Whilst 

slightly less structured than the standardised open-ended approach, the general interview guide 

approach allows for themes to emerge and be revisited with different participants within a set 

parameter (Valenzuela and Shrivastava 2008). In so doing, the researcher has the opportunity 

to gain a better understanding of key issues as well as comparative views, especially as the 

participants were so diverse. For this reason, the interview guide allowed for a diverse range 

of themes to be explored such as the role and context of the participant in DRR, the learning 

culture of their organisation and their experience of learning within a multi-actor network (see 

appendix one). This is further achieved by using specifically in-depth questions as highlighted 

in table 4.2 below:  
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Table 4.2 Example of interview questions used to examine learning within IEM.  

Questions for interview  
Can you tell me about your role?  

How does your organisation support DRR efforts?  

How is the context in which you are working in changed over the past 5 years?  

How do you as an individual develop your learning in order for you to do your job? 

How is learning enabled by your organisation? 

What is the motivation for this learning?  

What are the challenges of learning in a multi-agency area?  

What do you think might improve learning in a multi-agency environment?   

What do you think learning is?  

 

The interview guide was piloted with four key informant participants prior to interviews. This 

enabled me to test the flow of questions and arrange the sections in a way which aided the 

overall conversation and built rapport with the participant. The interview began with broad and 

open questions (i.e. can you tell me about your role?) and then moved into more abstract 

questions which focused on the participant’s own interpretation of learning (i.e. what do you 

think learning is?). As a result of the pilot, the theme of learning was explored after the 

participant had introduced their role and given examples of their practice, as it provided a 

reference to explore learning further (i.e. how did you learn about X,Y, Z?). In this respect, the 

interview questions began with quite fact based and somewhat standard questions based on role 

and context of the organisation and moved on to more abstract and interpretive questions. As 

noted by Turner (2010), in-depth qualitative interviews are a favourable way of generating well 

rounded data. An essential attribute of qualitative interviewing projects is that they are 

especially important when the processes being studied are nearly invisible (Rubin and Rubin, 

2005, p.5). There are therefore challenges in engaging participants in areas which may be 

intangible and implicit (Davies, 2015), as is the case for investigating multi-actor learners who 

are engaged in dynamic learning processes in relation to DRR.  

In addition to harnessing a variety of thematic questions, a responsive interview approach was 

adopted, in which interviewees are considered credible, based on their knowledge and ability 

to build a range of new questions on their responses (Rubin and Rubin, 2005). For instance, 

the pilot interviews were held with 4 key informants from different stakeholder groups which 

enabled the questions to be developed and tested. Therefore, instead of asking participants their 

motivation for learning, the question was phrased as “why did you learn this way/what was the 

reason for that/what influenced you to learn this way” referencing a particular example. The 

thematic questions alongside a responsive interview approach provided an appropriate method 

for developing a broad understanding of key issues from a wide range of participants. The 
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discussion now explores the sampling strategy (4.3.2.1), followed by issues of participant 

recruitment (4.3.2.2) and the approach to data analysis (4.3.2.3). 

4.3.2.1 Sampling strategy 

As established, this phase of the thesis aimed to generate a rich description of how learning 

occurs across and within various stakeholder groups in DRR in Scotland. For this reason, 

participants were identified across different organisations and community settings representing 

multiple scales, and who were involved in different aspects of IEM (i.e. planning, preparedness, 

responding, and recovery). Consequently, a sampling design was adopted which could ensure 

a high level of credibility in respect to the research. This was based on the extent of participants’ 

knowledge within a variety of specific networks, reflecting the diversity and breadth of the 

sample population (Wilmot, 2005). The approach used to select participants was a blend of 

non-random purposive sampling which also partly incorporated snowballing techniques. 

Purposive sampling is also referred to as ‘theoretical sampling’ which has developed from the 

grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). Using this method therefore allows the 

researcher to add to or alter the emphasis of the sample design ensuring robustness of the 

themes and wider theories generated. This particular sampling method was helpful for allowing 

flexibility and emergence within the sample across different stages of the project, from the pilot 

to the point of saturation. For example, this sampling approach allowed for sufficient numbers 

of participants from across the diverse groups (see section 4.3.2.2 below) leading to a credible 

representation of the DRR sector. This was achieved by incorporating a snowballing technique 

which enabled contacts to be gathered using existing networks with interviewees. Thus as 

Wilmot (2005, p.53) outlines “a well-defined sampling strategy that utilises an unbiased and 

robust frame can provide unbiased and robust results”. 

4.3.2.2 Participant recruitment 

The collaborative nature of the research enabled me to spend three weeks within the Scottish 

Government Resilience Division (SGRD) in the early stages of this research. As an 

opportunity, the placement provided the chance to liaise directly with team members, as well 

as scope out with key informants a useful line of inquiry. In addition to meeting individuals 

during this period, recruitment of participants was completed using a register of Ready 

Scotland members, the online good practice website promoted to all local authority bodies and 

partnering multi-sector organisations which contribute to DRR efforts in Scotland. This was 

provided by the Head of Community Resiliency and Policy within the SGRD (also 

collaborative partner supervisor of the research). Individuals on the Ready Scotland database 
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were sent an email via the Head introducing the research and a subsequent email inviting 

participants for an interview was sent shortly after from myself. Following on from the initial 

interviews set up in this way, a gap spotting approach to identify key participants began and 

focused on participants in other networks out-with the Ready Scotland list. These included 

community groups that were in some way involved in either community, learning or resilience 

projects (such as Mums and Tots40, Neighbourhood Watch and Flood Groups) and these were 

contacted directly by email. An outline of the participants recruited from across the four distinct 

stakeholder groups is provided in table 4.3.    

Table 4.3: The sampling frame for IEM interviews with information on stakeholder group and 

network 

Types of stakeholder 
groups 

No. of 
participants 
interviewed 

Network  CAT1 / CAT2 Scale 

Public Sector 15 
3 Government arms / 6 
Local Authority / 6 
Emergency Responders 

CAT1 
National and 
Regional 

Community 
representatives  

13 13 Community Councillors n/a Local 

Third Sector 6 6 Charity Organisations n/a 
Regional and 
National 

Private Sector 3 
2 Utility /1 Critical 
Infrastructure 

CAT2 National 

Total interviewees 37  

 

A total of 37 interviews were carried out from April to October 2014. As can be seen, the public 

sector contributes the largest group within this study (15 interviews), followed by community 

representatives, third and private sector. Due to the statutory requirements of the public sector, 

this thesis recognises the homogenous nature of the sample population whereby there are more 

actors within the public than any other sector. Therefore whilst the weighting of the sample 

seems heavier on certain sectors it is deemed representative of the statutory IEM community 

involved in DRR efforts in Scotland. However it is useful to note that participants were a 

mixture of CAT1 and CAT2 responder and those who fell outside these categories (see 2.3.2). 

Additionally, participants within the public sector were predominantly high ranking officials 

in Gold41Control or senior command positions. In contrast, the community representatives and 

                                                 
40 I became aware of Mums and Tots as an alternative to Community Councils for developing Community 

Emergency Planning through my MRes dissertation with Argyll and Bute Council (How does resilience framing 

influence effective policy implementation), and recognise them as a valuable network within the community.   
41 The gold–silver–bronze command structure is used by emergency services within the United Kingdom to 

establish a hierarchical framework of command and control of major incidents and disasters. “Platinum control" 
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those from the third sector fall outside these hierarchies and designations. Some of the possible 

limitations of this are outlined in section 4.8. 

4.3.2.3 Data analysis  

The interviews averaged around 45 minutes in length and were recorded with approval and 

fully transcribed for analysis. The research approach adopted was thematic analysis which 

provided a flexible means of discovering, interpreting and reporting patterns and clusters of 

meaning within the data (Boyatzis, 1998). Therefore understanding what was valid and reliable 

was largely achieved as a result of how the data were coded. Initially, the data were coded 

using an emic approach via NVivo 10. This meant that open codes were refined as new data 

were obtained to develop analytical codes (Cope, 2005). This method essentially developed 

codes focused on processes, tools and relationships with the learning environment. An emic 

approach in further detail is one which is iterative, where the analysis deepens as new data are 

obtained, resulting in themes being built progressively. Therefore the analysis for this data set 

involved coding multiple data at once, and then adding depth and description gradually. This 

meant that the unit of analysis was initially descriptive and then followed by more analytical 

coding. Thus, meanings are a result of the insights that participants constructed as a collective 

whole (Cope, 2005). An example of how the coding frame moved from descriptive to themes 

and then to analytical codes is demonstrated in table 4.4 below (see appendix two for coding 

framework):  

Table 4.4: Example of coding framework development for interview on learning in IEM. 

Descriptive codes 
(emic coding) 

Themes Analytical codes 

Discusses issues 
around learning 

How is learning happening?  

 Sub themes 

Social interaction 

Supportive learning structures and 
cultures  

Exercising  professionalisation, and 
actual response   

Processes used to develop and share learning 
(e.g.) 

Peer-Peer 

Scenario and exercises 

Over time 

Discusses their role  Who is doing the learning? Tools used to develop and share learning 
(e.g.) 

Audit 

Online good practice tool kits 

Case study  

 

                                                 
is government level (Cabinet Office Briefing Rooms COBR), “Gold control” is strategic, “Silver control” is 

tactical, and “Bronze control” is operational (National Policing Improvement Agency, 2017).  
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Importantly, open coding allows themes to emerge, gradually establishing properties of 

information (i.e. structural changes, attitude changes, connectivity, motivations, relationships 

formal and informal, personality, and policy or community development), and in some cases  

provided a space for sub themes. This then led onto axial coding which extended the descriptive 

summary of the response and provided some analytical thinking on what the data was 

suggesting. Using the example provided in table 4.4, codes were disaggregated focusing on, 

for instance, the barriers and facilitators that the learner reported on in relation to the processes 

used and the particular learning outcomes that they were describing. Broadly, the interviews 

were trying to elicit the participants’ experience of learning in a multi-actor environment.  

These interviews resulted in a vast amount of empirical data with numerous opportunities to 

focus on such as the interpersonal dynamics of communities or power relationships. In light of 

the research questions three and four as set out in section 1.2, the coding framework focused 

on specific questions such as what, who, why and how in relation to DRR learning and the 

implications of this for resilience as illustrated in figure 4.1. 

 

 

Figure 4.1 Coding schematic used for the IEM study   

As is seen, figure 4.1 highlights the analysis undertaken for the IEM study supporting the first 

phase of the thesis (and explored in chapter five) which is concerned with broadly 

understanding learning in the DRR context. To begin with, four themes described (1) who is 

doing the learning, (2) what is being learned, (3) why is learning occurring, and (4) how is 

learning occurring. Following this, analysis then considered the relationship between these 

themes alongside the types of learning that were being reported, and whether these might 
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provide a co-benefit for DRR efforts and the wider resilience context or a barrier to them. With 

the IEM case study outlined the following section will next explore the second case study.  

4.4 Scottish Borders Climate Resilient Communities Study   

4.4.1 Overview 

This second part of the chapter sets out the methodological approach for the second phase of 

this thesis, it outlines how the thesis research relates to the wider Scottish Borders Climate 

Resilient Communities Project (SBCRC) and provides background to the opportunity of 

carrying out data collection and analysis of the processes of learning in a ‘live’ example (4.4.2). 

The relevance of the SBCRC project as a case study of learning is set out (4.4.3) and the case 

study communities are introduced (4.4.4). This second phase of the research supports questions 

five and six which examine: what do people learn through community participatory 

interventions and, how do participants’ experiences of participatory interventions as a process 

relate to learning outcomes. The methodology used to support the interpretation of complex 

and emergent learning is set out in section 4.4.5, followed by details on the approach to analysis 

(4.5).  

4.4.2 Background 

Before establishing the background of the SBCRC study, it is useful at this stage to detail my 

role in the project and how it is distinguished from my own research. As outlined in section 

4.1.1, the SBCRC project was not directly related to my PhD however the opportunity arose to 

become involved alongside my PhD as the project evaluator. As the evaluator it was important 

to be independent of the project, however my primary supervisor, Professor Ioan Fazey was 

the PI of the SBCRC project. For this reason, my neutrality as an evaluator to some degree was 

also influenced by my relationship with my supervisor and role as a PhD student. However to 

minimise any risks of bias, my second supervisor, Dr Fiona Smith, played a key role in ensuring 

that I could realistically engage in this project with as much autonomy as possible. This was 

particularly helpful during the analysis and writing up stage of the SBCRC study in which Dr 

Smith suggested that she read the section from an external perspective so as to provide greater 

scrutiny of my role and the outcomes represented within the PhD. Further examples of ethical 

limitations are considered in section 4.8. Whilst my role in the project was formally as an 

evaluator, within the thesis the focus is on developing an interpretation of the learning in the 

project. The success of the SBCRC project in terms of how well it achieved its aims will not 
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be discussed42. Rather the research design and approach for understanding key parts of the 

process will be considered within the following sections.  

The SBCRC project aimed to integrate and harness joint learning opportunities for local 

residents and policy makers about the challenges of addressing climate disadvantage and 

explore how resilience could be enhanced43. It worked in three different communities in the 

Scottish Borders, Hawick, Newcastleton and Peebles, to explore and enhance resilience to 

climate change. Here, resilience was viewed as a complex interaction between diverse issues 

(e.g. energy cost, food prices, and climate hazards such as flooding). Thus, while communities 

were chosen because they were at risk of flooding, resilience was viewed as a systemic issue 

involving many other dimensions. The SBCRC project was structured around a series of 

interactive workshops (see figure 4.2) which aimed to explore numerous issues with each of 

the three communities.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.2: Flowchart of the SBCRC project (Adopted from Fazey et al., 2017) 

Themes for these workshops included climate disadvantage, diverse and complex factors that 

affect vulnerability, and how new pathways towards different futures can be realised. These 

workshops were held iteratively across three different communities and focused on how 

different groups of people are affected by climate change related issues and the nature of 

                                                 
42 · Please see Fazey, I., Carmen, E., Rao-Williams, J., Hodgson, A., Fraser, J., Cox, L, Scott, D., Tabor, P., 

Robeson, D., Searle, B., Lyon, C., Kenter, J., Murray, B. (2017) Community resilience to climate change. [Online] 

Available from: https://discovery.dundee.ac.uk/ws/portalfiles/portal/20329800 (Accessed 7 January 2018).  
43 Please see https://www.dundee.ac.uk/geography-environmental-science/research/projects/details/scottish-

borders-climate-resilient-communities.php/  
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climate disadvantage (see section 4.4.3). This included examining a range of synergistic and 

inter-related issues linked to climate and social-economic change such as energy, extreme 

weather events, food security, water scarcity, and the need to move towards a low carbon 

economy. Such topics are especially critical for these communities, as both Hawick and Peebles 

were badly affected by flooding events in the winter of 2015/2016 (where some parts 

experienced a 1 in 50 year flood) and some homes within Newcastleton were evacuated. 

As the evaluator of the SBCRC project, I conducted repeat in-depth interviews with a number 

of those who were participants in a series of workshops (see section 4.4.5.2), with the aim of 

understanding their ‘learning journeys’ as they experienced them in the project (see section 

4.4.5.3). However due to the time frame of the SBCRC project, it is important to note that this 

thesis considers the first three stages of workshops with exception of workshop four. My 

involvement as the evaluator continued, however the data relevant to this thesis was not present 

as no interview participants from the SBCRC project attended the fourth workshop which 

instead involved wider dissemination. This decision therefore does not have any direct 

implications for the research findings in relation to how a theoretical and methodological 

framework can be developed as the data for developing and tracking the learning journeys had 

occurred over the course of a year both in and between workshops (as outlined in section 

4.4.5.1). The approach to generate learning journeys based on the three workshops is deemed 

to be as holistic and in-depth as feasibly possible in these circumstances, however the fact that 

no participants attended the fourth workshop does link in with wider issues relating to social 

justice and multi-actor learning as outlined in section 2.2.4. The implications of this will be 

discussed in 8.4. 

Each of the workshops was carefully designed by the SBCRC team to elicit specific areas of 

learning (which aligned with the SBCRC project aims as outlined above), but also gave space 

for emergence. In addition to the formal spaces of the project, the project officer was also 

engaged with participants between the workshops where activities such as community based 

research and community based action occurred. Given that the SBCRC workshops were 

designed with a range of goals in mind, my own research was aimed at understanding how 

learning might be occurring across the duration of the project, and between different 

participants, including project team members and community participants for instance. The 

research design and methods employed in this part of the thesis were therefore largely open 

and recursive, and paralleled the SBCRC workshop design (outlined further in section 4.4.5.1).   
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4.4.3 SBCRC as a case study of learning in DRR  

The SBCRC as an action research project focused on the learning which emerged from an 

environment which was carefully designed and facilitated to support multi-actor learning; 

encouraging learning across different participants was a key objective of the SBCRC project. 

In recognition that understanding processes requires appropriate methodologies and methods 

for interpreting how developments in learning evolve and, ultimately, how change is 

experienced, the SBCRC project offered the opportunity to assess multi-actor learning in an 

experimental process, and explore how processes of complex and emergent learning are 

experienced. The SBCRC project was essentially an example of learning in practice which 

offered scope to expand further on areas raised through the IEM study. This involved myself 

as the evaluator attending all workshops, engaging with participants as well as completing post 

workshop interviews (see section 4.4.5.2). As seen in figure 4.3, interviews took place after 

each phase of the workshops as well as in-between. Further details on the approach to data 

collection are provided in section 4.4.5.2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4.3: Flowchart of the SBCRC project with evaluation interview points (Adapted 

from Fazey et al., 2017). 

In addition to bringing together diverse actors into a learning environment, the project also 

provided a specific focus on the cause and effects of different activities within the project (i.e. 

aspects planned within the workshops and not planned within the project) as well as what 

contributes or does not contribute to learning. For this reason, the case study also provides an 

opportunity to explore how highly engaged interactive processes found within the workshops 
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can encourage learning as well as what some of the limitations might be. Understanding these 

important factors is useful for informing future community based initiatives, which often run 

on limited resources. This phase therefore answers both research question five: what do people 

learn through community participatory interventions, and research question six: how do 

participants’ experiences of participatory interventions as a process relate to learning outcomes. 

In order to answer these research questions, a methodological framework for evaluating 

learning and simultaneously understanding the processes which occur within them through the 

use of learning journeys is presented (4.4.5.1). This framework is supported by metaphor theory 

which is also outlined (4.4.5.3). 

4.4.4 Overview of case communities 

Between May 2015 and January 2017, the SBCRC project worked with three local 

communities in the Scottish Borders. The Scottish Borders is defined as a rural area according 

to the Randall Definition44 of rurality which is given when the unitary area’s population density 

is less than one person per hectare (Scottish Government, 2018b). In reference to the Scottish 

Government six-fold Urban-Rural Classification system, the areas relevant to the SBCRC 

project range from ‘remote rural’ to ‘other urban areas’ (Scottish Government, 2018b). Figure 

4.4 shows the location of the three case study communities within the Scottish Borders area 

which include; Hawick (classified as ‘other urban area’), Newcastleton (classified as ‘remote 

rural area’) and Peebles (classified as ‘accessible small town’).  In advance of presenting the 

empirical chapters six and seven which draws on the SBCRC derived data, it is useful at this 

point to outline the individual case study communities in relation to the outcomes which have 

emerged from the SBCRC project for context. Specifically, these outcomes have highlighted 

clear linkages and opportunities related to climate change adaptation and mitigation as well as 

rural development and urban regeneration. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
44 Randall Definition was originally produced in 1985 and rebased in 2017. 
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Figure 4.4: Map showing three case communities in Scottish Borders (Adapted from Carmen, 

2016). 

4.4.4.1 Hawick 

Firstly, Hawick is an industrial town with an internationally renowned cashmere industry but 

has experienced job losses and out-migration of young people which has resulted in a 

population of around 15,000. In Hawick, it was outlined as a result of the project that 

improvements in community resilience to climate change and other external factors could best 

be achieved by finding ways to strengthen its local economy. This would enable more job 

opportunities for the working population, particularly young people and this would in turn lead 

to stronger individual household resilience. For example, increased income would enable 

households to respond to flooding and other climate events, which in turn would lead to greater 

community resilience due to the retention of the population who could support more vulnerable 

groups. Also opportunities arising from climate change mitigation can support the local 

economy and promote economic regeneration. For instance, the proposed Flood Prevention 

Scheme for Hawick45 was considered a major opportunity for economic development and 

                                                 
45 The Scottish Borders Council is developing a flood protection scheme for Hawick to reduce the risk of flooding. Although 

the Hawick flood scheme is high on the priority list for funding, this funding has not been secured as yet. Involving local 

people to identify and develop wider community benefits linked with the development of this scheme would help to enhance 

the scheme whilst also supporting the local community. To help facilitate this process the Hawick flood scheme project 

manager is collaborating with the Scottish Borders Climate Resilient Communities project. Further information here: 

www.hawickfloodscheme.com (Hawick Flood Protection Scheme, 2016). 
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regeneration by enabling investments in renewable energy, improvements to the physical fabric 

of the town, and the provision of additional walkways and cycle-ways that can encourage more 

visitors to come to the town. 

4.4.4.2 Peebles 

Similar to Hawick, Peebles is also an industrial town but with a focus on tourism. With a 

population of 8000 it is classified as an accessible small town (Scottish Government, 2018b). 

However over 60% of residents commute out of the town towards areas such as Edinburgh for 

work (Peebles Community Trust, 2017). This represents a significant amount of the population 

travelling to other areas for greater employment opportunities which leaves many local 

residents with low paid employment opportunities. Some workshop participants described the 

impact of this daily exodus as potentially threatening to Peebles resulting in a dormitory town 

(Peebles Community Trust, 2017). With this however there are a range of existing 

environmental projects which contribute positively to the local economy (such as the 

promotion of walking and cycling), and additional opportunities for young people were 

identified by the SBCRC process. For example it was recognised by participants that the 

encouragement of innovative solutions to tackle climate change issues could lead to the 

development of businesses and employment. One idea promoted by a local resident within a 

workshop was a hub for young people to encourage innovation and entrepreneurship. Such 

projects would improve the retention of young people in the town which would serve to 

strengthen its community resilience. 

4.4.4.3 Newcastleton 

Unlike both Hawick and Peebles, Newcastleton is classified as a remote rural area (Scottish 

Government, 2018b) and is the most isolated rural community  within the SBCRC project. This 

is in relation to its distance from the Local Authority headquarters of the Scottish Borders, and 

thus could also be argued to be the most politically isolated (see figure 4.4) being the most 

remote from the centres of local power. With around 800 people it has a strong community but 

has experienced a significant loss of young people and reductions in services. For this reason, 

participants in the Newcastleton workshops deemed that community resilience could be greatly 

strengthened by giving additional support to its Community Development Trust. The Trust has 

plans to provide additional services including a community owned petrol station, 

improvements to digital connectivity and aims to support increased opportunities for local 

business through the provision of more visitor attractions. These activities were argued by 

participants to have the potential to strengthen the local economy and retain and increase its 
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population which is, as also referenced in the case of Peebles, fundamental for its community 

resilience. 

4.4.5 Method for analysis of learning in practice in the SBCRC project 

4.4.5.1 Research design  

This section outlines the methodology used to track and understand the participants’ subjective 

experience of the SBCRC process and their ‘learning’ within the SBCRC project. In order to 

do this, a research approach which allowed for multiple factors and matched the novel and 

quite often emergent design of the SBCRC project was required. Whilst the interpretation of 

complexity is becoming more emergent in research to allow for multiple factors rather than 

just singular issues (Reeger and Bunders, 2009), there is still progress to be made. This is 

further argued by Turner et al. (2014), who state that the challenges of climate change 

adaptation projects require monitoring and evaluation frameworks which should be tailored to 

a particular context and need (such as long time frames and dealing with uncertainty), rather 

than adopting an ‘off the shelf’ framework. Thus there are helpful similarities in evaluation and 

monitoring methods to draw on which highlight the importance of using, for instance, agile 

frameworks, as captured in the following statement by Meadows (2008, p.204):  

“Let’s face it, the universe is messy. It is nonlinear, turbulent and chaotic. It is dynamic. 

It spends its time in transient behaviour. On its way to somewhere else, not in 

mathematically neat equilibrium. It self-organises and evolves. It creates diversity, not 

uniformity. That’s what makes the world interesting, that’s what makes it beautiful, and 

that’s what makes it work…What’s appropriate when you’re learning is small steps, 

constant monitoring, and a willingness to change course as you find out more about 

where it’s leading.” 

This statement by Meadows captures the importance of adopting a research design which is as 

agile and transient as the content one is trying to capture and interpret. Essentially, for my own 

study of the learning across the SBCRC project therefore, the evaluation interviews mirrored 

the design of the project and workshops as already illustrated in figure 4.3 by which interviews 

occurred immediately after workshops as well as in between in order to capture a more holistic 

experience. This flexibility allowed for feedback and space for reflection both from the project 

team members and the interview participants. This meant that future workshops could be 

altered based on the feedback from participants. Additionally, this approach provided a meta-

perspective which allowed for an opportunity to understand deeper changes within the project 

which might have been missed if a more structured framework was used. Thus, it could be 
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argued that a holistic awareness of deeper changes occurred as a result of deeper processes of 

understanding and interpretation.  It is useful at this stage to draw out more clearly the 

distinction between my interpretation of the project and how the project worked. Largely this 

was managed by using a broad interview schedule which included repeat questions to 

understand how the project was developing (see table 4.5 which is discussed below). This 

reflexive approach was vital as the SBCRC project was seeking to create pathways to change 

rather than answering specific concrete problems.  

4.4.5.2 Interviews  

The data generated emerged through iterative semi-structured interviews using both singular 

and repeat interviews with participants over an extended period of 13 months from May 2015 

– June 2016. The data therefore differ from the approach used in study one. There are 

significant advantages of using repeat interviews compared to single interviews. Firstly, they 

are more suited for documenting change over time and can allow for responses to be  

prospective rather than retrospective (Saldana, 2009). This meant that some of the questions 

could be based on future expectations, such as ‘what learning areas are you hoping to explore 

in the coming months?’ Secondly, repeat interviews can elicit data which are richer and deeper 

in description, for instance, they allow researchers to map connections between interrelating 

factors between individual experiences and larger social institutional factors (Neale and 

Flowerdew, 2003). This macro and micro view of interconnected links provides a “combination 

of advantages offering a powerful alternative to single-interviews” (Vincent, 2012, p.342). 

Thus, while the IEM study is concerned with generating a broad understanding of the learning 

landscape, the SBCRC project focuses on understanding the variables at play in this landscape 

in more depth and attempts to provide a greater level of understanding of the processes of 

learning over time. In terms of the research questions, the interviews reflected the aims of the 

workshop (i.e. who is disadvantaged, and how can we improve local policies and actions) 

therefore multiple interview schedules were created to match the context within the workshop. 

An example of this is seen in table 4.5.  

 

 

 

 

 



124 

 

Table 4.5 Example questions taken from interview schedules  

Workshop 1: Who is most 
disadvantaged by climate 
change and why, and who 
should the focus be on in the 
project? 

Workshop 2: How can we 
move from current situations 
to a more desired future? 

Workshop 3: How can we 
improve local policies and 
actions? 

 

Example interview questions:  

 

1. Can you tell me a bit about 
your role and why you are 
interested in participating in this 
project?  

2. Thinking about your past 
experiences, have you 
participated in these kinds of 
workshop settings before?   

3. Are there any particular issues 
that you are interested in learning 
about? 

4. Can you describe to me how 
you understand learning?  

5. What areas of learning are you 
hoping to explore in the next 
workshop / following months?   

 

 

 

 

 

Example interview questions: 

 

1. Can you describe to me the 
second workshop and how you 
think it went  

2. What were the main learning 
outcomes of the workshops for 
you? (Would you consider this 
new learning?) 

3. What are you learning outside 
of the workshop?  

4.The workshop was aimed at 
moving toward more desired 
futures can you tell me a bit 
about what you thought of the 
content of the workshop 
(considering the three horizons 
technique46) 

5. Thinking about your experience 
of the project, can you describe 
this using the concept of a 
journey?  

 

Example interview questions:  

 

1. Can you provide some brief 
reflections on workshop 3  

2. What were the learning 
outcomes from workshop 3 for 
you?  

3. What have you learnt as a 
result of being involved in this 
project? (Was this expected / 
unexpected?) 

4. What were the main things 
that influenced your learning in 
this project, were there any 
significant moments or a 
particular workshop for instance?  

5. Can you describe to me the 
overall journey that you have 
been on during this project?  

 

   

As already established, it was important that the interviews reflected on the specific aims of 

each workshop and the activity in between. For this reason the interviews were conducted 

across different stages of the project and where possible with repeat participants (see table 4.6 

below). Thus a range of interview schedules were continually developed as the project 

progressed (refer to appendix three). As figure 4.3 illustrated, there were many opportunities 

to complete interviews across the three communities, including post-workshop as well as after 

activities which occurred between the workshops where often community council meetings 

would happen. Additionally, the interviews captured other areas of the project such as 

community development exercises and even significant events out with the planned project 

such as flooding. This open and iterative process of data collection allowed for a more holistic 

interpretation of the project both in relation to the designed areas of the project and elements 

which emerged separate to the project. These nonetheless had an impact on both the 

                                                 
46 The Three Horizons framework is developed by the International Futures Forum and used in workshop 

settings as a model of longer term change and deep analysis of complex problems 

http://www.internationalfuturesforum.com/three-horizons (International Futures Forum, 2017).  
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participants and the course of the project. For instance the interviews acted as a feedback 

process to the wider project team in support of future workshops on issues such as participants’ 

expected learning areas, experiences of certain activities within the workshop, or levels of local 

representation. As a result, these interviews aimed to draw out the relative influence of different 

activities, and the relative contribution of different parts within the project thus creating an 

interpretation of process. Providing this critical and holistic awareness is important in an 

evaluation perspective which highlights how projects might be improved beyond just showing 

that people have learnt but also how and why this learning has occurred.  

In respect to the sampling strategy, participants were recruited from each of the three 

communities using a purposive method in an effort to engage with a mixture of participants 

from the different community and organisational settings. Reflecting on section 4.3.2.3 which 

detailed the sampling for the IEM study, the above participants will also be considered in terms 

of their stakeholder group (see table 4.6). This is important, not only for consistency in the 

analysis of both sections but will also help to maintain anonymity. 

Table 4.6: Sampling framework detailing stakeholder group for the SBCRC study 

Types of stakeholder groups No. of different 
participants 
interviewed 

Public Sector 9 

Community and house-holders  9 

Third Sector 6 

Private Sector 3 

Total no. participants  27 

   

In total n=52 interviews were completed, many of which were repeat interviewees, which as 

noted above represents where a participant has provided at least two interviews. Repeat 

interviews enabled any changes to the participants’ learning and their experience of the project 

to be captured and includes: 

9 different project team members provided 22 interviews (4 participants provided repeat 

interviews). 

9 different community members provided 14 interviews (7 participants provided repeat 

interviews). 

9 different members from organisations provided 16 interviews (3 participants     

provided repeat interviews). 



126 

 

4.4.5.3 Understanding the participants’ subjective experience of the SBCRC 

project using the concept of learning journeys  

The idea of journeys are often used as a metaphor in learning contexts where there is an 

emphasis on progress and development and are a concept most commonly found in early years’ 

curricula as a way of recording how young children learn and develop (Early Learning HQ, 

2016). Additionally, the use of the idea of learning as a journey is also influenced by learning 

histories and learning stories (Centre for Coordination Science, 2016). Learning histories are 

found increasingly within corporations which require a high amount of inter-organisational 

interaction and rely heavily on individual actors to feed learning into an organisation’s sense-

making process and consolidate often complex knowledge (Asian Development Bank, 2011). 

The use of learning journeys more specifically has supported research which explores both 

formal and informal learning over time (Taylor, 2013).  

The idea to adopt the concept of a learning journey was initially very broadly a team decision 

with the SBCRC team, however this was then further developed by myself as the evaluator and 

the associated methodology I had developed and which contextualised the learning within the 

SBCRC was developed to understand both pre-existing learning, as well as track changes in 

new learning throughout the project. The concept was introduced within interviews after 

workshop 2 with repeat participants (i.e. those that provided at least two interviews) and revised 

again in interviews post workshop three as highlighted in table 4.5. It is important to make 

clear however that the discussions with participants did not elicit metaphors of learning in its 

totality, but as figure 4.5 illustrate the metaphors are of the experience that the participants had 

of the SBCRC journey as a process alongside the reported learning outcomes. The learning 

journey concept which supports this research can therefore be understood as: the nature of the 

learning that emerges from the subjective experience of a process seeking to enhance resilience, 

in respect of the participants’ position, interests, role, extent of engagement, prior knowledge 

and nature of the social interactions encountered.  
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Figure 4.5 Construction of individual elements which define the learning journey metaphor  

As illustrated in fig 4.5 the learning journey consists of four aspects, each interacting together 

to shape the metaphor: (1) experience of the project, (2) where and how they have been engaged 

in the process (i.e. which community location) (3) role of the participant in the project (i.e. as 

a facilitator or non-project team participant), and (4) reported learning. Thus, the interviews 

served as a method for understanding the process of change and the concept of learning as a 

journey was the metaphor or tool which allowed for the subjective experience of the 

participants to be explored and constructed.  

The development of metaphor theory was created by Lakoff and Johnson (1980), and has since 

become widely used in research (Van Schalkwyk, 2002; Sommers 1997; Schmitt, 2005). The 

basic premise of using metaphors in research is their ability to aid both the participant and the 

researcher in uncovering meaning where “qualitative research yields a multitude of 

heterogeneous pieces of information, which contain complex meaningful structures; metaphors 

can well be used to reduce this complexity to clearly structured patterns” (Schmitt, 2005, 

p.360). In practical terms, metaphors are analogies which allow us to map one experience in 

the terminology of another experience, and therefore enable us to acquire an understanding of 

complex topics or new situations (Moser, 2000). Metaphors therefore provide a basis for 

describing everyday cognitive structures using linguistic models which allow for both 

individual and collective patterns of thought and actions to be uncovered (Schmitt, 2005). For 

instance, participants were introduced to the learning journey metaphor by outlining that 

“sometimes, learning is considered like a journey. Thinking about your own experience of the 
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project so far, can you describe your learning experience through this project, either by thinking 

of a particular mode of transport or route?” Some participants required more guidance than 

others, and so were asked to focus on specific characteristics of their journey experience, such 

as whether the terrain was bumpy or smooth, the speed at which they were going, or who was 

in control.  

The ability to uncover patterns is therefore valuable for research which is focused on 

developing a framework for understanding how learning happens in the context of DRR. This 

highlights the different levels of consciousness on which metaphors exist and that whilst we 

are conceptually grounded, our conceptual systems are not something we are normally aware 

of, and thus the use of them is often unconscious (Lakoff and Johnson, 1980). In this respect, 

directly asking for the metaphors suggests that these emerge from the conscious. This form of 

gathering metaphorical data is known as elicited metaphor analysis (EMA) which is the 

conceptual representation of metaphorical expressions which, as explicit rather than 

unconscious constructs, can be systematically analysed to identify underlying views (Jin and 

Cortazzi, 2011). These will be explored further in the analysis section 4.5. As well as the 

benefits that EMA provides in the analysis stage, asking participants directly to construct a 

symbolic narrative of their learning experience can be seen as a kind of metaphoric 

transformation, which according to Schmitt (2005) can often create valuable and surprising 

narratives. Additionally, asking participants to discuss their learning experience may help to 

shape how learning in collective dynamics is understood. As Fazey and Marton (2002) explain 

individual learners tend to assume that the reality which they experience is the reality that 

others experience too.  

The use of metaphors does however have limitations. For instance the use of elicited 

metaphors, as some authors argue, “forces participants to provide a singular metaphor which 

in essence creates a forced simplification of an experience” (Schmitt, 2005, p361). The concern 

here is that the reduction of the research process to a singular metaphor ignores other competing 

metaphors which go undocumented, creating a danger of metaphors being taken out of context 

without a systematic reconstruction (Schmitt, 2005). In order to reduce this risk, participants 

were asked to consider their experience of the project by thinking about learning as a journey, 

rather than the analysis looking at metaphors as participants happened to allude to them in 

passing. Once these metaphors were brought verbally to the fore, they were then developed 

into illustrations and were subsequently validated by the participants in later interviews. As 

seen in appendix four, these metaphors were developed into illustrations, all of which are 

represented by using three panels which reflected the individual workshops. These metaphors 
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each represented not only the iterative emergence of a metaphor but how the participants were 

engaging in sense-making of their own subjective involvement in engaging in the SBCRC 

project. To reduce further any limitations of the metaphors, these illustrations were returned to 

the participants for validation and comment as is discussed further in section 4.5.2. Considering 

the novel development of this methodological approach which has developed from this 

research, the use of illustrations will be referred to specifically as ‘visually augmented elicited 

metaphor analysis’ (VAEMA). Full discussion of the metaphors is presented in chapter seven. 

In further efforts to ensure that metaphors were not just passively accepted or ill considered, 

participants were asked after workshops 2 and 3 to explicitly consider their experience of the 

project as a journey (either focusing on a vehicle or a route), and then to reflect on the given 

workshop as well as forecast in detail what the future of the project might look like. Thus, these 

metaphors do not just sit within the data gathering process but are reconstructed (where 

possible) which allows for a kind of cognitive map or illustration of the participants’ experience 

to be generated (Schmitt, 2005). In doing so this provides an ongoing interpretation of the 

participants’ experiences of their learning journeys.  

4.5 Approach to analysis  

As detailed in section 4.6.1, the SBCRC study takes a more in-depth approach in contrast to 

the first part of the thesis which was concerned with understanding the learning landscape 

broadly. The empirical data from the IEM study, along with the issues raised within the 

literature review, allowed for a grounded understanding of themes to emerge (i.e. who is doing 

the learning, what are they learning and why is learning happening). As a consequence of the 

literature review and the themes which emerged from the study phase, a more purposive 

analysis was applied in the SBCRC study. In doing so a multi-variable level of analysis was 

completed. This attempted to allow for flexibility in discovering, interpreting and reporting 

patterns and clusters of meaning within the data (Boyatzis, 1998).  

An interrogative perspective within the analysis was adopted in the SBCRCphase by focusing 

on key variables which emerged from the analysis in the IEM study. These included who is 

learning, where in the project design is learning happening (i.e. workshop 2 or 3) and how is 

learning experienced. The following sections outline the analyses of specific variables based 

on the two specific areas of inquiry. 

 

 

4.5.1 How do participants identify and experience learning?  
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The first area of analysis focused on understanding what participants were learning through the 

project and the relationship of other factors which may have contributed to this learning. For 

this, an integrated analysis of multiple codes started from what the participants reported as their 

learning outcomes at different stages of the project. To make explicit, only learning outcomes 

considered as ‘new’ and which emerged as a result of the SBCRC projects were identified. In 

some cases, participants identified that the learning was pre-existing but the SBCRC project 

had confirmed their learning, therefore this was also noted. The data were then aggregated by 

combining similar characteristics of learning outcomes to create a broader learning outcome 

area. These learning outcome areas were then used alongside other variables as highlighted 

below:  

 

Figure 4.6: Coding analysis for SBCRC learning outcomes and wider factors  

As figure 4.6 illustrates, this analysis aims to focus on understanding how the subjective 

experience of engagement processes in the SBCRC project resulted in learning. For this, the 

learning outcomes were considered in relation to where in the project (i.e. which workshop) 

the learning emerged and which community specified which learning outcomes.  

4.5.2 Metaphors  

Building on from 4.5, the coding schematic below (fig 4.7) extends the analysis of variables 

and offers an integrative analysis in which a holistic understanding of the participants’ 

experience within the project is outlined. This builds on the first area of analysis which 

uncovers the learning outcomes of participants. In doing so this inquiry aims to uncover a 
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number of key areas focusing firstly on: (1) how participants describe learning as a journey, 

(2) an outline of how the entailment of each metaphor works, (3) how to characterise the 

metaphor in relation to whether it is positive, negative, ambivalent or neutral, (4) how to 

develop an overall taxonomy of metaphors which represent their significant characteristics.     

The analysis of the metaphors in particular was made possible through a framework provided 

by Jin et al.47 (2014, p.288), which suggests three key elements to consider when using Elicited 

Metaphor Analysis (see appendix five):  

 a ‘target domain’ which is often an abstract topic, in the case of this research it is 

learning. 

 a ‘source domain’ which is a commonly understood concrete image, compared to the 

abstract topic, for example ‘a steep hill’ (i.e. “learning is a steep hill”). 

 an ‘entailment’ explaining participants’ reasons for the metaphor (for example… 

“because I have to make a great effort to climb up this steep hill”).  

 

 

Figure 4.7: Coding analysis for understanding SBCRC learning journeys  

                                                 
47 Based on a study that investigates motivations of Chinese young English for Young Learners (EYL) (Jin et al., 

2014).  
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Figure 4.7 above depicts the analysis process of the learning journey metaphor which was an 

iterative process that slowly constructed a journey through repeat interviews. The narrower 

arrows represent the focus moving from three key elements of elicited metaphor analysis 

(entailment, source domain and target domain) to a wider categorisation of themes leading to 

an overall taxonomy of learning journey metaphors.  Following completion of the interviews 

illustrations of the metaphors were created by an experienced science communicator and artist 

(refer to appendix four). Rather than being assessed or tested by wider participants, the 

illustrations were returned for validation to the participants from which they emerged as 

highlighted by the arrow in figure 4.7. This is because the learning journey metaphor was 

focused on eliciting the subjective experience of participants, and it is therefore concerned with 

the development of a framework for understanding learning journeys and the processes which 

occur within them. The validation therefore represents a further stage of analysis which 

incorporates the participants into the analysis phase leading to some metaphors being amended 

and extended. This stage of the VAEMA therefore not only affirmed the metaphors but also 

helped to disseminate some of the initial descriptive findings of the analysis.  

4.6 Reflective practice  

The following section outlines the reflective practice utilised across this research and provides 

diary accounts from the IEM and SBCRC phases of the research. Section 4.7 then examines 

issues of research ethics in detail.    

Qualitative research is by nature a reflective and recursive process (Ely et al., 1991). 

Reflexivity is often at the heart of qualitative inquiry (Glesne and Peshkin, 1992), and was 

therefore adopted as approach in the research. The process of reflecting challenges our views, 

as knowing only the content of our own mind can lead us to make presumptuous decisions 

rather than informed choices for daily emerging challenges (Muchanga, 2011).  

During the interviews for the IEM phase of the research, I engaged in a process of interactive 

meaning-making which is a process of asking a set of key questions and exercising reflection. 

For instance, a central focus of this research is to understand the governance of the learners in 

the multi-actor network of IEM, therefore questions that were helpful to reflect upon were: (1) 

who is setting the learning narrative, (2) is it led by a dominant sector or is a joint-effort (3) if 

so does it recognise different capacities etc. In practice, data generated through reflexive 

practice should be interpreted and reflected upon together with the participant. Therefore the 

interviewee as well as the researcher are jointly involved in a continuous process of reflecting 

and constructing knowledge. For instance, where appropriate, participants were asked to revisit 

previous responses during their interview in order to expand or clarify. Participants were also 
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given the chance to approve their interview transcripts as a further opportunity to validate the 

transcripts. This also helps to “preserve research ethics, and to empower the interviewees by 

allowing them control of what was written” (Mero-Jaffe, 2011, p.231) (an example of this is 

provided in section 4.7.1).   

As the purpose of this thesis focuses on understanding learning, throughout the process I began 

to also think critically about my own learning. One particular personal learning goal that I have 

held since commencing this PhD is to develop skills which will enable me to become a robust 

researcher working with complex questions. As noted by Rubin and Rubin (2005), the role of 

the researcher is influenced by their personal experiences and skills. For instance, using 

interviews as a method of data generation where to an extent (that is not true of many other 

methods), the interviewer is the instrument (Lincoln and Guba, 1981), yet this instrument or 

interviewer can be affected by many factors such as fatigue, personality and lack of knowledge 

and skills (Sewell, 1998).  

As a practice, “learning to reflect on your behaviour and thoughts, as well as on the 

phenomenon under study, creates a means for continuously becoming a better researcher” 

(Watt 2007, p.82). There are many forms of reflectivity to consider which signify how a 

researcher might incorporate reflection within their research (Jarvis, 1995). A particularly 

useful concept which lends itself well to this project is mindful inquiry. This is an approach 

that grew out of the challenges in which “social sciences were being asked to answer an array 

of momentous and unprecedented social and human problems” (Bentz and Shapiro, 1998, p.3). 

Mindful inquiry attempts to situate the researcher at the centre of their research question. In 

doing so it attempts to refigure the researcher, by acknowledging that the researcher often has 

to make ongoing choices within a sometimes chaotic context (i.e. the research project) (Bentz 

and Shapiro, 1998).  

Thus, mindful inquiry is a framework which helps to centre the researcher’s thinking and 

connectedness to the research project in a more meaningful way. This is especially important 

during the data collection and analysis phase where it is used to challenge the researcher’s 

assumptions and understanding of the phenomena under study, allowing for self-examination 

which in turn reduces biases (Lambert and Lambert, 2010). Reflexivity therefore poses as a 

helpful tool within qualitative research which can reduce generalisations being made during 

the initial interviewing and theming stage for instance. One such tool which was used to 

develop this practice in this research was a reflective journal which is commonly used as a way 

of supporting the qualitative inquiry (Blaxter et al., 2001). In detail, keeping a diary created an 

iterative process which provided an opportunity to engage in inner dialogue. This can help 
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researchers determine what they know and how they think they came to know it (Watt, 2007). 

The use of diary entries or memos as Borg (2001) suggests can alter thought into a form that 

allows for scrutiny and further manipulation. In addition to being a tool to help understand the 

researchers’ development, a diary can also contribute as data. 

Through the process of keeping a diary, for instance, I could account for my own learning 

journey, identifying personal leading assumptions, and could untangle certain view-points. 

This helped to develop confidence that my research questions were valid and had wider value 

to participants. For instance the following excerpt recounts my growing awareness of 

producing research which supported the work of the SGRD:   

“Meeting with Ralph [Head of Community Resilience and Policy at Scottish 

Government] today who made it really clear that past [PhD] research may not have 

reflected Scottish Government truthfully: “we want this to be a useful product”. I really 

want to do justice to this project, and thinking about the project as a product makes me 

realise that it has a life-line rather than a shelf-life. Making it useable to participants 

is at the crux of this project, so making it accessible is important. Conscious also that 

the process of doing research is a bit like community development – I want people to 

have a good experience” (Research Diary 18th February 2014). 

Considering this research project as a potentially “useful product” was a helpful way of 

providing focus to my study as well as understanding the expectations of the project’s co-

collaborators. A further example to highlight is how my understanding of the scope of the 

research questions changed through the course of the PhD, where initially I found it quite 

challenging to develop an interview schedule that could do justice to the subject of learning. 

However I realised that by allowing the participants to set the narrative, they were best able to 

navigate with me as the researcher in terms of the direction the interview took and the areas 

elicited:  

“Learning is quite an intangible phenomenon to discuss in specific detail, but perhaps 

this is a strength - Requesting that the participants talk about learning from their frame 

of reference might mean that they describe learning in a much broader sense. Asking 

the participants ‘what is learning to you’ might highlight things like cultures, settings, 

interactions or personal learning preferences. This is quite a broad and / or sticky 

question (for public sector organisations this could feel like an audit) for some people 

to answer so probably not a good starter question for the interview schedule” (Research 

Diary 1st May 2014). 
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As the account highlights, I recognised that learning can provide insights in to many other 

connected areas such as organisational culture, or interactions with other people. Nonetheless, 

learning was a tricky phenomenon to explain especially early in the interview with the IEM 

participants. In view of this, I was conscious to draw repeatedly on examples that the 

interviewee provided (such as past incidents or changes to work-loads) so that they could 

further detail their understanding of learning as the interview progressed. Further examples of 

how this reflection was incorporated into the interview process were highlighted in relation to 

the SBCRC phase in section 4.4.5.2.   

Maintaining a reflective practice during the SBCRC project was also important as my role in 

this project was as both PhD student and as a project evaluator. Behind these two roles are very 

specific interests, for instance as a student I was interested in the project as a case study, and 

as a project evaluator I was concerned with gaining experience and performing well 

professionally. In detail, the role of evaluator was largely focused on supporting the project 

aims outlined previously; (1) provide a feedback mechanism for participants to the project 

team, (2) build in reflection for the project team, (3) provide a formative role in assessing how 

well the project was doing against the overall aim of the SBCRC project, (4) develop an 

interpretation of the overall performance story (what happened and why) by tracking what was 

changing and why. However my role as a student was to attain a case study which I could build 

on in order to further my analysis completed in the first phase of this research. Considering my 

role as a PhD student there was a range of demanding challenges as well as risks in engaging 

in action based research. For instance, there was the question of how to approach the role of 

the evaluator and how I managed my own assumptions of learning.   

Since my role had numerous responsibilities to the SBCRC project and my own PhD research, 

utilising reflective practice was essential. Additionally, as the only evaluator it helped 

immensely that I was independent of the project; not only did this formative approach aim to 

aid decision making within the team and help modify actions more smoothly, as a student, I 

was able to  incrementally interpret the progress of the project. This enabled the development 

of the framework to happen at a slow and iterative pace and it supported my thinking as a 

researcher around what was happening in the project. This was particularly helpful for 

understanding the relative influence of different issues which emerged from the project (such 

as the ways in which the workshops were facilitated, or which participants attended) (see 

chapters six and seven for details).  

The use of a reflective journal was maintained throughout this research which enabled me to 

look back and reflect on the research overall. This helped to develop confidence that my 
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research question was valid and had wider value to participants. For instance when I first started 

the project I revealed my desire to understand how structures relate to processes in the context 

of learning. This stemmed from a placement at UNESCO HQ where I was involved in a project 

developing online DRR learning platforms for women and children. My motivation for 

completing an internship at UNESCO was to develop my DRR knowledge using an 

international perspective, in contrast to my MRes which explored DRR projects from a local-

regional level. The following extract illustrates how the UNESCO experience helped shape my 

own thinking on the relationship between process and learning: 

“A number of questions that were particularly prominent throughout my placement: 

What are their organisational structures like and how does this influence learning? 

How does the structure of the organisation impact on how agile it is in terms of learning 

with others? Today’s meeting had input from field officers from many different 

countries feeding in, all of which are locals within these communities, it really 

highlighted the strong interconnected and operational culture of UNESCO.  This is not 

just relating to how UNESCO gains information but how it shares knowledge and 

expertise to vulnerable groups makes me think that structures go a long way in actually 

empowering the UNESCO community. Additionally, the meeting highlighted that the 

DRR issues were not country specific but had many overlaps with other work program 

such as Gender Equality or World Heritage.  This reminds me of the phrase ‘cui bono?’ 

–who benefits? If learning is resilience then who is learning?” (Research diary, 2nd 

October 2013) 

The question ‘if learning is resilience then who is learning?’ posed at the end of this account 

provided further stimulus to consider who is really benefitting from this research. Especially 

in relation to the collaborative nature of this project. For this reason, the dissemination and 

engagement activities of knowledge transfer across different groups of interests were planned. 

To support this further, the thesis draws on efforts to provide information using data 

visualisation which is increasingly used when representing complex qualitative data where 

quantitative measures are not appropriate. In doing so it attempts to align with the overall 

purpose of this research by using novel approaches of not only understanding learning, but 

sharing that learning in a variety of accessible forms.  For this the use of plain English alongside 

illustrations was adopted to show for instance the complexity of social learning (chapter seven).  

 

4.7 Ethical considerations  
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This section considers the ethical implications of data collection and analysis for this research. 

Ethical behaviour can be defined generally as a set of moral principles, rules, or standards 

governing a person or profession. In a qualitative research context, ethics can be considered as 

a set of principles, beliefs, and rules of moral conduct that guides action (Vaughan, 1992).  

4.7.1 Ethics in the IEM phase of research  

Whilst it was considered that the risk of harm to participants was minimal as the methods for 

this included interviews which were built upon information from the respondents, there are still 

many ethical considerations throughout each stage of any project including before, during and 

after the research. Firstly, ethical approval was obtained through University Research and 

Ethics Committee in advance of the project starting. This reviewed the participant information 

and consent sheet along with a risk assessment form for the IEM phase of the research (see 

appendix six). In detail, the participant information sheets were provided to participants prior 

to any data collection, which allowed individuals the opportunity to ask questions before 

becoming participants. This is noted by Creswell (2013, p.97) who acknowledges how 

disclosing the purpose of a study eliminates a number of potential ethical issues. For instance, 

conveying the aim of the research within the purpose statement or participant information sheet 

allows the participant to make an informed choice and is essential for conducting research 

(Sarantakos, 2005). This eliminates deception where the participant may understand one 

purpose where the researcher understands another. This is particularly important for outlining 

who the sponsor of the research project is (SGRD), as this may have implications for how and 

why individuals become participants. No participants withdrew from the study, however it is 

useful to note that out of all the participants invited to correct, clarify or make additional 

comments to the interview transcripts, only two participants, both from Public Sector agencies, 

made amendments to their transcripts upon receiving them (these were the versions which were 

analysed). As noted by Mero-Jaffe (2011), transcript validation can contribute to additional 

insights into how groups of participants respond to a study and the possible reasons for this 

(i.e. power interactions, feelings of embarrassment and threat, or reflective responses etc.). 

However as such a small percentage of the sample made such changes, it was not felt important 

to follow up on the exact nature of why these participants decided to amend their transcript, as 

this was offered to all without condition. The research instead was more concerned with 

providing interviewees with the confidence that their transcripts did not misrepresent their 

ideas or words (Mero-Jaffe, 2011).  

Further to the participant information sheet, informed written consent was requested from all 

participants. This outlined how confidentiality and anonymity would be upheld to those that 
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requested it. As this research relies heavily on voluntary participation, it was important that the 

design of the research was flexible enough to absorb any sudden changes of participant input 

(i.e. changing to anonymity later on, or withdrawal of a participant). Bryman (2012) notes that 

it has become established practice to request signed and informed consent from participants. 

However some studies highlight that requesting consent has a bearing on the participants’ 

willingness to participate (Singer, 2003). For instance, requesting consent could be deemed as 

a “relinquishing of rights or disempowering” (Webster et al., 2013, p.92).  Webster et al. (2013) 

further note that the process of consenting to participate in qualitative research should be 

managed in a respectful way which meets the needs and values of both the participants as well 

as the researcher. The following points provided by Hay (2016, p.34) highlight a number of 

factors to consider which illustrate that consent is not a single event but an ongoing process:  

 Ensure that the amount of information provided to participants such as purposes, 

methods and other participants, time involved, sponsors, inconveniences is outlined 

 Consider the potential consequences of obtaining consent forms  

 Prepare the most suitable process of recording consent  

 Ensure that the participants are made aware that consent does not place any 

commitment to participate on them, and if they decide to withdraw they can without 

grievance.  

Once the interviews were completed they were transcribed and copies provided to the 

participants to ensure that they were comfortable with their contribution before the analysis 

stage, at which time the IEM study participants were also reminded of whether they would like 

anonymity. Only a handful of participants requested anonymity. However the decision to 

anonymise all participants was made subsequently to ensure consistency, and to also put at ease 

the two participants who amended their transcripts. Thus, once the analysis was completed a 

composite profile of participants was developed, pseudonyms were provided, geographical 

locations were replaced with scale and roles were represented by both command codes (i.e. 

Gold Command), and stakeholder groups (see appendix seven). Assigning these aliases helped 

to avoid disclosing potentially damaging or problematic information about participants. As 

Creswell (2013, p.100) states: “it is important to understand the repercussions of conducting 

research on certain audiences, where misuse of the data could have an advantage of one group 

or the other”.  

The analysis stage then focused on “respecting any potential power imbalances and the 

exploitation of the participants as a consequence of the methods employed” (Creswell, 2013, 

p.94). Respecting power imbalances is especially important, as qualitative interviewing is often 
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understood as a moral inquiry (Kvale, 2007). In light of this, during the analysis attempts were 

made to ‘avoid going native’, which is where the researcher begins to support or champion one 

group of participants. For instance a key informant made a particular reference to the lack of 

resource, which in their view inhibited learning. Whilst this is insightful, it was important to 

remain neutral toward future participants within the same organisation, otherwise the danger 

of being over sympathetic could create bias during the interview and the analysis.  

Equally, it is essential to report on the full range of findings and to avoid disclosing only 

positive results and withholding important results. Following the analysis, the sharing and 

reporting of data also involves further ethical considerations, such as distributing the data 

systematically through the data collection and analysis so that participants can determine the 

credibility of the study (Neuman, 2009). The dissemination of data therefore must be widely 

available and comprehensible to participants. This minimises any potential (mis)interpretation 

or (mis)uses of the data and gives wider ownership of the results. In terms of the wider theory 

supporting this context, enabling feedback into the learning of the research and the participants 

is integral to the thinking around resiliency. Moreover, due to the collaborative nature of this 

project, disseminating and engaging in activities of knowledge transfer was required across 

different groups of interests. For this reason, consideration around data visualisation and impact 

were present throughout different stages of the PhD. Such strategies were adopted in my 

contribution to the Resilience Advisory Board meetings held by Scottish Government which 

members of different sectors attended, many of whom were participants in the study. 

4.7.2 Ethics in the SBCRC phase of research  

In addition to the considerations outlined above, which continued to underpin the research,  

additional and separate ethical approval was obtained by the PI for the SBCRC phase of data 

collection. The SBCRC project was an Action Research (AR) project which was highly 

collaborative and therefore had additional ethical considerations to note. AR is a paradigm of 

inquiry where the research is concerned with improving practice rather than developing 

theoretical knowledge (Elliott, 1978). Whilst AR is distinct from Participatory Action Research 

(PAR), the SBCRC did apply participatory principles to both the project design and 

implementation. For this reason, it is important to give light to the ethical challenges when 

working with a participatory context such as; issues around partnership, collaboration, power 

and democratic representation (Banks et al., 2013). 

Participant recruitment relied on interviews across three different communities. Given that this 

project required involvement over the course of one year, a prominent concern was to ensure 
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that participants did not experience fatigue from engaging in the interviews. Accessing the 

same participant across the duration of the project represented a number of challenges, 

specifically where participants were volunteers within the project, already investing a lot of 

their free time to the project. In some cases participants were unable to provide repeat 

interviews which meant that their learning journey over the entire project could not be 

accounted for.  

Additionally, the interviews had to be aware of the variety of stakeholders within this project 

and the extent to which power plays a factor. For instance, the SBCRC project brought together 

members of public sector organisations with community residents for the first time in some 

instances. Here, the practice of negotiating ethical issues and challenges arose where it was 

important to engage with and present each stakeholder group in an ethically appropriate way. 

For instance, as Quigley (2006) recognises, it is important when working with individual 

participants that caution should be taken when signifying the data of one participant as a 

representative of the community, when actually, there may be conflicts as to who really 

represents a community. Here participatory ethics recognise both the research and the legacy 

of the project by ensuring the way in which the results are presented is appropriate for both 

groups. A way to minimise ethical challenges was to provide all participants anonymity in 

respect of their names and organisations, and by categorising them using the same labels as in 

chapter the IEM phase (public, third, private or community individual).  

A further challenge to participatory research is the importance of not raising expectations of 

participants, especially of community members during interviews or after the project finished. 

This could have impacted on the relationship of the Scottish Borders local authority and project 

participants from the community and organisations. Aside from the challenges of implementing 

participatory principles to research there are many benefits to the approach. For instance, 

participatory research understands that the (research) problem originates in the community 

where the problem is defined, analysed and solved by the community. In doing so, the ultimate 

goal of research is to radically transform the social reality, through the improvement of lives 

of those involved in the project (Ryan and Robinson, 1990).  

4.8 Strengths and limitations of the methodology and methods  

This section outlines the strengths and limitations of the methodology used for this research 

and discusses the efforts taken to minimise any impacts. To begin with semi-structured 

interviews were considered the most appropriate method across both case studies however 

there are limitations to consider. One key consideration of using such a flexible approach is 

that potentially interviewers can lead an interviewee along a particular narrative. This is 
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especially the case within a question-response mode interview, where the interviewer imposes 

structures on the interviewee by: (1) selecting the theme and topic, (2) ordering the questions 

and (3) wording the questions in their own language (Jovchelovitch and Bauer, 2000). 

Therefore in an attempt to ensure that the interviews render the informant’s perspective, a 

central interview guide approach was adopted which asked a range of different questions, with 

an emphasis on the participants’ perspective (i.e. “in your own words” or “from your 

experience”). Such questions include: descriptive; follow-up, contrast, value and clarification 

questions as seen in section 4.3.2.1 (see appendix three for examples of pre-workshop, post-

workshop and follow-up learning journey questions). To account for the data collection 

procedures, this research employed strategies for validating the data, namely by sending 

participants the transcripts and requesting further consent for its analysis.  

A further caveat to highlight relates to the sampling strategy used as part of the IEM study 

which was based on existing networks and relied heavily on referrals. For this reason 

participants within the public sector were predominantly within Gold or senior command 

positions in IEM. As a consequence, access to a cross section of members from across different 

stakeholder groups tended to be mostly high-ranking rather than operational individuals (again, 

this is reflective of the nature of responders in the statutory public sector). Given the justice 

perspective that is central to this thesis in regards to DRR and DRR policy and practice as 

outlined in sections 2.2.4 and 2.3.5, the recruitment method of this first phase raises questions 

as to who is shaping the research on learning and why might this be the case. For future 

research, a survey tool would perhaps provide a broader baseline awareness, however the 

feasibility of the research deemed in-depth interviews to be most appropriate for developing a 

contextually rich description of the learning landscape. In addition, the SBCRC study contains 

a wider range of individuals and offers some scope to balance out this aspect of the research. 

A further limitation of this research is related to the transferability of the research findings to 

other contexts (Lincoln and Guba, 1981). Although attempts at highlighting the criterion for 

transferability have been outlined (section 1.3), such as similar DRR agencies and legislation, 

and demographics as well as reformation of public sector agencies, it is important to recognise 

the context sensitive nature of this research which may limit the applicability of findings 

internationally. This is particularly evident in chapters six and seven of this research which 

utilised a uniquely designed project (SBCRC) to explore the phenomena of learning, and thus 

represents a situation which could not be replicated in the same context again or with the same 

population. Leung (2015) in fact highlights that attempts to synthesise or appraise different 

studies using the same system are impossible and conceptually wrong. However as noted by 
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Lincoln and Guba (1985), the degree of transferability is a direct function of the similarity 

between two contexts which are sufficiently congruent; this is understood as fittingness. 

Therefore whilst the findings from this research cannot be used to explore future studies on an 

exact case by case basis, a context which involves similar groups of the population (for example 

the police force in the Netherlands which has undergone similar reform to Police Scotland) and 

a comparable social context such as a community based intervention in a flood prone rural 

community may be an applicable context. The limitations of the study will be revisited in 

section 8.4. 

In summary, this chapter has outlined the specific nature of the research undertaken and the 

methodologies and methods employed. The following chapters will explore insights gained 

about the learning landscape of the IEM practice and wider DRR sector in Scotland, using the 

interview accounts, and analysis from the visually augmented elicited metaphor analysis 

(VAEMA) of the materials generated form the SBCRC phase. 
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Chapter five: Characterising processes and motivations for 

learning in the DRR sector in Scotland 

5.1 Introduction  

As established in the literature reviews (Chapters two and three) learning is essential for 

effective DRR efforts, yet there is little understanding of how or what kinds of learning actually 

occur (Wenger, 2004; Tschakert and Dietrich, 2010; Lotz-Sisitka et al. 2016). Focusing on 

Integrated Emergency Management (IEM) practitioners in Scotland, and drawing on the data 

set of 37 interviews generated using the methodology outlined in section 4.3, this chapter sets 

out to answer research questions three and four, and thus takes the opportunity to characterise 

and examine learning in relation to: how learning is occurring (section 5.2), who is learning 

(section 5.3), what is being learnt (section 5.4), and the motivations and stimulants for learning 

(section 5.5). The chapter then extends into a discussion section (5.6) which explores the wider 

facilitators and barriers to multi-actor learning drawing on areas such as motivation, culture 

and institutional dynamics, before considering whether certain learning (processes) can lead to 

different kinds of change in the context of DRR.   

5.2 How is learning occurring?  

Learning processes were diverse across all stakeholder groups and provide different degrees of 

learning such as learning for the individual, and learning which could be shared at wider scales. 

In the case of the 37 interviewees, learning rarely occurs through a single process but instead 

through a combination of processes which often includes interaction with other stakeholder 

groups or peers within similar roles. In total, 15 distinct and discreet learning processes were 

reported by participants within the theme of ‘how is learning occurring’, and were coded based 

on their characteristics as described in table 5.1. The codes were generated from the examples 

provided by participants during their interviews, and are outlined in order of their frequency, 

starting with the more frequent ones. 

 

 

 

 

 

Table 5.1: Processes of learning in DRR context 
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Learning process identified most 
frequently used by participants  

Description of learning process                                            

 

Number of participants 
identifying the process   

Peer to Peer learning A code which is used when a participant highlights a peer-to-
peer factor for learning i.e. an Emergency Planning Officer 
learning from the work of another Emergency Planning Officer  

25 

Gradual awareness building The emergence of learning through gradual awareness, 
characteristics include reference to time and demonstration 
that mind, attitude, beliefs and, or understandings have 
changed. 

24 

Time layers or historical factors This gives reference to time, historical, pre-existing or past 
events as a factor for learning. 

23 

Through interagency working This code references learning through exposure to interagency 
working. Given the nature of the code, it is seen from the 
across the stakeholder groups. 

23 

Supportive and encouraging 
networks or cultures 

Where the participant demonstrates that learning has 
occurred due to either a structure or culture which has 
enabled or encouraged interagency learning. 

22 

Speaking verbally (sub-code of a 
larger communication code) 

This code is used either on the phone, at an event or person-
person, where the participant references a talk or 
conversation as being part of the learning process.  

22 

Actual hands on support This code was used when participants highlight that they have 
received some degree of regular, flexible and meaningful 
support and training by a particular individual. 

21 

Online platforms (sub-code of a 
larger communication code) 

The use of online platforms such as Ready Scotland, Scottish 
Borders Message System (linked with Neighbourhood Watch), 
Resilience Direct or ScoRDS learning lab for sharing learning. 

20 

Professionalisation or training This code was used where the participant describes learning 
has occurred as a result of a training program or through 
professionalisation of cultures, skills and capabilities. 

19 

During actual response to disaster 
events 

This code can be used either through an incident, hazard or 
through response to a stress or change, i.e. rapid and large 
change in personnel. 

17 

Trailblazers This code is referenced where it can either reference learning 
through an individual demonstrating a trailblazing exemplary 
lead, for instance where a participant demonstrates that they 
have taken a lead on developing learning in an area where no 
prior learning exists and demonstrate pioneering qualities. 

16 

Scenario or exercises The participant describes learning through a scenario, test or 
exercise. 

15 

Funded specialist programs or 
research 

This code references where a participant demonstrates that 
learning has occurred through a bespoke program or research 
which was financially funded. 

11 

Critique This highlights the role of critique as either invited through 
feedback linked with an audit (listed as a tool), or provided 
through legislative inquiry such as the Crown Prosecution or 
Prosecutor Fiscal Service. 

8 

Legislation This refers to where learning occurs through guidance via 
legislation such as the Regulations, Community Empowerment 
Bill (2013)48 Act or Christie Commission. 

6 

As this table highlights, the processes used to develop and share learning are diverse and rely 

predominantly on four key factors, which are often intertwined: time which relates to codes 

                                                 
48 This data was completed between April and October 2014 and precedes the Community Empowerment 

(Scotland) Act (2015) which was passed on the 17th of June 2015. 
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about such as time layers or historical factors, (5.2.1), social interaction which relates to codes 

such as peer-peer learning, (5.2.2), supportive learning structures and cultures (5.2.3), and 

exercising, activities to enhance professionalism (5.2.4). Rather than list each code 

individually, the following sections will explore these in relation to the emergent subthemes 

from the analysis (for details of this coding process, see section 4.4.4). 

5.2.1 Learning over time: Gradual awareness building and time layers or 

historical factors   

The concept of time as an important factor for learning was referenced most frequently and by 

the greatest number of participants from across the different sectors. In detail, participants 

emphasised the importance of gradually learning over time, and the steady development of new 

insights whilst working with other organisations. This highlights the incremental nature of 

time, by which familiarity and understanding is developed as a consequence of working 

alongside other organisations. The following account from a member of a third sector 

organisation outlines how this has aided not only operational ability but interagency working 

also:  

Interviewee: “… We’ve been working very closely with the police for many years, 

mainly for missing persons. Because we have now got very good respect from the 

police and from the SAS [Scottish Ambulance Service] and the fire brigade, we’ve 

been used to working with these people when they have problems that are really 

slightly out-with or require further help. Then we have the advantage of being able to. 

Because we’re used to working with them, we don’t have the problems. When we’re 

having a search work situation, they know how to deal with us and we know how to 

deal with them.” Robert, Third Sector organisation.  

Similar to ‘gradual awareness building’, the code of ‘time layers or historical factors’ distinctly 

focuses on how learning occurs as a result of previous experiences, historical factors or a 

particular event. The following narrative outlines how using historical references with 

community councils can help them to relate to current issues around their community safety, 

and highlights how reflection and appraisals of pre-existing experiences can enable new 

learning.  

Interviewee: “What I tried to do was get them to think about it [community resilience] 

in their own specific area. That is part of the planning process, which is to think about 

historical issues that affected the community and to also think about what kind of risk 

could affect them that could involve them in activating a plan like that. So thinking 
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about have they had severe flooding in the past? Have they had train derailment or 

anything like that? I have spoken to them about things that have happened in different 

parts of [name of region] and then it makes them think “that could happen here”. We 

have got houses at the bottom of that hill or we have got houses sitting on the 

coastline, have they registered with Floodline or SEPA? All that kind of thing it 

prompts their thinking.” Samantha, Public Sector Organisation.  

This reference suggests that it is valuable to consider the temporal aspects of learning but not 

just that of futures or anticipatory learning but the other aspect of temporality which is linked 

with change and people’s experience over time (Halbwachs, 1980). This may be interpreted as 

community, collective or social memory, and represents the shared experiences of social 

groups (i.e. a community or organisation), which are often formed when significant threats, or 

adverse events are encountered (Tidball et al., 2010).  

5.2.2 Learning through social interaction: Peer to peer learning, physically coming 

together in the same space, interagency working                                                                                       

Unlike learning via tools (such as online platforms like Ready Scotland), learning process 

associated with social interaction either from another individual, such as someone within the 

same role or within the same stakeholder group were referenced far more. The following quote 

details how individuals within local authorities use this approach to share practice: 

Interviewee: “Where we are connected internationally, we are connected internally… 

I was talking this morning. I came across yesterday some information about family 

learning activities in [name of Local Authority]. So immediately I got that out to staff 

and said, have a look at that, saying is this something that we can learn from? I got 

on the phone to them [Local Authority] and was down Friday of last week in the 

central belt talking to somebody who had been involved in running a charrette49...” 

James, Public Sector Organisation.  

Here this quote from James highlights the interconnected nature of working in DRR contexts, 

and the opportunities that this provides for learning. This being reflective of a social learning 

process which is “situated in real world practices and occurs through recursive interactions 

between individual learners and their social and biophysical environment” (Tidball et al., 2010 

abstract). The value of learning via peer-peer connections is also recognised and promoted 

across other groups such as community councils who, as volunteers, are continually developing 

                                                 
49 A charrette is an intensive planning session where citizens, designers and others collaborate on a vision for 

development. 
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their understanding of emerging issues, often with limited resources. The following account 

highlights how one community councillor, in developing their community emergency plans, 

tapped into the existing experience of a neighbouring community council:  

Interviewee: “So, I rang the guy up, their community and he said, come along… I’m 

ex-navy and he spent a lot of time at sea and that sort of thing.  We got on like a house 

on fire.  And he pulled up his computer and is far more adequate than I am at the 

computer, and he said “you will need that” “you will need that”. I stayed there for 

about an hour.  And I got every single letter and all I’ve done is…Copied them. And 

so I reckon I’ll get ours in about six months.” Jackie, Community and household 

individual.   

Additionally, many interviewees highlighted the importance of learning from others but 

particularly emphasised the value of physically being in the same space. The following account 

highlights how exposure to different sectors not only benefitted learning but enabled cross-

sector relationships to develop:  

Interviewee: “The strength is about the relationship you have with other people, other 

organisations. If you want to build on learning then one of the key things to do is 

building a network of relationships with others so that anything they pick up can be 

transmitted to you and vice versa. I don’t think learning is a linear thing, I think it is 

something which is based on people collectively exploring how they can change things 

and change the way they operate collectively.” James, Public Sector Organisation.  

Here, this quote details how physically coming together in the same space allows for the 

opportunity to have conversations and connect with other people. As outlined in section 3.7.1, 

interacting in environments of difference can lead to the development of new knowledge and 

understandings. Thus learning together provides the opportunity to share and experience 

different knowledge as well as the opportunity to build networks (Engeström and Sannino, 

2010). The following quote from a third sector practitioner details how physically coming 

together can lead to training opportunities that might otherwise not be available to them: 

Interviewee: “Learning is through experiences… but it is also: talking to people, it’s 

going to the conference at the Scottish Office, the voluntary sector things, and being 

with the groups, it’s sort of connecting with other people and talking to them and 

seeing how they get their experiences, things like that. I went for a two day conference 

at Tulliallen, the police training college for missing persons, and I think that there 

were four or five search managers from [name of organisation], and I stayed over-
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night and I had a great time and I met some, of course, search and rescue guys who 

are obviously trained for missing persons but they are also trained in Anti-Terrorism 

as well as missing person, and so there was talk that search managers would go and 

do the missing person as part of the course down in London which would then 

validate our position and we talked about April Jones missing person, and Mikaeel 

Kular50; we were the main [name of organisation] [ones there].” Robert, Third 

Sector Organisation.  

This quote signifies how, through training, members of the third sector were able to connect 

with other individuals across different sectors such as public sector agencies like Police 

Scotland. To some extent, this quote reflects Beaudoin’s (2007) argument that social capital is 

not just concerned with the social connections and interactions, but that the resources which 

are embedded in the social networks are equally important. Expanding on Robert’s account 

further he goes onto state how the training has developed their skills but also ‘validates our 

position within these sorts of things’, which is an example of how the third sector is becoming 

professionalised. This is discussed further in section 5.2.4.  

In addition to ‘physically coming together in the same space’, interagency learning was 

reported as an important process which encouraged cross-sector learning to occur. The 

following account from a participant within a national public sector agency highlights how 

learning through interagency working is enhanced further via Incident Liaison Officers who 

assist across different public sector agencies:   

Interviewee: “Regardless of your experience… an awful lot of the learning between 

the agencies and interoperability comes about, but interoperability is absolutely one 

of the key things about responding and providing resilience, through airwaves and, 

JESIP, joining emergency services interoperability programme, because it really is 

important that we can talk to each other and we know what each other is doing…the 

fire services have introduced a thing called incident liaison officers and they do joint 

training with the police so that when we sit and we talk in our acronyms, the fire 

service actually have somebody that can translate for us.” 

John, Public Sector Organisation.  

 

As outlined in John’s account, the active efforts required to undertake interagency processes 

work on the grounds of actual interagency working. In this sense, the development of 

                                                 
50 High profile cases of missing children in Wales (April Jones, Oct 2012) and in Scotland (Mikaeel Kular, Jan 

2014) which involved rapid large scale searches.   
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interoperability is not just about operating across sectors, but also understanding the language 

of individual organisations. The following narrative from another public sector participant 

outlines further the learning opportunities of interagency working by harnessing the 

opportunity of the group in facilitating closer networks:  

Interviewee: “As they [course participants] are doing that [taking part in the Pioneer 

Program51] we [the police, who develop and facilitate the training] will develop their 

collaborative skills by use of facilitators to say "right you now realise you [fire 

officer] are speaking to a social worker as a colleague, do you understand that, do 

you understand the dynamics of that? How has that happened, and what can you 

learn from that?"” David, Public Sector Organisation.  

As the above example shows, David outlines that through interagency training (such as the 

Pioneer Program) better working practices were enabled through increasing opportunities to 

work as well as train together. Such learning opportunities aim to improve cultural 

understandings and improve awareness of different organisations leading to increased 

interoperability; as it takes a range of different knowledge bases to support DRR efforts, 

becoming aware of the collective dynamics in which knowledge exists is important for tackling 

sustainability issues (Blackmore, 2007). This code is closely related to encouraging supportive 

structures and cultures as outlined below.  

5.2.3 Structures or cultures that support learning: Actual hands on support, and 

communication  

This theme references the supportive cultures or structures which exist within an organisation 

such as a particular leadership or management style. The following narrative from a participant 

within a third sector organisation highlights how supportive cultures are key to promoting 

learning within organisations:  

Interviewee: “As an organisation we try to consider ourselves as a learning 

organisation …we have two staff development days a year where we all come out 

together and we do the horizon scanning type stuff. Even pulling together stuff that we 

know, but it’s not written down, feelings about stuff, the mood of the place, tone.  We 

involve our board members in those development sessions every year.  We also do 

sporadic practice development sessions where we bring people in who are working on 

particular issues to talk to the team about what is happening from their perspective.  

                                                 
51 The Pioneer Programme is an innovative programme that seeks to create opportunities to systematically test 

and build the skills required for collaborative leadership, and use the learning from this to inform future 

development (What Works Scotland, 2016).  
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So, that could be somebody like Action Scotland or it could be somebody like the 

Poverty Alliance or Oxfam.  Somebody like that that comes in and gives us an input 

into what we are doing, but we also, as an organisation, link into many different 

networks and that’s where we get a lot of our learning as well.” Amanda, Third 

Sector Organisation.  

As the above example highlights, Amanda references the term ‘learning organisation’ where 

learning is actively pursued with support from other third sector organisations. To some degree 

this highlights how the learning culture is being cultivated (explored further in section 5.6) by 

support from other organisations in the same sector.    

Similar to the process of peer-peer learning, participants also distinguished that they were 

provided with continued hands-on support in a specific area of their learning, which might 

include resources or time. The following quote by a participant within a public sector body 

outlines her role in supporting a group of volunteers:  

Interviewee: “Because of the time it takes to do these things [develop community 

emergency plans with the community] I have put in a three year plan for this. I am 

hoping to target the three areas [of the community] over that period of time and be at 

the stage with them [the community councils] where they will have plans in place and 

we can then start to offer them support to develop exercises, and test their plans. But 

that is going to take a long time; it will also take resources. It does take quite a bit of 

time to spend with people to develop with meetings and running through drafts and 

things like that.” Samantha, Public Sector Organisation.  

Samantha reports on the amount of time and resources that it takes to develop community 

emergency plans, which indicates that working with communities can be a slow and intense 

process which requires careful planning. Additionally, the reference to supporting learning over 

time suggests that the kind of learning required for sustainable DRR efforts are very much 

based on continual development. From the perspective of the community councillors 

interviewed, who often have public sector backgrounds and may have served the community 

in different capacities previously, this learning may be akin to lifelong learning (as outlined in 

section 3.5) where they are further enhancing their knowledge to continue their role (Shaw and 

Oikawa, 2014). 

A further area that the participants highlighted is the value of effective communication which 

assisted in supporting the development of their learning either through speaking on the phone 
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or in person. This specific example outlines how a community councillor was inspired by a 

resident in a nearby village:   

Interviewee: “ [name of location] is a very rural area they’re in the middle, they’re 

very rural so resilience for them is very important and of course their winters can be 

quite…. interesting...So they were always kind of pointed up as people who 

were…You know there was one meeting we went to and a gentleman from [name of 

location] talked about what they’d done, oh my goodness he knew his stuff, oh my god 

he was fantastic, I can see why they used them as a kind of template because they had 

this chap that could speak so clearly and informatively and that was really good.” 

Hazel, Community Councillor.  

Hazel’s example of communication signifies not only the importance of sharing good practice, 

but of having a relatable connection (i.e. similar role in the community or region) with someone 

who can be engaging and enthusiastic about DRR.  

Additionally, the use of access to online sources of information was noted as a supportive aid 

for gaining and sharing learning and was referred to across the stakeholder groups. This is 

evidenced in the following quote by a participant within a public sector organisation about 

sharing best practice:  

Interviewee: “We put best practice examples onto the Ready Scotland website, the 

training video exercise that we did at [name of community council area] that [name 

of community councillor] did, that is on the website now as well…” Derek, Public 

sector organisation.  

The Ready Scotland website is managed by the Scottish Government Resilience Division and 

acts as a library of good or best evidence-based practice available to all stakeholder groups. 

Here, Derek highlights that his organisation have contributed many different resources to the 

website, something which indicates that it is both a process as well as a tool for developing and 

sharing learning.  On some occasions participants highlighted bespoke opportunities for 

funding, training or both. The following narrative from a participant within a public sector 

organisation highlights how newly developed initiatives through the public sector have resulted 

in learning opportunities for individuals within the community, detailing the relationship 

between resources and learning opportunities:   

Interviewer “is learning underpinned by resources?”   

Interviewee “what we need to do now is we need to resource it which is what we are 

going to do, we are going to fund it, and we are going to keep on the training which 
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connects the learning now so we can train these communities so that if someone wants 

to respond in the community they get a health and safety package that they do once a 

year, and they [communities] may even get someone on dealing with vulnerable 

people etc.” Samantha, Public sector organisation.   

On some occasions, investment which created bespoke training provided the opportunity to 

support local champions, in order to generate learning where no or little prior learning existed. 

The following narrative from an Emergency Planning Officer within a public sector 

organisation highlights how important flexible methods are for developing learning 

opportunities:   

Interviewee: “…Sometimes it comes down to the efforts of the individuals within the 

community that want to take it forward and they are motivated and they are engaged, 

and they want to do things, and other community councils… to begin with, we were 

really underneath as we were the first ones to do it [community emergency plans], 

and so we had no one to go through and say can you help us out, because that has 

been difficult for us to sort of lead the pathway on that, and just to say how it should 

be done, others will benefit from that, the work that has been done now, and there 

were times when we thought “is this ever going to take off”, but now we are at a point 

where the struggle for us is to fund it now, and keep it resourced, so they are 

challenging us now!” Frank, Public sector organisation.  

As outlined by Frank, no prior learning existed so learning through bespoke training trailblazed 

a range of learning experiences. Alongside this however, participants also recognised more 

formal learning methods. These methods include learning through critique and / or learning by 

legislation. The latter is particularly relevant to participants from organisations which have a 

statutory responsibility (i.e. CAT1), but is also relevant to those from non-statutory 

organisations. These methods include critique, responding to media, society, local and national 

Government. The following accounts outline these examples highlighting the breadth of 

critique and the impact that legislation can have on learning.  

To begin with, the following narrative from a Gold Command public sector participant 

highlights how multiple learning opportunities have arisen through critique, including by Fatal 

Accident Inquiries but also other factors such as structural changes:  

Interviewer: “So how do you learn in your role?” 

Interviewee:  “I think two things really. The restructure [of the emergency services] 

helped. Civil Contingency Act has helped.  I will say fatal accident enquiries have 
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helped. Fatal accident inquiries and criticism…. We've found that fire service and 

police have been criticised…. I think then the drive, shall we say, with civil 

contingency act, some of the reform work in the past.  It's definitely fatal accident 

inquiries.  Criticism, recommendation levered against the emergency services…So up 

here it's the Sheriff that makes the recommendations.  And they’ve criticised the 

emergency services, heavily, about lack of engagement: Lack of understanding, lack 

of operational awareness - both internally and between agencies…. Now I think the 

objectives are shared objectives, as opposed to individual service objectives.  I think 

it's an awareness that now there's no hiding place.  And we see through operational 

major incidents that we are all threaded together. Then with joint criticism we've 

learnt that we're all criticised equally….” Steve, Public Sector organisation.  

This accounts highlights how increased expectation and criticism has altered the awareness 

among agencies of the need to become more proactive in their learning. As this criticism comes 

from Scotland’s judiciary, it could be argued that there is a shared impetus to increase not only 

working but learning together on shared objectives. In this respect, it could be argued that 

realising this new shared objective promoted an alternative response to learning together as 

outlined in figure 3.1. This creating a shift away from the old methods of learning and working 

which is akin to double loop learning (Infed, 2016). This is also mirrored in the following 

narrative by an emergency manager within a third sector organisation which also operates 

internationally: 

“Interviewer: What influences [name of charity] in its changes?                                 

Interviewee: Well, I think that there are two things, one there is the looking at the risk, 

and two is the change in political, media kind of public opinion around what 

humanitarian organisation workers should do. If you look at the floods [in the UK], 

there was all this stuff in the Daily Mail around why we spend money overseas when 

people in the UK are suffering, so I think that is a part of it. The most important part 

is that there is actually a humanitarian need in the UK. So I think that [name of 

charity] as a global organisation has a humanitarian imperative to help people in 

emergencies, particularly children, but in general people in communities and 

emergencies….” Mavis, Third sector organisation.  

This account emphasises how criticism through the media has contributed to how this third 

sector organisation operationalises its emergency management. Keeping with the theme of 

criticism, the following quote describes how some participants also actively sought criticism 

so that working practices could be improved. This demonstrates the importance of active 
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learning for those involved in IEM, where often the risks associated with learning lessons after 

an event are so costly that it is far more important to seek the learning in advance. In the case 

of this account, the participant highlights that through criticism the opportunity to anticipate 

future scenarios in relation to mega-events, such as the Olympic or Commonwealth Games was 

achieved.  

Interviewee: “Another thing I did, is once I'd done all my testing, exercising, training, 

then the operating plans within the Scottish fire service.  I brought London [Fire 

Service], who had helped us, shall we say nurtured, allowed us to go on to observer 

programs.  We paid for a peer review.  So I paid London Fire Service to come in and 

inspect me.  And they inspected me against the lessons learnt log, from the Olympic 

Games. And then they give me a report, whether I'm good to go or not effectively.  So 

again in theory, no one would ever see the peer review. That's a document that I paid 

for, a report I paid for.  An investigation shall we say.  Inspection, rather than 

investigation.  That I freely undertook to see if there were any holes, gaps in my 

planning and preparation.  But that wouldn't be a matter for public consumption.  

That's why I paid for it, I deal with it, and it lets me know.  And again also offers me 

some assurance that I'm doing things right and correctly, but it's for the organisation 

as opposed to my personal own learning”. Steve, Public sector organisation. 

With the exception of house-holders and volunteers from the community, all stakeholder 

groups involved in IEM are in some way duty-bound by legislation within the context of DRR. 

As a consequence, legislation and policy itself can play a direct role in learning as well as also 

providing guidance. The quote below from a UK Resilience Manger within a national charity 

which also operates in Scotland highlights how legislation has provided learning through 

guidance:  

Interviewer: “How do you get your ideas for program in the first place? 

Interviewee: “We noticed that there is a gap in the UK [in terms of young people and 

resilience]…so at the Hyogo Framework that the UK has signed up to, it says we 

should be doing lots about education, and engaging people. But when you look 

across, there are lots of specific initiatives, in Glasgow for example or the ‘What If 

program’ in Essex, there are specific initiatives around engaging children but it’s not 

a wide spread thing.” Mavis, Third sector organisation.  

This account highlights that legislation and policy can be used not only as guidance, but also 

to help support the development of new learning when and where existing gaps are identified. 
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This will be discussed further in section 5.6. Building on from this, the following section 

highlights the learning which participants argued can arise from linking in with existing 

networks. 

5.2.4 Learning through exercising and activities to enhance professionalism   

Learning through scenarios and exercises was described by some participants as the “bread and 

butter” of their IEM training. The quote below by a public sector participant describes how 

learning through exercise is essential for the DRR sector, especially in reference to the 

emergency services, as contexts in which new learning has the opportunity to emerge.  

Interviewee: “It [scenarios and exercising] is absolutely good practice for anything, 

like a major event. You test your contingency plans, because you can’t write a plan 

until you’re involved in a plan, but does it work? You certainly don’t want to find it 

doesn’t work in a live scenario. So, you do all that testing, and again, you find that 

it’s second nature to the emergency services, and you always learn…if you don’t 

learn something from a table top exercise or a live exercise then it’s not a good 

exercise.” John, Public Sector Organisation.  

This quote highlights that John recognises that there are always learning opportunities from 

exercising, and draws on the importance of tools for learning, such as the plans which not only 

need to be developed but also tested. The narrative below from a Community Councillor 

describes that a further benefit from exercise is the emergence of new awareness of other 

individuals involved in IEM.  

Interviewee: “… There was one exercise we did which was called a Viking Exercise, 

sounds terribly exciting, but it was actually, it was to allow me to observe and it was 

on the run up to us doing our pilot exercise, the one that [name of local authority] 

themselves organised to illustrate to us, some of us other co-ordinators, what would 

happen in the event of some big scenario. We had the police there and all sorts of 

people from different departments in the [area], and in fact I learnt a lot about how 

[name of local authority] cared so much in the event of an emergency, they have a 

whole manner of things that I hadn’t realised before. So it was a pilot exercise for 

them and that was quite fascinating and there was another co-ordinator from [name 

of location] and myself ….it was a really good exercise, and it made co-ordinators 

think about what they had to consider if there was something similar albeit on a 

smaller scale happened in their own villages and that was very good.” Spring, 

Community Councillor.  
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Spring’s account is reflective of the increasingly joined-up approach of statutory DRR efforts 

and also suggests that the learning opportunities are increasing to incorporate a wider range of 

actors. As noted in section 3.4, while the social scale of learning in the DRR context is 

increasing so too is the potential to promote strong local cohesion (Tomkins, 2005). A further 

example of developing interagency practice is through joint skill development. This was 

reported mainly by participants representing within third sector organisations. The role of 

interagency training for professionalisation in this context refers to a specific skill development 

in one stakeholder group which would traditionally have been used in a different group (e.g. 

mountain rescue volunteers undergoing police training as outlined above).  

Interviewee: “I went for a two day conference at Tulliallen, the police training 

college for missing persons, and I think that there were four or five search managers 

from [name of organisation], … I met some, of course, search and rescue guys who 

are obviously trained for missing persons but they are also trained in Anti-Terrorism 

as well as missing person…” 

Third sector learning / professionalisation however was not confined to the 3rd sector 

participants as the quotation from James shows:  

Interviewee: “…Generally that business of how people will learn together, it is still 

an area where people tend to be locked into their own processes and their own 

priorities. Whereas actually they would learn a lot more if they had a richer 

experience, to give small examples, it’s not current anymore but we [Local Authority] 

for a number of years had a post for the Fire and Rescue Service, within our service. 

That individual became very involved in working with young people and learnt quite 

differently about engaging with young people, and took some of those lessons back to 

his colleagues in the Fire Service.  And we do some other joint work with the Fire and 

Rescue Service where the mode of learning is through joint working I suppose rather 

than defined learning activity, we do some stuff at a partnership level around 

engaging with communities, and how you do that. But we could be doing more than 

that, and part of our thinking around locality planning is that as well as any 

structures that we put in place that actually are responsible for the planning and 

partnership arrangements, the really important thing is the networks with the 

professionals at a local level so that people without any intervention actually just talk 

to each other, and they just get to know that So and So from the fire service is the 

person to talk to, he or she knows to bring that learning into the community 

organisation” James, Public Sector Organisation.  
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In this account, James highlights the importance of understanding learning across different 

settings and cultures, and acknowledges that in some respects, people can be ‘locked into their 

own processes and priorities’. This is reflective of some of the working challenges outlined in 

section 3.6. With this, James recognises that a richer learning experience can emerge when 

partner organisations engage in shared learning and working environments in which networks 

strengthen and social relationships develop.  

In addition to profesionalisation and training, dealing with crises provides many opportunities 

for learning, and this was highlighted by many of the interviewees who discussed that their 

learning was sometimes as a result of “off the hoof” actions, suggesting that through new 

situations new lessons arise. This response from a third sector organisation describes how new 

learning occurs when dealing with each individual incident.  

Interviewee: “Yes, I have got 20+ years of experience and you would be surprised, 

every time I learn something new each time we deal with a situation and we find out 

that they had this, or they had that, it’s a constant learning process.” Robert, Third 

Sector Organisation.  

As outlined, whilst Robert has over 20 years of experience, there is always an opportunity to 

learn from actual response, specifically when working with others, demonstrating that learning 

is a continuum and is a constant learning process (Shaw and Oikawa, 2014). Additionally, 

given the social references: ‘they had this, or they had that’, it could also indicate a process of 

transformative learning in which new and improved strategies to deal with complexities emerge 

and so does the promotion of new awareness (Tennant, 2005). This may lead to a revision of 

one’s existing meanings or frames of reference as a consequence of new experiences (i.e. 

scenario or joint exercising) (Edward, 1997).   

 

 

5.2.5 Summary of how learning occurs  

This section highlights that learning is dynamic across the respondents from the IEM 

community where participants demonstrate that the processes used to develop and share 

learning are diverse, and rely predominantly on four key factors: time, social interaction, 

supportive learning structures and cultures and exercising and activities for professionalisation 

such as actual response. In detail, the role of time plays a significant factor (as outlined in 

section 5.2.1) where learning is described as occurring over time gradually, building in layers 

through experience or through historical factors such as Samantha from a public sector 
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organisation : “…what I tried to do was get them to think about it [community resilience] in 

their own specific area. That is part of the planning process, which is to think about historical 

issues that affected the community and to also think about what kind of risk could affect them 

that could involve them in activating a plan like that. So thinking about have they had severe 

flooding in the past?” This quote represents the community, collective or social memory of 

shared experiences of social groups (i.e. a community or organisation), which is often formed 

when significant threats, or adverse events are encountered (Tidball et al., 2010). This suggests 

that it is valuable to consider temporal aspects in regards to past, future or anticipatory learning. 

This highlights that learning in relation to wider aspects of temporality is linked with change 

and people’s experience over time (Halbwachs, 1980).  

In relation to the social aspects of learning processes (5.2.2) it was found that participants 

tended to refer to learning through social interaction, via peer to peer situations or by physically 

coming together in the same space (for instance interagency working). Thus, participants 

mostly referred to processes, and in particular social processes whereas learning via tools (such 

as online platforms like Ready Scotland) as noted from table 5.1 were referenced far less. This 

suggests that learning in a DRR context is inherently a social activity. This supports the field 

of debate outlined in the literature review by which social learning processes are: “situated in 

real world practices and occur through recursive interactions between individual learners and 

their social and biophysical environment” (Tidball et al., 2010, abstract). As mentioned before, 

social learning and interacting in environments of difference can lead to the development of 

new knowledge and alternative understandings, values and beliefs (Wals and van der Leij, 

2007), utilising a range of different knowledge bases to support DRR efforts. Thus, increased 

awareness of the collective dynamics in which knowledge exists is important for tackling 

sustainability issues (Blackmore, 2007). In addition to experiencing difference, social learning 

also provides the opportunity to build networks (Engeström and Sannino, 2010). In reference 

to Beaudoin (2007), social capital is not just concerned with the social connections and 

interactions, but the resources which are embedded in the social networks which are equally as 

important as was argued by Alastair, Third sector organisation: “The strength is about the 

relationship you have with other people, other organisations. If you want to build on learning 

then one of the key things to do is building a network of relationships with others so that 

anything they pick up can be transmitted to you and vice versa”. In reference to this quote it 

can be argued that some processes have certain co-benefits such as strengthening social 

relationships by building trust and developing familiarity, as well as enhancing the skills and 

capacities for future learning opportunities. In the context of wider DRR efforts, learning 
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through such processes could potentially support the kinds of changes needed for developing 

adaptive capacity and expertise which are in turn essential for enhancing DRR efforts (Romme 

and Witteloostuijn, 1999). Moreover, as outlined in this section, the development of learning 

through social processes illustrates examples of locality based learning. For instance, as 

demonstrated in 5.5.2, actors explored how learning occurs across their social networks, and in 

doing so how learning resources were also generated. This emphasises how community 

councils and the individuals engaged in governance within them are simultaneously learning 

and building upon their people-place connections (Berkes, and Ross, 2013).  

This example of community level participation within local governance is reflective of the 

kinds of local action which the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act (2015) aims to 

support so that communities can achieve their goals through independent action in their local 

communities. Community empowerment, as outlined in section 2.3.5 is a process by which 

people work together to make change happen in their communities (Scottish Government, 

2009). Moreover, this example demonstrates the local development of process and resource 

which supports individuals to navigate crises and challenges. This illustrates the importance of 

community learning and development for achieving transformation of both people and 

communities as established in section 2.3.5.1. This closely relates to the definition of 

community resilience offered by Magis (2010), which draws on the development and 

engagement of community resources by community members in order for them to thrive in 

contexts of adversity. Additionally, this section also demonstrates the varying forms of social 

capital that can form as a consequence of social learning processes. For instance, bonding social 

capital is made up of the ties between individuals within networks; bridging social capital 

relates to the ties among different individuals and networks that have similar power or 

influence, and linking social capital relates to the ties between individuals or networks of 

similar influence (Putnam, 2000), as outlined in section 5.2.2 which explored learning through 

social interaction and arguably increased adaptive capacity resulting from the development of 

CEP and new relationships. Social capital is thus potentially a determinant of adaptive capacity 

(as outlined in section 2.2.6) whereby it is “the collective value of all social networks (who 

people know), and the inclinations that arise from these networks to do things for each other 

(norms of reciprocity)" (Putnam, 2000, p.19).  

Furthermore, as highlighted in section 5.2.3, supportive structures or cultures, such as actual 

hands on support or through communication, which enable learning are all viewed by 

participants as essential. They do however require a deep investment of resource as Samantha 

from a public sector organisation argued: “I am hoping to target the three areas [of the 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Value_theory
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Social_network
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Norm_(social)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reciprocity_(social_psychology)
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community] over that period of time and be at the stage with them [the community councils] 

where they will have plans in place and we can then start to offer them support to develop 

exercises, and test their plans. But that is going to take a long time; it will also take resources.” 

The reference to supportive structures or cultures is closely linked with themes of  time which 

may be seen as linking lifelong learning where, as the case for this quote, Community Councils 

are further enhancing their knowledge to continue their role (Shaw and Oikawa, 2014) (see 

also section 3.5). Arguably as the social scale of learners in the DRR context increases so too 

is the potential to promote strong local cohesion (Tomkins, 2005). 

In regards to culture more specifically, this review highlights that there is an increase in 

awareness among participants that DRR efforts require not only greater multi-actor working 

but also shared objectives between agencies as John from a public sector organisation argued: 

“…I think the objectives are shared objectives, as opposed to individual service objectives. I 

think it's an awareness that now there's no hiding place.  And we see through operational major 

incidents that we are all threaded together.” This quote highlights how working a revised 

shared objective promoted an alternative response to working together because it required a 

new practice. This new approach created a shift away from the old methods of working which 

can be likened to double loop learning (Infed, 2016) (see figure 3.1). In reference to multi-actor 

learning, this review also demonstrates that learning occurs through exercising and activities 

to enhance professionalism (5.2.4): “Yes, I have got 20+ years of experience and you would be 

surprised, every time I learn something new each time we deal with a situation and we find out 

that they had this, or they had that, it’s a constant learning process.” Robert, Third sector 

organisation. As outlined, whilst Robert has over 20 years of experience, this quote illustrates 

that there is always an opportunity to learn from actual response, specifically when working 

with others, demonstrating that learning is a continuum and is a constant learning process 

(Shaw and Oikawa, 2014). The next section will move on to consider who is learning. 

5.3 Who is doing the learning?  

In order to detail who the learners are it is helpful to refer back to table 4.3 which outlines the 

make-up of the participants within the study and further established the nature of the sample as 

representative of the actors involved in the IEM community in Scotland (4.3.2.2). As this 

section will go on to highlight, learning increasingly takes place in non-traditional, hybrid and 

multi-organisational settings (see section 3.8.1).  In this respect, the response from interviews 

generated a range of codes which highlight how learners interact as different bodies of 

knowledge and engage in a world which is not partitioned by sectors but instead exists as a 

form of hyper-expansive space (as outlined in section 3.7.1). This section therefore details who 
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learns in the context of IEM among the respondents, considering the types of social interaction 

with other learners, and the role of succession planning for sharing learning with future and 

international learners. To begin with, the analysis suggests that learning in an IEM context 

happens through diverse interactions which include different scales of varying individuals and 

groups (i.e. from operational to strategic level). This supports the view that learning is not 

isolated but part of a diverse set of interactions with individuals from other agencies across 

different sectors. As a result of this, learning is becoming increasingly interconnected across 

the different sectors resulting in a more joined-up endeavour as highlighted in 2.3.1. For 

instance, co-learning between different practitioners was reported to be increasing, where 

previously individuals would tend to learn in silos. This is highlighted in the following account 

of working which details a community exercise with community representatives, members of 

public and third sector organisations: 

Interviewee: “Yes, they’re [Community Councillors] very good.  It worked very well.  

There was a lot of communication between them. They understood where our position 

was [third sector organisation]…The whole process highlighted the problems of 

bringing in a group of people who are basically semi-professionally trained to do 

something, and people getting in on their own back and saying, “I think we can do 

this and do that.”  So there’s a learning process on both sides.  I think it worked very 

well.  Certainly, I’ve been back and done quite a lot of communication with them 

since then….” Robert, Third Sector Organisation.  

As seen in the above account, Robert recognises that the community exercise with other people 

led to an increased understanding and awareness of different capabilities on both sides, 

particularly around the challenges of working with semi-professionally trained individuals. 

This quote also highlights how respondents experienced the breadth of IEM efforts through an 

increasing incorporation of other sectors and networks, particularly the third sector and 

community representatives. As noted by Robert, learning occurred jointly on both sides where 

communication ongoing resulted in the development of a practice. It could be argued that this 

occurred as a consequence of informal relations and understandings through which the 

development of mutual engagement on an appropriated joint enterprise emerges (Cox, 2005). 

As highlighted in section 3.6 it is not the external goal to be achieved (i.e. DRR), it is the range 

of relationships formed between a community and their environment that is important 

(Sriskandarajah et al, 1991, Eneko and Stagl, 2010). 

5.3.1 Future beneficiaries  
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A further area highlighted was that learning was not just focused on immediate use but also for 

future beneficiaries. As highlighted in section 3.4.1, understanding future contexts is an 

essential component of IEM, and this aspect was explored by asking participants about their 

learning in relation to time factors. This is important as it explores the validity of learning in 

the present and in the future. For instance, participants explained that often learning is captured, 

held and developed by individuals rather than documented and shared within an organisation. 

This raises questions around how learners across the different groups incorporate succession 

planning to ensure that learning and organisational memory continues. The following account 

outlines how learning in some respects can be vulnerable to change:  

Interviewer: “Through the restructure that you mentioned, did the six employees’ 

learning feed back into the organisation? 

Interviewee: “No. Two of them have retired, one of them died sadly and two have 

gone to other parts of the organisation, as in it was just lost.” Jack, Private Sector 

Organisation.  

As this quote highlights, temporal factors are paramount in ensuring that learning can be 

captured and become part of the employee culture as well as the memory of the organisation. 

This is especially important in the event of the unexpected. Whilst there is a clear need to ensure 

that learning is captured, succession planning requires a much higher level of thinking about 

learning, which is akin to double-loop learning as highlighted in 3.8. That is because in order 

for the learning to become continuous, succession planning requires lessons of organisational 

experiences to be internalised into institutional memory through reflective practice (Rothwell, 

2015). With this however considering future contexts is considered a more contemporary 

approach to learning which goes beyond traditional learning within organisations, such as crisis 

management or organisational learning (see table 3.3). As outlined in section 3.3, the 

recognition of new learning which responds better to complexity is emerging. The following 

account details how Steve’s organisation is capturing and integrating learning from incidents, 

but still acknowledges the limitations of expertise within certain ranks, as will be outlined 

further in section 5.6: 

Interviewer: “Do you feel that a lot of the learning, knowledge and experiences is 

held by the individuals in your organisation rather than captured by other formal 

means?” 

Interviewee: “Yes we are trying to get around that, we have got an operational 

management system now which means that if we have an incident, the people sitting in 

the rescue room will go to work on the incident, and they will give them a drop down 
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list of things that they should be thinking about, so we are not dependent on the 

knowledge of individuals, but we do have pockets of that, my job for example, I 

[senior Gold Commanding officer] am the only one that does Resilience, the others do 

resilience as a tactical level, but they don’t do the government level that I do so that 

would be lost as it is difficult to capture, but we need to find a way of doing that.” 

Steve, Public sector organisation. 
 

As Steve illustrates, his public sector organisation has worked to protect learning by developing 

an ‘operational management system’ which as a tool can harness and share the knowledge of 

others at a tactical level. There are gaps in this however, as Steve acknowledges as a Gold 

Commanding Officer he is unable to pass on strategic level learning in this way. As Madsen 

and Desai (2010) assert a key challenge in the context of organisational learning lies in the 

coordination of knowledge, yet the specialist knowledge at a Gold Commanding level, whilst 

specialised does represent valuable and necessary learning.  

With reference back to succession planning as a tool, however, it does increases the potential 

for other individuals to benefit from learning which can be shared at an international level. This 

is exemplified in the response below from a participant within a national third sector 

organisation who describes how international visitors have learned from their operation.  

Interviewee: “In many ways we are ahead of the game here in Scotland. We have 

developed quite strong networks already. It is something we are asked a lot about 

from other countries. We often have delegations coming and asking how do you 

structure yourself as a sector, how does it work?” Alastair, Third sector organisation.  

As Alastair’s account highlights, there are already existing experiences of sharing learning 

internationally, which suggests that there is an argument for the potential transferability of 

learning to other international contexts as suggested in section 1.3.The value of sharing learning 

in an international context is also evidenced by members of the public sector who were tasked 

with contributing to the safe, secure and successful delivery of the 2014 Commonwealth 

Games. The following account shows the extent to which the DRR sector operates in terms of 

both social and geographical scale:  

Interviewee: “…So I'll have a post games report.  I'll have a legacy report which 

states what the legacy has been for Scotland.  I'll have a learning outcomes report 

which links back into my learning objectives. I'll also have a best practice document 

with venue operating plans etc.…to pass on, to the game organisers in 

Australia…they have already confirmed that they would like a number of officers to 
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fly over.  So they're keen to learn, what and how we delivered it.” Steve, Public sector 

organisation 

This section outlines the variety of ways in which learning opportunities have been widened to 

meet the needs of future learners as well as those outside of Scotland, as a result of close 

working between different practitioners. Respondents highlight that both learning and the  

practice of IEM in Scotland is becoming broader and increasingly interconnected, through 

processes of exercising and succession planning, which in some ways galvanises learning 

opportunities by encouraging or preserving learning for others. 

5.3.2 Summary of who is learning  

This section has outlined the diverse nature of learners across the IEM community, which 

demonstrates that learning happens through varied interactions, and at across different scales 

of individuals and groups (i.e. from individuals and at organisations from an operational to 

strategic level). This signifies that learning is not isolated but is constituted as a dynamic 

arrangement of interactions by individuals from across different sectors, as well as 

internationally resulting in increased interconnectivity. As established in chapter two (2.3.1), 

this review demonstrates the extent to which DRR broadly has transcended from being a 

specific technical discipline, predominantly exercised by select expert practitioners, to an 

expansive global movement which incorporates different groups of society and organisations 

(United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction, 2015). This change in the learning 

community aids further DRR efforts, as outlined in section 3.6, where the range of relationships 

formed between a community and their environment is more important than achieving external 

goals (i.e. DRR) (Sriskandarajah et al, 1991, Eneko and Stagl, 2010). This is noted by Robert 

who outlined that learning occurred jointly with others which can lead to further benefits such 

as “informal relations and understandings that develop in mutual engagement on an 

appropriated joint enterprise” (Cox, 2005, p.1). As outlined in section 2.3.2, varying 

stakeholders are essentially different forms or structures of learners which can as a result of 

their make-up, produce different learning, and learning outcomes (Thomalla et al., 2015). This 

increasingly diverse network of learners for collective action relates back to Mauerhofer’s 

(2010) view on the kinds of social capital which is particularly important for collective action 

and includes, trustworthiness, networks and formal and informal rules or institutions. This 

section highlights how social capital can enhance efforts to solve collective-action problems. 

As already established in section 2.2.6, there are many benefits of increasing social networks 

such as increased trust, reciprocity, information, and cooperation and thus human agency is 

closely viewed as a means by which human agency can be exercised (Ling and Dale, 2014). 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Trust_(social_sciences)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reciprocity_(social_psychology)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Information
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Cooperation
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Thus, expanding the learning system infers that both individual and collective agency is under 

some form of modification, and in so is supporting the dynamics of change which are “multi 

and cross scale in nature” (Brown and Westaway, 2011, p.322).  

There are however examples of where learning has not transcended across scales, as outlined 

in section 5.3.1, sharing learning as a process of succession planning from a strategic level 

across different ranks or scales raises challenges within an organisation. This may be due to 

specialist nature of learning which emerges at a Gold commanding level through exposure to 

experiences. However, reflecting on the issues of risk raised in section 2.2.1, this example 

highlights how challenges in sharing learning at an organisational level may increase levels of 

vulnerability and exposure to risk as a consequence of institutional factors and power 

(Stencion, 1997).  

Nonetheless, there are numerous examples of learning increasing across scales, with an 

emphasis on learners who are future beneficiaries, which to some degree signifies that new 

learning which responds better to complexity is emerging. For instance as this review 

highlighted, there is increasing recognition that learning is captured through succession 

planning. This is essential for the IEM community, whereby expertise is held by individuals or 

even within ranks (i.e. tactical level) given the nature of some public sector organisations. As 

Madsen and Desai (2010) assert, a key challenge in the context of organisational learning lies 

in the coordination of knowledge, yet the specialist knowledge at a Gold Commanding level, 

whilst specialised, does represent valuable and necessary learning. As noted in section 3.8, 

succession planning requires a much higher level of thinking about learning which is akin to 

double-loop learning as previously highlighted. A prerequisite of succession planning however 

requires that lessons of organisational experiences first need to be internalised into institutional 

memory through reflective practice (Rothwell, 2015). For this reason, future contexts as 

discussed by Tschakert and Dietrich (2010) are considered a more contemporary approach to 

learning which goes beyond traditional learning within organisations such as crisis 

management or organisational learning (see table 3.3).  

5.4 What is being learnt?  

This section details what participants across the four individual sectors identified as a learning 

area. In total four key areas were described, they include: ‘developing resilience as an 

organisational practice and a service’, ‘experience of interagency interoperability working’, 

‘understanding of networks’, and ‘how to learn within an IEM context, and good practice in 
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general,’. The following sections unpack each of these areas and provide further context set 

out by the participants’ own accounts.  

5.4.1 Resilience as an organisational practice and a service 

When participants discussed learning within the IEM context they most frequently discussed 

learning for the purpose of developing resilience as an organisation or in practice. However, 

because the roles and services of participants are so diverse within this study, how participants 

interpreted resilience varied vastly from dealing with crises to developing stronger 

communities. For instance, a participant within a Local Authority outlined how changes to 

public sector financing had encouraged new ways to deliver services to communities.  

Interviewee:“…definitely at those times of emergencies we are trying to get 

information out to people, we are trying to encourage people to take responsibility for 

their own…The world can be a bit more resilient, and there is scope for development 

some of these things more. I think they need to develop more. However if they are to 

be developed, they need to be developed through conversation with the communities 

rather than saying we [the public sector organisation] are not doing it” Samantha, 

Public Sector Organisation.  

As Samantha’s account shows, developing community resilience through conversation with 

community members is a favoured approach against taking no action at all, which would have 

implications in times of emergency. Additionally, Amanda within a third sector organisation 

details how her organisation which focuses on Community Development is in essence 

developing resilience:  

Interviewee: “…in some areas the debate around resiliency really focuses on the 

ability to deal with crisis.  Even associated with withdrawal or absent employers or 

what have you, but when we are in a debate about resiliency, it’s really a debate 

about strong confident communities and how we build communities to be better 

networks, more confident, more social capital, more influential and so on.  So, that’s 

really a fundamental part of what community development is.  So, in many senses, 

resiliency would be part of all just about all of the work that we do.” Amanda, Third 

Sector organisation.  

As an illustration, these two accounts highlight the varied interpretations of resilience, but what 

is common is the desire to develop and implement resilience as a service or as an organisational 

practice, in a way which can enable marginalised individuals to gain access to resources and to 

value their own experience (Babaei et al., 2012).  
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5.4.2 Interagency working and interoperability (ability to exchange and use   

information)  

The second most reported learning area came under the theme of interagency working and 

interoperability which is largely the ability to exchange and use information. In detail, 

interagency working focuses on cross collaboration of agencies, whereas interoperability 

focuses on the cross-operational capabilities of the organisations as a whole (the capability of 

all agencies acting as a whole). An example of interoperability could be how agencies adopt 

certain technical language which is understood by all parties during a response. This was 

referred to across the four different sectors, where participants emphasised how their role 

within an organisation functioned alongside others. This arguably demonstrates the increasing 

role of interagency working and interoperability for IEM efforts. The narrative below from a 

Gold Commanding Assisting Chief Officer within a public sector organisation details how 

interoperability has reached high quality standards of working:   

Interviewee: “There is [more consistency now], and we’ve got the people now as 

well…and when it comes to communication with the police, and other Cat One 

responders and ambulance.  We're better now than we ever have been, when it comes 

to operational intelligence; sharing information, information sharing protocol, plans, 

and operational intelligence. We are now literally the best that we have ever been, 

without a shadow of a doubt”. Steve, Public Sector organisation  

 

Here Steve argues that operational intelligence across different first responders is “literally the 

best”. This recognition of sufficient interoperability is also seen within Robert’s quote (taken 

from section 5.2.1):  

“We’ve been working very closely with the police for many years, mainly for missing 

persons. Because we have now got very good respect from the police and from the 

SAS [Scottish Ambulance Service] and the fire brigade, we’ve been used to working 

with these people when they have problems that are really slightly out-with or require 

further help…. Because we’re used to working with them, we don’t have the problems. 

…they know how to deal with us and we know how to deal with them.” Robert, Third 

Sector organisation.  

However, Robert’s view of interoperability differs from Steve’s in that whilst working with 

other agencies is adequate, there are existing challenges of interagency working:  
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“Yes.  It swings between people, between [name of CAT1].  The problem with [name 

of CAT1], is they do often have to change the [name of CAT1 employees] in the senior 

positions, and so you have to re-educate.  For example, we’ve the same Liaison 

Officer for quite a number of years now, and that is brilliant, because I know [name 

of CAT1 employee] personally, and he is very keen.  But it is very difficult on 

occasion, trying to get people, particularly somebody new to do something new.  They 

have set ways or set thoughts on what [name of own organisation] do, and it’s very 

difficult for them to, we need to sort of re-educate them which is a bit of a nuisance in 

some cases.” 

This may suggest that interoperability has increased within CAT1 agencies, however there are 

challenges between other agencies from other sectors (further discussed in 5.6). Nonetheless, 

when participants do outline interoperability working they also highlight opportunities which 

bring about interoperable learning. The following account from a participant within a national 

Third Sector Organisation outlines how familiarity and operational ability has increased due to 

joint training:  

Interviewee: “We’re all mixed up together…we do exercises together, not as often as 

we probably feel we should do, but we do exercises together [with other public and 

third sector agencies] and we try and work together rather than as separate units. 

Although there is certain expertise that they have that we don’t, and there is certain 

expertise that we have that they don’t.” Robert, third sector organisation  

In this account, Robert identifies how interoperability has developed through joint exercising 

with other public sector agencies, and acknowledges that where there are differences in 

expertise this is complementary. This suggests that interoperability is increased by shifting 

from well-structured and manageable systems (i.e. as separate units) to an interwoven network 

system with blurred boundaries (Seufert et al., 1999). With this however there is still a 

recognition that further joint exercising would be beneficial. 

5.4.3 Understanding networks: culture of networks, types of networks and 

understanding vulnerable groups 

A further reported learning area focused on understanding networks, and in particular the 

culture and type of network (i.e. a particular learning culture of an organisation), or whether 

particular networks have any vulnerabilities (i.e. learning about who in the community might 

need more support). The following narrative from a participant within a Local Authority 

highlights the impact of its management culture on the ability to share good practice:   
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Interviewee: “We are not as good as we should be at sharing good practice at any 

kind of organised way….I mean my background is in community education linked with 

community development and this is a recurring theme within that field of business 

where people are not good at writing up and sharing their expertise and their 

experience, it is a cultural thing….. I think there are pressures in local authority, 

where people are just very busy so that kind of sharing good practice and doing 

something for somebody else’s benefit is sometimes a step too far....We are not good 

yet, good enough yet at using social media and electronic media to do some of that 

sort of stuff, because it is culturally not part of the way people work. In fact there are 

all sorts of reasons for that some of that is structural. Some of it is to do with age and 

some of it is to do with working practices and backgrounds…” James, Public Sector 

Organisation.  

This account highlights a variety of organisational learning challenges, one of which is the 

‘pressures in local authority, where people are just very busy’, and that ‘...sharing good practice 

and doing something for somebody else’s benefit is sometimes a step too far’. As James 

highlights, some institutional challenges to multi-actor learning are related to both culture and 

structure of the local authority. These may have implications to social capital for collective 

action which as outlined in section 2.2.6 relies on “formal and informal rules or institutions” 

(Ostrom and Ahn, 2009, p.9). Other organisations in the public sector also have challenges to 

learning as an organisational network. For instance both Police Scotland and the Scottish Fire 

and Rescue Services have each undergone immense transformation (see section 2.3.3). To 

some degree this has changed the networks of individuals involved in IEM which has resulted 

in a large area of new learning. The following account from a participant within a Government 

Executive Agency highlights the particular opportunities that the reform has created for 

networks as well as learning:  

Interviewer: Have the new structures with some of the CAT1 agencies changed how 

you work with other organisations?   

Interviewee: Yes before, when we had the 8 SCG’s [Strategic Coordinating Groups] it 

was very difficult for us, because we are a small organisation so we don’t have very 

many senior managers in Scotland or throughout the UK so going into the RRP’s 

[Regional Resilience Partnerships] is maybe easier for us. It also makes it easier for 

us to people the right people into the right levels.  

Interviewer: How has it made it easier? 
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Interviewee: Well now, we have three strategic groups instead of eight, so that makes 

it easier. There are only a few of us at my grade in Scotland so, that’s the strategic 

level. We have got some more people at the tactical level so with the LRP we can put 

the tactical people into them.  

Interviewer: “So the [new] structures are really helping in being more connected?”                                                                                                         

Interviewee: “Yes, whereas before we, a few years ago, we developed a MOU 

between the Fire, Ambulance and Police Force, on how we would deal with acute 

water risks, but we had to deal with eight different police forces and eight different 

fire services in Scotland, so that made it very difficult to get that agreement 

understood by people at an operational level. But now we have one.” Jack, Public 

Sector Organisation.  

Here, Jack outlines how the new public sector restructures have aided the distribution of his 

organisations’ memorandum of understanding (MOU), a tool which sets out the organisation’s 

requirements and responsibilities operationally with other agencies. As a representative of a 

national organisation, Jack highlights how the restructure has enabled just one MOU to be 

deployed, suggesting that the new structures have enabled a more streamlined way to share 

learning.  

5.4.4 How to learn within the disaster sector and good practice in general                                                                           

Across all of the four stakeholder groups, participants acknowledged that learning about 

resilience is a constant process and recognised its importance for both their own organisation, 

as well as their ability to function alongside other agencies. For example, when participants 

reported on ‘how to learn within the disaster sector’ as a learning area, their responses broadly 

related to both learning in their own organisation and their learning within the larger IEM 

context. These responses would then lead onto how learning is occurring both internally as a 

singular organisation (i.e. within a local authority), but also how they are learning as part of a 

multi-agency effort. For that reason, participants would often discuss other issues, such as 

internal attitudes and values, as well as organisational and management cultures to learning.  

Alongside understanding how to learn in IEM contexts, participants also recognised the 

importance of learning good practice as instrumental in their effectiveness. This is particularly 

evident in cases where there is a lack of resources and opportunities to learn from exploration 

where they are able to trial, test and effectively encounter errors positively. The following 

narrative from a public sector participant provides an example of how learning from good 

practice is increasing: 
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Interviewee “They [Scottish Government] have got a very good website for the 

resilience side of things, and they do have examples of good practice which is always 

a good thing. I think practical things like a bank of exercises and things like that 

coming from a central point for everybody to use instead of 32 different organisations 

having to spend time to develop all these materials is a good thing…” Samantha, 

Public Sector Organisation.  

5.4.5 Summary of what is being learnt  

This section has outlined the range of most reported learning areas, from interagency working 

to developing awareness of networks within the IEM community. The section draws largely on 

areas of learning relating to how individuals utilise networks and social relations, which 

suggests that learning outcomes are similar to the processes of learning highlighted above. Thus 

learning outcomes and the processes by which individuals use are highly interconnected. For 

instance Robert’s account (5.4.2) identifies how interoperability has developed through joint 

exercising with other public sector agencies, and acknowledges that differences in expertise 

are complementary rather than challenges. This relates to linking social capital as the ties 

between individuals or networks of similar influence have the potential to support one another 

through resources such as good practice (Putnam, 2000). This highlights how social capital 

may act as an “attribute of individuals and their relationships which enhances their ability to 

solve collective-action problems” (Mauerhofer, 2010, p.7). A further learning area explored is 

the common desire to develop and implement resilience as a service or as an organisational 

practice as seen within section 5.4.1. This section details accounts from both Amanda and 

Samantha who each discussed distinct efforts in developing resilience at both a community and 

organisational level. Further to this, a key learning area outlined focused on understanding 

networks (5.4.3), and drawing specifically on some of the challenges to multi-actor learning, 

such as cultural and structural issues. As referred to in section 2.2.6, this can hinder institutional 

learning which may have implications for social capital and wider collective action.  

5.5 Motivations and stimulants for learning  

This section focuses on the rationale for learning within the IEM community which represents 

a key question for understanding the drivers responsible for the changing context of the 

learning environment. As was outlined in the literature review in section 3.6, learning can be 

in response to internal or external factors. For instance, intrinsic motivations refer to the 

proactive tendency to seek out novelty and challenges (e.g. the personal belief, values and 

commitment that encourage welfare and the promotion of neighbourliness), whilst extrinsic 

motivations for learning can be summarised as the pursuit of an activity to attain a separable 
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outcome (e.g. complying with government regulations or gaining knowledge in reaction to 

climatic variability hazards). Whilst Hakkarainen and Niemivirta (1999) state that learning 

should come from a commitment to problem solving, it is not always possible for individuals 

to access learning in the same way as their counterparts. For this reason it is valuable to outline 

the incentive dimensions which surround learning and the internal conditions which may 

inhibit it (Illeris, 2009). The current section therefore explores the motivations for learning and 

how these drivers differ in relation to different stakeholder groups by looking at the following 

aspects: political changes, recognition of resilience or through investment and incentives.  

5.5.1 Learning in response to political changes  

As outlined in section 2.3, policies and political measures have a direct impact on the shape 

and direction of the IEM community. Not surprisingly the first key extrinsic motivation 

mentioned by participants was as a result of political changes to legislation and policy. Political 

changes represent an important factor in the IEM community, and as a result are a strong 

influence for why learning might be occurring. This issue was particularly pertinent for 

participants within the public sector as they are most directly affected by key legislation, such 

as the Regulations. Additionally, these organisations are impacted on directly by other 

supporting policies such as, at the time of data collection, the Community Empowerment and 

Renewal Bill (2013) and the Commission on the Future Delivery of Public Services (Scottish 

Government, 2011) (see section 2.3). These policies attempted to form a more holistic and 

effective interagency whole by streamlining services to create more robust partnerships with 

communities and other sectors. For this reason, participants identified that their learning 

occured as a consequence of the political and legislative changes occurring around them. This 

is exemplified by a participant within a public sector organisation who expresses that through 

the Christie Report (on the future delivery of public services) there was a growing emphasis on 

working with the community. As the following quote outlines, the report had encouraged the 

organisation to develop their working approaches to better support community individuals: 

Interviewee: “… within the context of the Christie Report it states that it is important 

to have a key relationship with communities around a number of issues. Beyond that 

because that is a very negative reason for doing stuff rather than “we can’t afford 

this, so we will not do it anymore”, I think there is a growing understanding that some 

things are better done by communities for themselves, the solutions will be better if 

communities are not only involved in designing them but probably in delivering them. 

And therefore if public service was to shift their thinking to reflect that and support 

that... How can we support the communities to be involved in some of that 
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environmental stuff as well, whether that’s litter picking or whatever else? We are 

trying very much to support people who are committed to that area of work, resource 

that, work with them on some campaigning work, and celebrate what they are 

achieving.” Steve, Public sector organisation.  

As this quote suggests, policy can be seen to encourage learning as well as the wider social 

ideals around learning such as public expectations. Further to this, policy in its own right is a 

useful driver for pursuing learning. The following account outlines how policy is actually a 

supportive mechanism which can support and guide organisations in relation to political and 

societal changes, especially where third sector organisations are increasingly required to work 

alongside the public sector:  

Interviewee: “My job is to head-up the Policy and Research Team in my department 

here at [name of organisation]. So as you can imagine for an umbrella body we range 

across quite a wide range of areas of public policy that are of interest to third sector 

organisations. And I think largely it is about just making sure that the operating 

environment for voluntary and third sector organisations is as fluid as possible so that 

they can do what they want to do. And the community resilience is part of that we say 

is part of the operating environment within which organisations can work collectively 

with public sectors at a community level.” Alastair, Third sector organisation.  

In this account, Alastair outlines that his organisation acts as an umbrella agency which 

provides guidance and support across different areas of policy which relate to many other third 

sector organisations. With this, he refers to the support offered by his organisation as being 

about community resilience where the operating environment supports people to ‘work 

collectively with public sector at a community level’. This could be an example of bridging 

social capital which relates to the ties among different individuals and networks that have 

similar power or influence (Putnam, 2000). In this respect, the benefit which emerges from this 

network includes overall support in the means of information (Sander and Lowney, 2006). 

5.5.2 Learning through recognition of resilience need(s) 

Building from this, the recognition of resilience needs signifies another extrinsic influence 

where participants identify that the presence or development of resilience is important. The 

account below from an Emergency Planning Officer within a public sector organisation 

highlights how external weather-related issues have increased the recognition for a particular 

resilience need, in this case the need to develop a role within the Local Authority which focuses 

solely on resilience.   

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Information
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Interviewee: “…community resilience in [region name] came about in 2009 and that 

was following floods that affected [named location] and [named location] within 

[region name] and at that point there was three communities that were effectively cut 

off from the outside world due to the flooding, the communities had effectively become 

an island. And the worst thing about it was that we as a local authority didn’t know 

that they were cut off. So that communication infrastructure wasn’t established well 

enough and we never wanted to repeat that situation….” Derek, Public sector 

organisation.  

This account highlights how incidents such as this one can play a role in prompting learning. 

It is however important to consider the political context where local authorities are duty-bound 

by the Regulations to plan, prepare and respond during incidents (see 2.3.2). In this respect, it 

is important to acknowledge that motivations for learning are unlikely to be isolated, but are 

instead due to a host of contributing factors. The recognition of the need for improved resilience 

is also seen in the extended account below from participants within the private sector 

representing a national utility company: 

Interviewer: “I don’t really understand the difference between your roles: 

Engagement Manager and Stakeholder Relationship Manager.  Can you tell me what 

the difference is?”   

Interviewee: “they blend into each other.  We work as a team of patches across 

Scotland.  So basically, one does what the other, can do.  Sandy does a lot of the 

relationship stuff.  To explain that more, you can hold an open day in the community.  

We’ve done these.  We’ve done quite a few of them, say at this depot and we would do 

different sessions at it.  So we would invite folk from the general public, to 

community people, to suppliers even.  Folk that we deal with in our working lives as 

a business, and then the other interested parties. As well as infrastructure 

management and responding to critical issues, a big focus with the two of us is on 

community resilience, because we feel that’s had the biggest impact on anything. 

But you can invite two hundred people to an event to maybe have a dozen turn up.  

It’s not ideal. So warming up relationships with people is Sandy’s area of expertise.  

She’s a less grumpy person.  She’ll speak to you: “Why don’t you come?  We’re doing 

something a bit special on such and such a day.” And she’ll try and encourage other 

parts of the business to give us a champion there and we’ll do likewise” 

Interviewer: “So it’s [your role] not just about technical failure, it’s also about 

supporting the community...” 
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Interviewee: “Yes, because it all works the same way.  If we can help our 

communities to be more resilient then there’s less for us to worry about on the day.  

We can focus on, or our partners can focus on whatever the main issue is.  Otherwise, 

we’re taking people off frontline duties to perhaps rescue somebody or provide a 

backup service.” Victoria, Private sector organisation. (Emphasis added). 

Victoria’s account highlights the significance of relationship building with both the community 

and other organisations for building capacity, so that in the event of technical failure to critical 

infrastructure (‘on the day’), they are better able to respond.  Whilst severe weather-related 

impacts have encouraged certain ways of working, this account suggests that Victoria is driven 

by both ensuring the effectiveness of the organisation’s operational abilities during an incident, 

as well supporting the resilience of the community. With that, however this stakeholder group 

is also duty-bound by the Regulations (2.3.2) which emphasise a close working relationship 

with partners during emergencies. Once again this highlights that learning can be motivated 

through a variety of drivers.  

Motivations for learning can also occur in response to recognition of the need for greater 

resilience. For instance some participants within the community described how they had 

become a Community Councillor through a desire to help serve their community and ensure 

welfare of their neighbours. As exampled in the account below, the participant describes how 

developing Community Emergency Plans52 (CEP) has resulted in closer relationships with the 

community as well as a better insight into how to deal with an emergency.  

Interviewee: “…It’s a comfort to have these plans, I really think that we [Community 

Council] are in a better place to serve our community, and it’s brought us closer 

together where previously, we had no idea how to deal with an emergency”. Spring, 

Community Councillor   

It is possible to suggest that through the process of setting up a CEP that the participant has 

identified that learning has occurred, where previously it was unclear how to respond during 

an emergency. Additionally, Spring references that efforts to strengthen community resilience 

have ‘brought us closer together’ which suggests positive associations such as trust between 

individuals have emerged (Fazey, et al., 2007). However, whilst this may indicate that learning 

has been mobilised to some degree in a voluntary capacity, it could be argued that the decision 

to gain new learning can be based on past experiences as well as future anticipations (i.e. it 

                                                 
52 Unique plans created by local communities to help organise, prepare and respond to emergencies in ways 

which best support the emergency services. 
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could happen again). In addition to developing closer relationships, it is useful to note that 

Community Councils in administering and maintaining CEP’s are now under public sector 

insurance (see section 2.3.3), which provides a supportive resource.  

5.5.3 Learning encouraged by investment or incentive from an organisation  

Learning could also be linked to the prospect of gaining investment or an incentive. The 

following quote from a community councillor highlights this further:  

Interviewee: “We’ve got a shed full of equipment that the Council has provided. We 

wouldn’t have got it otherwise, I mean we might have done something, but it wouldn’t 

have had the big plan. Somebody wouldn’t have had the first aid training; the 

equipment, we would have had to buy the equipment from somewhere, and it might 

not have been as good or as much.” Iain, Community Councillor.   

This example of motivation through investment is also seen within the following narrative by 

a participant within a third sector organisation. This narrative highlights the unique opportunity 

to work alongside Police Scotland, in which their specific function is distinct to any other third 

sector organisation. As a result, the learning incentives for this third sector organisation are 

towards becoming more formalised to meet the standards of Police Scotland. Therefore, the 

learning motivations within this particular third sector organisation are becoming more formal 

as well as professionalised due to their partnership arrangements.  

Interviewer: “I’ve been hearing about receiving qualifications which can credit 

people’s skills and their experiences in relation to resilience.  Is that something that 

the [name of organisation] does? 

Interviewee: “Yes.  I mean, we had a committee meeting, and part of the community 

meeting was about training and about whether we were going to go down the line of 

specialisms and things like that.  For instance, because I’m a [name of senior role], I 

would go on a course at Bangor University.  Then every three years, you must go 

back for a refresher.  You have to maintain these sorts of things.  The first aid 

certificate has to be revalidated every three years.  There’s a lot of stuff that we have 

to do within [name of organisation].  At the moment you know, it is just your 

assessment.  It’s not assessed, so far as you having an exam as to whether you can 

actually do it.  You attend, and therefore it’s being taught, but maybe not totally being 

assessed. Although we do have a tendency to turn around and say, “Well, we don’t 

think you’re quite up to that yet.  We think you should do a bit more training on that.”  

So there is that. But that is coming in….” 
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Interviewer: “Is your training changing because you’re playing a more specific and 

functional role with the other organisations?” 

Interviewee: “I think it is.  It’s because we have to work to a certain standard.  These 

are professionals.  We’re voluntary, and therefore that’s part of the reason we’re 

training to conform to their level.  Within our team, we have three ambulance 

personnel, and two senior fire brigade personnel, and we also have a Police Officer.  

It is important to us that we maintain [similar standards], because they see us 

working together.  They see us as an integral group.  It isn’t just a case of us working 

with them.  There are Police Officers actually within the team [national name of 

organisation], so we have to train…” Robert, third sector organisation.  

As highlighted, Robert reports that the increasing role that his third sector organisation plays 

in supporting the public sector requires increased training in order to “conform to their level”, 

and that through their training their position to support the Police would be validated. Robert 

emphasises the importance of training “it isn’t a case of us just working with them”, it is instead 

about becoming an integrated whole and engaging in their training and professional 

development. The following account provides a further example of incentivised learning which 

has increased professionalisation from the perspective of a CAT1 interviewee:     

Interviewee:“…because of the criticism been received at various incidents (the 

Galston mine53 is one, Loch Awe, in Scotland as well, where four fishermen died) 

what they [Fatal Accident Inquiry] found is the CAT 1 responders tended to rely 

heavily on the other CAT 1 responders.. They’re not always aware of the location and 

resources of voluntary assets that could be better trained, located, and equipped to 

deal with that specific incident. For example if someone is drowning in a loch, it's an 

open water Loch in Scotland and the [name of CAT1 responder] have got a boat 

that's forty minutes away, but there's a voluntary organisation with a boat five 

minutes away, the person drowning is not interested in whose boat it is.  They want 

someone to come out.  So what we're doing now is looking at voluntary assets in 

Scotland. Whilst  a good voluntary organisation, like the Red Cross will come to an 

incident, they will have the correct PPE [Personal Protective Equipment], they will be 

well organised, they will have somebody that is the responsible person when they get 

there, they will know what their objectives are, they will communicate with officer in 

                                                 
53 The Galston Mine Incident refers to the inquiry which was ordered by Scottish Government in December 

2011, following a Fatal Accident Inquiry by Sheriff Leslie into Alison Hume's death, as a result of falling into a 

disused mine. The report considers several concerns affecting wider emergency operational response 

arrangements by Strathclyde Fire and Rescue Service (Scottish Government, 2012e). 
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charge.  And they will do necessary protocols.  So therefore if we call Red Cross, all 

those protocols are in place….Now I get Joe Blogs, Builder and Decorator and I've 

got a rowing boat. It didn't leak last time I put it in the water, which was six years 

ago.  But I happen to live near the open water source.  So I'm going to ring up and say 

I'm Joe Blogs, Builder and Decorator, I have a boat.  I can't swim, but I've got a boat, 

and I’ll be a voluntary organisation for you to use. So if someone goes in a piece of 

water and starts to drown, I get my boat that might not float, I've not got any life 

jackets -  So then what happens, is he classed as a voluntary organisation, who 

polices that? So what I'm trying to link in, is the regional resilience partnership, 

should oversea it.  So whatever goes onto an asset register, whether it’s Government, 

fire, police or ambulance, from a voluntary organisation (1)  Does it conforms to the 

necessary minimum standards of safety?  (2) Are they properly trained, equipped? (3) 

Able to undertake the function for which they say? Etc. Because that voluntary 

organisation, see what happens if it's the [name of CAT1 organisation], and they say 

actually Joe Blogs Builder and Decorator, with a boat, you're not good enough.  

You're not safe enough to be on our asset register.  When someone drowns next week, 

they'll be on the front page, saying I had a boat, and that bad old [name of CAT1 

organisation] wouldn't let me.  I could have saved these people….” Steve, Public 

Sector organisation (Gold Command). 

As outlined in Steve’s account, the incentives surrounding the community asset register are 

related to safer multi-actor working with community representatives. This requires a level of 

standardisation to ensure that volunteers and their resources are at an appropriate level in order 

to support emergency response. This will result in the CAT1 organisation appraising volunteers 

from the community in relation to their skills and equipment. In contrast the following account 

from Spring, a community representative, highlights how a third sector organisation invested 

in bespoke training in an effort to develop expertise in emergency response:   

Interviewer: “Your exercise was it a table top exercise or out in the community?” 

Interviewee: “Yes. Oh yes, real yes. I wrote out this scenario and ran it by the 

council, and oh they were for it. And then we had these meetings with the [name of 

organisation] people and the [name of CAT1 organisation] and one of the guys 

actually who’s our [name of voluntary organisation] representative on the community 

council he was really super enthusiastic about stuff, and that was really super 

because he is very very experienced. So I did speak with him and said could we maybe 

have a chat. Well we spoke on the phone. He said “Look would you like me to meet up 



179 

 

so we can look at it and I’ll go through it with you and see if your ideas are really 

wacky and highly dangerous”. So we did that so we walked the course, walked over 

parts to cut down the time and he supported me. So the [name of voluntary 

organisation] chap was really helpful ‘cause he made certain suggestions, about 

where, if we imagined the boat was going to overturn so they lost one boy but he 

manages to come off you see, so we did all that, and we had the boys hiding in bushes 

as if they had been down the river, managed to get out, we had them at different 

places and we had the [name of voluntary] people who use their own style of rescue, 

wonderful tactics, people who did it…I wasn’t allowed outside I was the co-ordinator 

[laughter] stuck in the village hall, and so everyone else got to go out in their gear 

and all this kind of thing and so, then we had the first aid people and stretchers and 

all that kind of thing…people had to come in and sign in properly and sign out 

properly and then get instructions from the [name of voluntary organisation] get 

instructions from the [name of CAT1 organisation]. I had to be sure that everybody 

was signed in and out and of course, I had to arrange where everybody would be 

beforehand and then we had a team of five people doing catering. We did a first aid 

course as well.” Spring, Community Councillor.   

Each of these three accounts highlights varying degrees of learning which have been 

encouraged either through investment or incentive via a different stakeholder group. This also 

highlights the increase in professionalisation, but also how the drivers for learning are based 

on the pursuit of developing higher standards. For instance Robert as a representative of a third 

sector stakeholder group referred to the pursuit of higher standards as ‘conforming to their 

level’. This might suggest that there is a relationship between why learning is occurring and 

who is doing the learning, where the professionalisation of third sector groups is being driven 

or even incentivised through the existing standards of the public sector. Furthermore, Spring’s 

account of working with both CAT1 and voluntary organisations depicts that she along with 

her community peers have led on an extensive community exercise. This required writing the 

scenario, testing and completing pre-first aid training. On the one hand this section highlights 

the support provided to voluntary organisations and community representatives, suggesting 

that the learning and the responsibilities which go with it are cascading, but on the other hand 

such changes can be considered as demands on the voluntary sector and community 

organisations, especially as there is no evidence from participants within the interviews which 

highlight any reciprocal activity from the third sector to the public sector. It could be argued 

that in some respects, whilst learning is changing to include different actors the hierarchy of 
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who is setting the learning narrative remains. Being mindful of professionalising voluntary 

services in the community is important to acknowledge, as it can lead to a kind of bifurcation 

between groups of different scales and capabilities (i.e. corporate-like charity versus grassroots 

organisation) (Yarwood, 2011).   

5.5.4 Learning encouraged by legislation and policy guidance 

Data from the interviews also highlighted the various motivations around learning for the 

stakeholder groups within the IEM community in Scotland, and found that it was driven by 

multiple factors which are not easily separable. For instance, environmental issues, changes to 

the political context, as well as the investment of resources and capacity are all interconnected. 

With that however it is possible to distinguish how different sectors respond to certain drivers. 

For instance, participants within the public and private sector typically discussed political 

changes as well as extreme weather-event pressures in relation to their learning, In contrast, 

the third sector along with community representatives (such as community councillors) 

highlighted terms such as investment, incentives for resources, capacity, as well as a 

recognition of resilience need (section 5.5.3) as drivers for learning. In this respect, it could be 

argued that what binds the stakeholder groups (i.e. legislation, access to resources) also drives 

them54.  

5.5.5 Summary of motivations and stimulants for learning 

This section has outlined the range of motivations and stimulants for learning in an IEM context 

among the participants. It is important to make clear however that understanding motivations 

is not an attempt to validate the quality of the learning. Instead it is an opportunity to unpick 

the driving factors for learning within the DRR sector, and understand how current contexts 

can enable or disable learning opportunities. As this section demonstrates, extrinsic 

motivations are mostly linked with changes to legislation and policy which relate largely to 

individuals who have a statutory duty such as organisations within the public sector. This point 

was initially considered in section 2.3.2 on the basis that different forms or structures for 

learners can produce different learning, and learning outcomes (Thomalla et al., 2015). 

Moreover, this section highlights the influence of investment or incentives for learning where 

participants draw on the pursuit of developing higher standards in response to emergencies. 

For instance, Robert within a third sector stakeholder group, referred to this as ‘conforming to 

their level’. This might suggest that there is a relationship between why learning is occurring 

and who is doing the learning, where the professionalization of third sector groups is being 

                                                 
54 How emergent learning is a consequence of design is further explored in chapter six and seven. 
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driven by or even incentivised through the existing standards of the public sector. This is also 

seen within Steve’s account relating to the asset register, whereby community individuals 

undergo an appraisal to ensure that they can be effective during emergency response. 

Nonetheless, the accounts within this section highlight how through the process of setting up a 

CEP or through community exercising, participants have identified that learning has occurred. 

For instance Spring references that efforts to strengthen community resilience have ‘brought 

us closer together’ which suggests positive associations between individuals such as trust have 

emerged (Fazey, et al., 2007). However, in addition to social co-benefits such as trust, it is 

important to also account for the learning which emerges as a result past experiences as well 

as future anticipations (i.e. it could happen again).  

This section further outlined how in addition to developing closer relationships, community 

councils in their engagement with CEP are now under public sector insurance (see section 

2.3.3). This example highlights the support and resource provided to voluntary organisations 

and community organisations, suggesting that the learning and the responsibilities which go 

with it are cascading. This could be an example of bridging social capital which relates to the 

ties among different individuals and networks that have similar power or influence (Putnam, 

2000). However, on the other hand such changes can be considered as demands on the 

voluntary sector, especially as there is no evidence from participants within the interviews 

which highlight any reciprocal activity from the third sector to the public sector. It could be 

argued that in some respects, whilst learning is becoming more spread out among different 

actors, the hierarchy of who is setting the learning narrative remains. Additionally, as Yarwood 

(2011) acknowledges it is important to be mindful of professionalising voluntary services in 

the community. The following section will discuss the barriers and facilitators to learning in 

further detail drawing on institutional cultures and structures.   

5.6 Barriers and facilitators to learning    

This chapter began with understanding what tools and processes people use to learn, however 

the analysis suggests that participants mostly referred to processes, and in particular social 

processes for learning. This implies that learning by the IEM community within a DRR context 

is highly interactive and relies on a variety of supportive and enabling elements. Given this 

analysis, this section explores the wider facilitators and barriers to multi-actor learning in 

Scotland by taking into account culture, structure and motivations.  

To begin with motivations for learning were coded to consider if they were either single, double 

or triple loop examples of learning respectively. For instance, where participants discussed 

learning in ways which illustrated restrictive cultures, structures and ways of operationalising 
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learning (either historically or in the current context) as a single stakeholder group or jointly 

with others, it was considered as single loop learning. Double loop learning was used to signify 

where a participant highlighted learning within a more progressive context, which included 

some critical reflection on larger issues touching on the function or structure of their group and 

how they were learning (Argyris and Schön, 1978). The following account from a CAT1 

participant highlights how developing a Community Emergency Plan (CEP) had gone through 

iterations in recognition that supporting community representatives required engagement and 

structure:   

Interviewee: “I think that the [CEP] template was developed here with Scottish 

Government quite quickly and then it changed and put it on as good sort of practice 

and guidelines and then some [name of CAT1 organisations] sent the template out to 

the communities but in isolation, and we sort of sent electronically or in the post and 

said “here is community resilience, what a great idea, you should do that”…as you 

would imagine, that didn’t work very well because people looked at it and thought, 

why are we doing this?  I don’t understand this.  I haven’t got time for this.  So over 

the time we took the decision to develop training, as really the starting point….and 

then gradually introduce the template as part of that training, so there was a structure 

then behind it, and people know what you’re talking about.  And you’ll engage in the 

process rather than…being a recipient….” Derek, Public sector organisation.   

Derek’s account outlines how initial efforts to develop CEP has underwent change over time, 

from promoting a template to actually engaging community individuals in a process involving 

structure and training. This example also emphasises how learning can be supported in a DRR 

context more broadly, where, for instance, social processes are identified more than learning 

through tools. Therefore whilst policy and policy guidance plays a role in developing 

awareness, it is arguably the learning experiences, support and training which are important. 

This supports the point raised in section 2.3.5.1 which established that how knowledge is 

integrated and deployed matters for supporting learning culture. This is in particular where 

there is a prevalent empowerment agenda and focus on place-based learning which attempts to 

encourage greater collaboration across different stakeholder groups. 

Finally, triple-loop or transformative learning was used to illustrate where participants involved 

clear principles in their learning which surpassed their structure and culture as a group, and 

where through the process of learning, new cultures and structures were created as well as more 

heightened learning opportunities, as seen in the following account:  
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Interviewee: “the challenge for [name of CAT1 organisation] is we knew that when 

we set our one [CEP] up, it was always going to do other things, we knew that it 

would get there but we didn’t want to influence it as it went, we thought we would 

naturally let it take on its own route. So what has happened now is we have two 

communities that have come back to us and have said, “we haven’t had any severe 

weather now for at least two years but we would love to do something in our 

community”…. They have got 40 / 50 engaged volunteers that want to do something, 

and they actually want to go and cut the grass in the pathway, or strim the hedge, you 

never do it, but we in the community would like to do that, can you in the [CAT1 

organisation] support us please? We have set up a neighbourhood fund which can 

provide things like hedge trimmers, lawn mowers, you know small kind of level, but 

we will do that, which empowers them. If you think about the kind of health links, the 

mental health links, the whole kind of agenda to get people more active, that is what 

that will do eventually, we are moving to a different level there, resilience is not just 

about being able to respond in snow and ice and things like that, it is about a 

community being able to look after and helping each other, so that when other things 

come along they can support the community further…” Frank, Public sector 

organisation.  

As this account outlines, Frank discusses how their non-prescriptive approach to developing 

CEP has evolved into wider areas by which the community engage in areas out with emergency 

response. Here Frank highlights the opportunities that this initial engagement has had in areas 

of mental health and more widely: “we are moving to a different level there, resilience is not 

just about being able to respond in snow and ice and things like that, it is about a community 

being able to look after and helping each other”.  Given the debates and themes that emerged 

within the literature review, this research views that triple loop learning would imply that 

through diverse interaction certain co-benefits which enhance wider DRR efforts might also be 

achieved (Romme and Witteloostuijn, 1999). Whilst the remit of this research does not allow 

to clearly investigate the direct relationship between process and the contribution to reported 

learning outcomes, some inferences can be made as to whether certain processes might lead to 

different kinds of incremental or transformative change relevant to learning for DRR efforts, 

such as developing skills in uncertainty or complexity, developing closer social relations, or 

problematising, and forecasting. 

It is useful before considering the relationship between processes and types of changes to firstly 

describe the term “co-benefits”. There is no one agreed definition of the term co-benefit, 
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however it can largely be distinguished as either intended effects, side or secondary benefits55. 

As a broader approach, that of co-benefits takes a ‘win-win’ strategy in order to address two or 

more goals usually in relation to a single policy measure (Miyatsuka and Zusman, 2010), and 

can generally be grouped as being economic, social and environmental (The World Health 

Organisation, 2009). Increasingly, the co-benefit concept is widely linked to climate change 

mitigation, economic and social development (Mayrhofer and Gupta, 2015) as well as DRR 

efforts (Surminski and Tanner, 2016).  

Given the dynamics of multi-actor learning, it is not surprising that social processes are 

particularly important for developing interoperability. The following account from Steve’s 

perspective highlights that he feels this has been a slow process and one which has been 

motivated by different factors such as public or external criticism: 

Interviewee: “We [Fire and Rescue] used to work together on the incident ground. 

But if we exercised, we would exercise predominantly for the fire service objectives, 

and then invite the police along to stand in the corner - they used to get fed up. Police 

used to do it to us.  Then with joint criticism we've learnt that we're all criticised 

equally; should the incident go wrong… therefore we work together on a daily basis 

on the incident ground…We go to the same sets of meetings. We belong to the same 

team at a strategic level.  We can both direct our organisations strategically.  It's easy 

to say work together and get on, it's difficult to do that. You have to have fun, you 

have to work at it.  You have to, so in the police's case, they have brought together a 

joint testing and exercising unit….” Steve, Public Sector organisation (Gold 

Command). 

This quote highlights the relationship between extrinsic motivations and learning outcomes by 

which working approaches across agencies have been encouraged in recognition that they are 

equally accountable and thus jointly criticised in respect of inquiries or media perceptions. 

Steve’s account of training with the Police Force mentioned previous challenges prior to joint 

criticism. This had seen the culture of learning develop largely incrementally akin to single or 

double loop learning. In this respect, Steve’s account highlights how through criticism a shift 

                                                 

55
According to Miyatsuka and Zusman, (2010) the term “co-benefits” appeared in the academic literature in the 1990s and 

generated wider interest around the time of the Third Assessment Report (AR3) of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 

Change (IPCC) was published in 2001. The IPCC definition of Co-benefits is: “The positive effects that a policy or measure 

aimed at one objective might have on other objectives, irrespective of the net effect on overall social welfare. Co-benefits are 

often subject to uncertainty and depend on local circumstances and implementation practices, among other factors. Co-

benefits are also referred to as ancillary benefits”. 
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in how the agencies operate and consequently train has occurred where there is now a joint 

training centre for Police Scotland,  and the Scottish Fire and Rescue Services.  

In contrast, intrinsic motivations among the participants are mostly identified with double or 

triple loop learning, leading to more profound changes and are less based on reactive causes 

(such as criticism). As the following example highlights, a change in culture has occurred 

through an integration of pre-existing attitudes and challenging stereotypes:  

Interviewee: “What has happened in the last couple of years is once we started 

having conversations with the other organisations you start to realise maybe that 

tough macho approach isn’t what is required here. Some of these softer skills in 

[which] health and social work bring to the table are more important than the big 

rough, tough stuff and you start to develop relationships. I think the whole thing has 

changed from the blue light services always having that, “yeah we got on well so we 

will do it well together” approach. To there are actually other people who can bring 

a lot more to the party here than there used to be…”Nick, Public sector organisation.  

As the above example shows, better working practices have been enabled through a critical 

reflection on attitudes, which has increased opportunities to work as well as train together 

beyond the boundaries of the emergency services. Notably, this account relates to the value of 

social learning as a process of social change which can enable people to learn from each other 

in ways that benefit the wider IEM community i.e. through professionalisation or increased 

interoperability. This demonstrates that changes occur beyond the individual (and their 

immediate organisation), and this sees new links across divergent interests, norms, values and 

experiences leading to a common framework of understanding which becomes situated within 

wider units of social scales (Reed et al., 2010). As Keen et al. (2005) highlight, learning in such 

a collective capacity can improve the management of human and environmental interrelations. 

Moreover, these examples suggest that a change in beliefs has occurred as a result of reflexive 

practice which demonstrates the potentially flexible and adaptable nature of learning in the 

IEM context. Such qualities are found within the theory of transformative learning which 

relates to the abilities to develop capacities to be adaptive and flexible which emerge through 

active reflection on experiences (Fazey et al 2005). As outlined in section 3.6, adaptive 

expertise is essential for DRR efforts as “the shape of the global future rests with the reflexivity 

of human consciousness, the capacity to think critically about why we think what we do, and 

then to think and act differently” (Raskin, 2008, p.469).  
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As established in section 5.3, participants describe that the range of those learning within the 

IEM community extends to individuals across different stakeholder groups, in particular within 

the community, as well as learners across geographical and temporal scales: “We're better now 

than we ever have been, when it comes to operational intelligence; sharing information, 

information sharing protocol, plans, and operational intelligence” (Steve, Public sector 

organisation).  Moreover, in section 5.4, a key learning area outlined by participants was 

focused on interagency working and interoperability (5.4.2), and understanding networks in 

relation to culture or levels of vulnerability (5.4.3). This emerging effort to operate as an inter-

agency whole suggests that at least some participants within the IEM community are moving 

into a much broader learning network. This could be as, Wenger (2009) describes, an example 

of a community of practice which views the informal relations and understandings that develop 

in mutual engagement on an appropriated joint enterprise essentially as a learning system (Cox, 

2005). In this respect, it could be suggested that this learning experience is akin to situated 

learning (section 3.8) which acknowledges social learning process and recognises that learning 

is situated in real world practices, and occurs through recursive interactions between individual 

learners and their social (or biophysical) environment (Tidball et al., 2010).  Consequently, this 

highlights the importance of a shared learning endeavour when developing strong social 

cohesion and collective mechanisms for enhancing resilience efforts (Tomkins, 2005).  

In addition to understanding motivations, structures and cultures were found to be fundamental 

for influencing the kinds of learning processes used. As noted by Thomalla et al. (2015), the 

process of understanding the culture of organisations is a critical area for improving 

vulnerability and risk. This is further noted by Werlen (2015, p.17), who states that “…to make 

our human processes more sustainable, we need more knowledge and new inventions; yet 

neither science nor technology, nor political will, are sufficient: in many cases, one of the 

hardest nuts to crack is culture. Here culture should be understood in the broadest sense of the 

word: as ‘the way we do things around here.’” In this respect, culture is a prevalent force which 

drives human processes and to which structure and motivations are inextricably linked.  

The analysis in this study found that ‘enabling structures and supportive cultures’ were linked 

with more intrinsic motivations for learning and either double or triple loop learning. For 

instance, both CAT1 (Public sector stakeholder groups) and CAT2 (third sector stakeholder 

groups) participants highlighted that they tended to learn more from critique as a statutory body 

regulated by law, and that this had on occasions led to a step change in learning where new 

legislation had created better working practices. Legislation in this respect was seen as an 

encompassing factor within the stakeholder organisations which underpinned their work. 
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Additionally, the process of critique within CAT1 and CAT2 organisations ran parallel with 

what participants called the promotion of a ‘no blame culture internally’: 

Interviewee: “Yeah if you've not got a blame culture you will close up completely.  So 

see inter service, multi-agency debriefing, you only ever get eighty percent of the truth 

out of that.  I'm not going to wash my dirty laundry in public in front of other 

agencies.  I may let some snippets go because it's gone beyond the point of bringing it 

back.  But mistakes and areas of learning that I can share within my own organisation 

need my own facilities to do that.  Which is with my own debriefing processes 

internally.  Then to do that properly it has to be facilitated. And it has to be in a no 

blame culture....” John Public Sector Organisation.    

Moreover, critique, for example in some cases through fatal accident inquiry, was nonetheless 

recognised as a favourable process which potentially promoted learning. Sometimes 

organisations embraced and actively pursued critique via external audits from organisations 

which had, as a consequence, led to a change in how they operated. This is outlined in 5.2.3 

where Amanda invited critique as an opportunity to develop learning which she acknowledged 

heightened the learning within her organisation. To some degree, this links with the outcomes 

of double or triple loop learning (see section 3.6).  

The research also found that supportive structures are important factors for enabling certain 

learning processes. For instance the restructure of two major CAT1 responders, the Scottish 

Fire and Rescue Services and Police Scotland has created Local Resilience Partnerships (LRP) 

and Regional Resilience Partnerships (RRP) as new sub structure which have in the turn had 

the potential effects on approaches to working with other organisations:  

Interviewee: “Obviously, prior to last year, there were 8 forces, it depended on the 

view from the top really, about whether [name of organisation] was valued or was 

viewed as beneficial to the police.  Whether it was pushed or whether it was given the 

focus.  Or again, where a community officer would really see the benefit and push it.  

But of course you've always got the flow through in the police, where that person 

would be moved away, there was a danger of the next person not having that wee unit 

dying away.”  

Interviewer “Just on that, how does neighbourhood watch share, or encourage new 

police officers?  How do they know about the benefits of the scheme?” 

Interviewee: “They don’t. I mean yeah we're working at the moment to get 

memorandum of understanding between us and Police Scotland.  And we've got it in 
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draft form at the moment.  Where they, have kind of laid out what they'll do, what 

[name of organisation] will do.  We're hoping that that document will be the way in, to 

say this is what you've signed up to.  This is what we've signed up to.  Let’s both live 

up to the bargain.  And we'll hopefully be able to get that into the kind of early 

training or the community safety courses at the college.” Louis, Third Sector 

organisation.  

As seen in this account by Louis, the restructure has created a more formalised and accessible 

body where previously there were a range of agencies across different localities. This has 

enabled certain tools for sharing learning especially around good practice, such as the creation 

of MOU which according to Louis can be streamlined more effectively: 

Interviewer: “So has that [MOU] come about because of the reformation of Police 

Scotland?” 

Interviewee: “[the restructure]….Well that made it easier.  Because it's easier to get 

an agreement with one body than with eight different ones.  So from my point of view, 

dealing with the police is an awful lot easier now. Because you've got one way in.  

And as well, you've got the kind of knowledge that it will be disseminated kind of in 

the same way.  There will always be regional differences and divisional differences.  

But you've kind of got that confidence that if it's coming from one source at the top, 

then at least there's the kind of back up there for you.  But there were, certainly there 

were police forces prior to Police Scotland who were more supportive and had more 

engagement with [name of organisation].   

Interviewer: “Do you need an MOU with any other organisation? Or just the police 

force because of the restructure?”  

Interviewee: “the police have that degree of expectation already.  And it's about 

trying to balance that out with reality and what you can do.  And what you can do for 

them to make it a mutually beneficial relationship.  So I don't think that we're at that 

stage with needing an MOU with anyone else at the moment.  But the police, because 

of history, because of the period where they probably ran neighbourhood watches… 

it's easier to get an agreement with one body than with eight different ones.” Louis, 

Third Sector organisation.  

It is important to note however that whilst the creation of structures can facilitate multi-actor 

learning they can also become barrier. For instance Community Council participants discussed 

some of the challenges of liaising with CAT1 organisations partly due to the formation of 

Police Scotland which essentially grouped localised police services into one national entity 
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(see 2.3.3). In some cases, this resulted in the removal of a designated local Community Police 

Officer (CPO), which impacted on the opportunity to share and develop learning gradually 

with other actors at a community level in ways which often emerged previously within informal 

spaces. Moreover, as the above account from Louis highlights, the institutional structuring of 

public sector workers poses a similar challenge to multi-actor learning as the nature of career 

progression through such organisations, especially CAT1 organisations, sees people move 

through ranks hierarchically or promoted to different locations. Such challenge is also 

referenced in the following account by Jack:  

Interviewer: “I am hearing that some organisations have got to a point where they 

have created MOU to help with the new structures in place, has that effected your 

relationship?” 

Interviewee: “Yes, it always does, it always has, police change over quite quickly, 

because the way that their careers are structured they will need experience in 

firearms, they will need experience in dealing with riots or whatever, so they need to 

go to different areas of the force to gain new experiences and be promoted, so no 

sooner have you educated them than they have moved on.” Jack, Private sector 

organisation.  

In light of the requirements for developing learning, such as time and social processes, which 

are closely linked to social capital (i.e., trust and social bonding), it can be argued that different 

institutional structures can lead to possible disconnects for multi-actor learning. As is 

highlighted above, the organisational structuring and the nature of promotion within the public 

sector tends to be more vertical and hierarchical than the structures within the third sector which 

tend to be flatter. The implications of structural differences between stakeholders were also 

outlined in section 2.3.3, however exploring institutional structures and cultures in this respect 

further highlights the extent to which multi-actor learning is influenced by certain key 

organisations. In light of the agentic properties as outlined in section 2.2.3.1, such as intention, 

deliberate action and active engagement for developing community resilience, the influence of 

dominant actors such as the police within the IEM community represents a challenge because, 

as outlined, developing resilience involves many characteristics such as social relationships, 

governance and learning, each of which are drawn in through processes of agency and self-

organising. Thus, as Berkes and Ross (2013) outline, engaged governance involving 

collaborative institutions are amongst the key strengths for developing resilience and some of 

the key challenges.  
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In addition to the formation of organisations, the processes adopted can also pose a barrier to 

effective multi-actor learning. Taking the example of professionalisation for instance (section 

5.2.4), participants within third sector organisations reported on training alongside public 

sector organisations and that this meant that they are better able to support CAT1 organisations 

during operations, as Robert reported ‘professionalization with Police Scotland validate(s) our 

position...’. It is clear from the responses that this training enhances third sector individuals 

with skills and provides helpful resources to the charity involved. However, it is unclear 

whether this process enhances multi-actor learning which supports more equal interoperability 

and develops awareness of others and their organisational capacity and working, especially, as 

Wals and van der Leij (2007) recognise, social learning experiences (section 3.5) have the 

potential to encourage multi-actor learning which can either tackle cultural and structural 

challenges or reinforce them. Given the challenges of cultural pluralism through the process of 

professionalisation, it could be argued that CAT1 organisations are still setting the governing 

levels of proficiency within the IEM community. This is understandable (given their statutory 

duty), but it may also set the dominant narrative for learning in this multi-actor environment, 

and perhaps the prevailing learning process within it.  

5.6.1 Summary of barriers and facilitators to learning  

This final section has focused on the barriers and facilitators to multi-actor learning in the IEM 

community drawing on areas of culture, structure and motivations. As established earlier in the 

chapter, the analysis suggests that learning in an IEM context is reported by participants as 

being more commonly achieved through interactive processes rather than through tools (see 

section 5.2.5). Thus social processes are particularly important for developing interoperability 

and rely on a variety of supportive and enabling elements. In detail, the analysis found that 

‘enabling structures and supportive cultures’ were linked with more intrinsic motivations for 

learning and either double or triple loop learning. Moreover, reference to structure highlighted 

how the reform of two major CAT1 responders, the Scottish Fire and Rescue Services and 

Police Scotland, has created Local Resilience Partnerships (LRP) and Regional Resilience 

Partnerships (RRP) as new sub structures which some participants discussed as an enabling 

feature for their role in IEM. However organisational structure was also discussed as a 

challenge to multi-actor learning, where career progression through ranks in some 

organisations means that the social relations, and the learning within them is disturbed as staff 

move on.  

Further to this, participants discussed learning in relation to restrictive cultures and ways of 

operationalising learning which is more akin to single or double loop learning (such as learning 



191 

 

through critique). In contrast, triple-loop related processes tended to have more enhanced 

learning outcomes or co-benefits which benefitted wider DRR efforts. Reflecting on the 

debates raised in the literature review, the barriers and facilitators outlined in this section relate 

closely to issues of human agency (section 2.2.3.1) which is essential for resilience (Skerratt, 

2013). Given that DRR challenges require interlinked learning, dialogue and collaboration 

(Wals and van der Leij, 2007), the question that this section raises is: to what extent is the IEM 

community as a social system, reinforcing conditions which enable or disable pro-active 

agency? This is particularly appropriate if, as Lotz-Sisitka et al. (2016) argue, new forms of 

human activity and new social systems need to be created which can transgress social 

boundaries, norms and hegemonic powers. For this reason, the literature suggests learning in a 

DRR context should be reflexive of the difference of multi-actor learners with regards to 

knowledge, motivations, structures and cultures (Fig 3.1). A reflexive approach also recognises 

that in a post-normal context (section 3.3), processes should be reflective of the learning needs 

of a world undergoing rapid transformation. This research argues that more situated learning 

experiences which are carefully facilitated and encourage the renewal of collaborative learning 

processes, as well as adaptive expertise are better suited to meet the needs of a multi-actor 

learning community.  

5.7 Conclusion 

This chapter set out to answer research questions three and four and focused on four main areas 

of inquiry in an attempt to scope out the learning landscape of practitioners involved in IEM in 

Scotland, addressing: (1) how is learning occurring, (2) who is learning, (3) what is being 

learnt, and (4) what are the motivations and stimulants for learning. It has found that the 

learning landscape of the interviewed IEM practitioners exists as an interacting community of 

knowledge which is non-traditional and hybrid across both multi-organisational and 

community settings. For this reason, processes of learning are highly interactive social 

experiences which are enabled through a variety of supportive cultures, structures and 

motivations. In addressing the barriers and facilitators to multi-actor learning more closely, this 

chapter has outlined how to some extent, processes of learning can be appraised on their co-

benefits and contribution toward wider DRR efforts. Such processes tended to tackle structural 

or cultural challenges which were responsive to the learning needs of a rapidly changing world, 

such as greater opportunity to develop familiarity and relationships with others. In contrast, 

some processes for learning can be considered to deliver less profound change which actually 

creates a more contemporary version of what already exists. The next two chapters of this thesis 

will consider the experience of learning in a multi-actor environment further giving closer 
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consideration to the themes highlighted in this chapter. Following this, a final synthesis and 

conclusion which focuses on the role of complex social process within multi-actor learning and 

its contribution to DRR efforts will be provided.  

    

 

 

Chapter six: What do people learn through community 

participatory interventions: the Scottish Borders Climate 

Resilient Communities Project?  

6.1 Introduction  

This chapter supports research question five which explores what do people learning through 

community participatory interventions, by analysing the learning outcomes from the Scottish 

Borders Climate Resilient Communities project the details of which are outlined fully in 

chapter four (section 4.4) and reports on the participants overall experience of engaging in this 

project as a complex learning situation. The chapter first provides the reported learning 

outcomes from participants across five themes (6.2). This is then followed by learning across 

the different parts of the project (6.3), which also explores who is doing the learning (6.4). The 

learning will then be assessed based on the much larger critical question which seeks to 

understand how carefully designed engagement processes can lead to substantive learning in 

the context of climate disadvantage and wider DRR efforts (6.5). 

6.2 Developing thematic analysis of reported learning outcomes  

The following section details the range of learning outcomes reported by participants 

throughout the SBCRC project. These are illustrated in table 6.1.  

Table 6.1: Themes of different learning outcomes ranked by frequency of most reported 
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As demonstrated in the table 6.1, participants reported on learning throughout the SBCRC 

project, either through: (1) a shift in understanding and awareness, (2) the development of 

relationships and networks (3) new capacity and skills, or (4) learning about policy or a mix of 

these. Additionally, the table also takes into consideration where no learning outcomes were 

reported or where pre-existing learning was reinforced. These learning themes are presented in 

order of their frequency and will be discussed in this order in the following sections.  

6.2.1 Shifts in understanding and awareness  

The most reported learning outcome area came under the theme ‘shifts in understanding and 

awareness’ (see table 6.1) which includes four sub-themes all characterising either a perceptual 

shift in relationships or climate change issues, or a development in awareness relating to the 

community and residents. To begin with, participants who reported on the theme ‘learning 

about the interconnected issues of climate change’ highlighted a link between different groups 

in the community and the breadth of systemic issues at play: 

Anna: “I think one thing that really came out quite clearly in the discussions was 

making that connection between environmental issues and social issues.  But also sort 

of the link between different groups and just really looking at that systematic picture 

and going actually there’s lots of things that really tie up here.  I think that really 

came out really clearly in the discussions.  And that was really positive because that’s 

kind of where we were hoping it was going to go. So understanding everyone in the 

room and how connected these things are - these different issues.” Anna, Public 

sector organisation, workshop two.  

Shifts in understanding and awareness

Learning about interconnected issues of climate change and climate disadvantage 

Learning about what is useful for a community 

A breakdown of boundaries or shift in thinking 

Challenging perception on who is disadvantaged 

Networks and relationships 

Development of new relationships 

Strengthening and building existing work and networks 

Developing cross sector and community linkages 

Development of new capacity and skills 

Learning about the principles and practice of these kinds of projects 

Development of skills (i.e. researcher or community engagement skills)

Learning about policy 

Learning about policy incompatibility 

Learning about new policy or guidance 

No learning or reinforced learning 

Reinforced existing learning rather than developed new learning 

No learning identified
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Here Anna highlights how connections between environmental and social issues were raised 

quite clearly, and these were linked in some way to the different people in the room at the 

workshops. In this respect, it could be argued that having a diverse range of participants 

involved in such a project might aid the understanding of many of the interacting issues of 

climate disadvantage among the participants.    

Building on from this, the theme ‘learning about what is useful for a community’ which 

develops from understanding the interconnections of different issues was reported. Examples 

of this varied from maximising local energy generation to understanding what guidance, 

support and help was available to the community in relation to extreme weather. This highlights 

how learning about interconnected issues of climate change, in the context of a specific 

community, can help to develop a connection between environmental and social issues, as is 

seen in the following quote:   

Interviewee: “The community is obviously very rural and it's restrictive in that sense, 

but potentially there are just a few issues such as, provision of grit for people that live 

outside [of the town], it's quite a hairy area [challenging driving conditions], the 

roads are quite bad, people can become quite isolated”. Charlotte, Private sector 

organisation, workshop two Newcastleton.  

In this quote Charlotte explains how her understanding of some of the issues which impact in 

the local community such as accessibility and difficulties in the provision of grit has increased 

in the workshops. Focusing on the social dimensions of climate disadvantage, the following 

quote from a participant within a public sector organisation describes learning in relation to a 

shift in thinking: 

Interviewer: “Did you come away with any new learning?”                              

Arianne: “Yes I think there was a lot of learning because I came away from the 

workshop myself thinking about, who do you think is the most disadvantaged when we 

talked about the disadvantages? I think we were always homing in towards the people 

that maybe were on low incomes, maybe who would be that kind of thing, young 

families, low- income. ..Then we thought that social housing, if they were to be 

flooded it is not really so much their problem [as that of the local authority].  So are 

they disadvantaged or is it the private owners that are more disadvantaged?  I came 

away with a lot more thoughts going through my head, it got me thinking. So I did 

come away from the workshops thinking well actually maybe I have changed my mind 

a little bit….Although I work in social housing I think people living in social housing 
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sometimes are a lot of better off than people in private rented tenures under our 

regulation and what have you.  There may be more pressure the way private sector 

landlords work in climate change and people that do get flooded. Maybe there has to 

be better recognition from the government and how they would deal with their 

properties and deal with their tenants etc. and about responsibility. So maybe when I 

go to the next workshop I may be coming from a different angle”. Arianne, Public 

sector organisation, workshop one.  

As is highlighted in this quote, the concept of climate disadvantage in the context of social 

housing is challenged as the participant explores that whilst residents in social housing are 

typically considered as low-income, these people are actually less vulnerable than those that 

privately rent during a flood, in the sense that the private landlords have less statutory 

responsibility to provide flood protection than social sector landlords56. The participant then 

raises the issue that this might be an important topic for private landlords and national 

government to consider within housing regulation. Finally, Arianne states that this new 

awareness may alter how future workshops are approached by “coming from a different angle”, 

which implies that a considerable shift has occurred in her thinking about the concept of 

disadvantage.  

Additionally, the concept of climate disadvantage was also contested by members within the 

project team. As the following quote goes on to highlight, the project team member discusses 

how the concepts of disadvantage and resilience have been reconsidered based on the response 

from community participants within Newcastleton in regards to the term ‘climate 

disadvantage’: 

Interviewer: “Have you experienced any new learning?”                                                   

Dean: “I think the one thing that really stuck in my mind is that they were saying that 

they are already resilient and that they want that to be represented in the work 

appropriately, so we are not saying these are disadvantaged communities, although 

we have never been talking about disadvantaged communities we have been talking 

about disadvantaged people which is not the same thing, because there are some 

people in every community that are more disadvantaged than others but they were 

really keen to present themselves as a resilient community.  I think also that one 

highlighted to me the need for the balance between local authority and community:  

                                                 

56 For instance, unlike a registered social landlord, private landlords have the option to take insurance against this event 

however they are not legally obligated to provide alternative accommodation during the repair works post flood (The 

Tenants Voice, 2018). 
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Some communities are very strong and some are very vocal and can take things 

forward but some aren’t so some need more help than others and how do you get an 

equity in that process -when a local authority has only got limited resources should 

they be focusing on those who are doing the best job or should they be focusing on 

those who actually need it most”. Dean, Project team member, workshop one.  

This quote explores how terms such as disadvantage can be damaging to a community which 

has worked hard to establish itself, in terms of its reputation to external audiences (i.e. tourists) 

as resilient. Therefore any project outputs which highlight climate disadvantage could be seen 

as harmful to the community’s own development efforts (for instance seeking funding). This 

in turn has ethical implications for the SBCRC project and other future projects. In exploring 

this issue, Dean recognises the complexity of social relations such as politics, power, and social 

and structural inequalities between different communities. In doing so, Dean makes a clear 

distinction that it is important to use the correct ‘tone’, using such concepts which are 

considerate to the strengths and capacities of individual communities and represents them in a 

more supportive way.  

Considering both Dean and Arianne’s responses further, it could be argued that they provide 

an example of how the participants have altered their conceptual frames in response to their 

experience of the workshops. This method of learning could be considered as transformative 

(as outlined in section 3.6), as participants have undergone the process of using a prior 

interpretation to construe a new or revised interpretation of their experience in order to guide 

future action (Mezirow, 1996, p.162). Reflecting back on the participants’ responses there is a 

clear change in how both participants think about the concepts of climate disadvantage and 

resilience which has led to a considered change in use of key terms. This critical dimension of 

learning through the revision of meaning structures from new experiences can be seen to impact 

at both a personal and relational level. For instance, Dean reflects on how he uses the concept 

of resilience, whereas Arianne’s response details how she might change her approach to future 

workshops as a result of shifts in her understanding of who really is disadvantaged in the 

context of social housing. To illustrate the shifts in learning and increased understanding 

further, the following quote from Roald recognises how the project allowed community 

individuals to discuss issues of conflict in a more transformative manner:   

Interviewer: “What for you was the main learning outcome from the workshop, was 

there anything that stood out?”  

Interviewee: “I guess the thing that always stands out for me at these things is this 

project has, I think, been really good at getting people to think and to come together 
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and to talk constructively about issues. I think there were some quite clear points 

about things that could be done, the community seemed very keen to be part of the 

broadband project which we are coordinating. It was an issue and we had been 

talking to some of the priority members of the community before but I think that it has 

become very apparent that they now want to be engaged in this so that is good.  The 

other issue of the workshop was on energy…”  

Interviewer: “So the topics you covered on your table are these re-occurring issues?” 

Interviewee: “Yes, we knew it [windfarms] was an issue and we had been talking to 

some of the priority members of the community before but I think that it has become 

very apparent that they now want to be engaged in this so that is good. One of the 

workshops I had on energy was really interesting because there has been an attitude 

before that wind farms are a bad thing and all the energy needs to go into opposing 

them.  I think as a result of some of the discussions that happened around the tables, 

people are starting to realise that actually they might not like wind farms but they 

might be going to get them anyway and if they are going to get them then they really 

ought to see how they can benefit from them as much as they can.  One or two people 

actually said, “I have never really thought about that before, that we shouldn’t just be 

pouring all our energy into trying to stop something that we can’t stop, it might be 

worth putting some energy into working out how we can benefit from them if they 

come”. Roald, Medium sized community voluntary organisation, workshop three. 

This quote highlights two specific learning themes, including a ‘breakdown in boundaries or 

shift in thinking’ as well as ‘learning about what is useful for a community’. In detail, Roald 

discusses how the topic of wind farms was somewhat of a contentious issue previously with 

some community members. However through some of the discussions within the workshop a 

more profound level of engagement with the topic occurred. In detail, the reaction of the 

community members began to move past frustration to consider the community benefits that 

wind farms might bring. This can be likened to double or triple loop learning (Argyris and 

Schön, 1978) as discussed in section 3.6, where previously residents might have been in a cycle 

of single loop learning where the status quo reaction toward wind farms was limited to protest 

and disengagement. As the quote then highlights, some participants began to reconsider and 

update their initial opinions of windfarms so that an alternative world was embraced. This new 

strategy does not mean that participants’ values or beliefs about wind farms have changed, but 

it could be argued that the governing variables around the context of wind farms represented 

by community benefits has changed leading to a different kind of response. This highlights 
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how allowing an alternative view or questioning of the initial strategies used in decision making 

can sometimes allow for other options in the picture to be considered. It could be argued 

therefore that the changes to the way in which participants engaged in discussions on the topic 

of windfarms, are an example of triple loop learning moving from protest to a place where 

wider benefits could be considered.  

As this section has highlighted, learning under the theme of ‘shifts in understanding and 

awareness’ is broad and encompasses many sub themes which either challenge existing notions 

and understandings, or develop new learning about the interconnected nature of issues which 

in turn highlights how communities might benefit given this context. In doing so this learning 

theme addresses the value of focusing on specific issues such as climate disadvantage or wind 

farms as participants’ understanding may shift from outright disagreement or rejection to 

realising a new context for these issues, and possibly even new applications for this revised 

meaning in their actual communities.  

6.2.2 Networks and relationships 

The second most reported learning outcome theme was ‘networks and relationships’ which 

includes three sub themes, all of which relate to the development or enhancement of different 

kinds of relationships. In detail they include: ‘development of new relationships’, 

‘strengthening or building existing relationships or networks’ or ‘developing cross sector and 

community linkages’. Reflecting on the SBCRC project overall, the aim was to facilitate 

conversations between, and by, local authority and communities to enhance resilience to 

climate change. Given this, the development of networks and relationships represents a critical 

factor for the overall success of the project. More importantly however, as noted in chapter two 

(section 2.2.6) resilience efforts rely greatly on the development of social capital, not just for 

institutional capacity but also for collective action (Adger, 2003; Pelling and High, 2005). 

Social capital is especially important when considering that it is concerned not only with the 

development of networks and relationships but also as a way of harnessing norms and trust 

which facilitate cooperation and coordination for mutual benefit; important features for 

contexts of uncertainty (Mauerhofer, 2010). The following quote by a participant within a large 

public sector organisation emphasises how the open and inclusive nature of the project 

provided the opportunity to meet new individuals, thus leading to the development of new 

relationships: 

Interviewer: “What was your main learning outcome?”                                   

Bramley: “From my point of view probably bringing everybody together if that makes 
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sense. There maybe was an asinine culture type thing between the different 

organisations.  But it seemed to be once we got talking and got in our groups it was 

ultimately a group discussion rather than one individual doing or saying…I thought it 

brought everybody together because they started thinking of the picture as a whole. 

I’ve been to workshop events like that in the past but it tends to be with other sorts of 

organisations, or maybe go to Scottish Water, or SEPA, or other local authority 

things like that. I very rarely go to workshops where there are members of the public 

there. I almost talk to the public on a daily basis near enough but if I was going to any 

sort of meetings it would tend to be a formal community clinical meeting or something 

like that, or maybe meeting an individual from the member of the public regarding a 

specific issue….I thought, I’ll just go with an open mind and see what emerges. Like I 

said to you at the meetings I was a bit apprehensive about getting collared when I was 

there with being in the flood team and asked specific questions which maybe detracted 

from the project itself but it was fine. I never felt that way at all. It’s maybe because 

the individuals that were there they were certainly switched on. 

Interviewer: “So a completely different experience then for you”.                                  

Bramley: “Yes it was. I’m used to the workshop environment but again it’s just 

between the government professional organisations, or the stakeholders, or whatever 

you want to call them but it’s very rarely a mix of organisations and public there, and 

often when you go to a meeting, for example a community council meeting, you are 

pinpointed on specifically what they’re wanting. But this workshop was a bit different, 

it was open, it was like everybody was on the same level, same playing field so to 

speak”. Bramley, Public sector organisation, workshop one.   

As is discussed in this quote Bramley identifies his learning outcome based on the experience 

of being in the same space as a variety of other stakeholders with an emphasis on those from 

the local community. Here Bramley recognises that rarely does he attend these kinds of 

workshops, especially where the focus is open rather than structured and that this resulted in a 

more inclusive feel to the workshop process. This quote highlights how participants were able 

to create what could be considered unlikely alliances across organisations which might 

typically be in conflict, whereby through encountering different experiences they are also 

encountering different connections (Rao-Williams, 2015). This highlights the importance of 

designing space for emergence in the workshops. Harnessing the opportunities of such a 

diverse range of participants as an approach is comparable with the expansive learning theory 

(ELT) as discussed in section 3.8.1, which outlines how ELT has roots in problem based 
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situated learning whereby new learning occurs through the process of interacting as a hyper 

extensive network (Engeström,  1987). Therefore the crossing of boundaries both in social and 

knowledge terms is the process by which new learning emerges and is subsequently described 

as learning by expanding as outlined in 3.8.1 (Engeström, 1987).   

Such unlikely alliances are demonstrated further by the following quote provided by Lilly who 

was leading on a local flood alleviation scheme, which although a separate project, was closely 

aligned in its objectives with the SBCRC project. Due to this, Lilly became part of the SBCRC 

project team working closely with Anna:  

Interviewer: “So what is the big learning message that you are gaining from this 

experience, what are you learning about?”                                                                                                

Lilly: “It’s bringing, or coupling the resources together [of the local flood alleviation 

scheme and the SBCRC project], rather than them working in silos coming together 

and being stronger together where 1+2 = 5 rather than 3. Sharing those resources 

and benefiting from both sets of knowledge from each of the project, that hand-to-

hand collaborative working is making it far more efficient for both of us [Lilly and 

Anna]”. Lilly, Public sector organisation, workshop two.  

This quote emphasises how Lilly feels she has had the opportunity to maximise resources 

which she considers to have added value to both projects respectively. The relationship 

between both Lilly and Anna signify the deeper value of social capital as highlighted in chapter 

two (2.2.6). As demonstrated it is not just the social connections and interactions from social 

capital which benefit people or organisations, but the resources embedded in the social 

networks which are equally as important (Beaudoin, 2007). As this quote shows, maximising 

opportunities for different stakeholder groups to better collaborate in existing community-

based intervention was reported as being highly valuable, especially for the community and 

local authority participants when we consider the financial restrictions within the public sector 

around climate change efforts57. For instance, greater restrictions in the public sector on 

funding will lead to fewer resources at a local level which could otherwise lead to less 

engagement between the local authority and community (Buranyi, 2016) as explored in section 

2.3.   

                                                 
57 Analysis by Buranyi (2016) UK Local reveals that governments across England have drastically cut climate change staff, 

calling into question their ability to prepare for the effects of global warming. See also section 2.3 and 2.3.6. 
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Similarly, the following quote from Anna demonstrates both the development and 

strengthening of key individuals as an important aspect of the processes in the SBCRC project. 

In this case Anna reflects on the opportunities from working with Lilly:  

Anna: “We’re working really well with Lilly, like that’s one thing that came out really 

well out of the [local]process, is the fact that you go through the process, identify 

really key people.  They’re not necessarily the people you’re supposed to be working 

with.  But you’ve got to almost chase the opportunities and go where the path of least 

resistance [is].  And Lilly is so like “bring it on”, you know, I mean she’s just 

brilliant, she’s great to work with.  She’ll meet with you and just like have a cup of tea 

and have a chat about things.  Like you informally go through things and try and work 

out how where we’re at.  So for me it’s identifying specific people and how to 

negotiate around those people you’re formally supposed to be working with [local 

authority], but won’t work so well with you”. Anna, Project team, workshop two.  

This quote highlights the importance of Lilly’s engagement in this project, in which Anna 

describes Lilly as a kind of “boundary spanner”58 during times where working with other 

organisations felt somewhat closed: “negotiate around those people you’re formally supposed 

to be working with, but won’t work so well with you”. This kind of informal relationship could 

be described as a supportive pathway to enable the project to function as a shared challenge 

such as a shadow network (High et al., 2005). According to Stacey (1996), shadow networks 

are simultaneous and spontaneous networks among organisations, which are formed through 

self-organisation and aid the evolution of organisations. As Pelling et al., (2008) highlight, the 

interplay between formal institutions and shadow networks emphasises how much freedom 

exists to innovate within organisations. Other research suggests some public sector 

organisations are less flexible in taking on new approaches to community engagement because 

of reduced resources or perhaps conflicts in interest. In this respect, it could be argued that this 

relationship became vital in the SBCRC project where formal rules, norms and strategies which 

influenced individual and organisational behaviour in cases had become a barrier to social 

learning approaches (Ison et al., 2004). Anna’s and Lilly’s accounts to some extent highlight 

the challenges of developing adaptive capacity within the local authority setting because of the 

limited flexibility in allowing new learning to emerge slowly for instance, which can have 

wider implications such as community engagement. Anna’s reflection moreover provides 

useful learning on the process of these kinds of projects as well as highlighting the opportunities 

                                                 
58 The term “boundary spanner” is used to describe any situation where an individual crosses the boundaries of a social 

group to aid transference between groups (Hustad and Bechina, 2012). 
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of using a flexible project design. In this case, the SBCRC project has enabled a range of 

participants, some of whom might bring additional skills in mediating between groups and 

providing a kind of external or even extended adaptive capacity for the local authority. In this 

respect, the SBCRC project is essentially a social learning experience, through which, by 

addressing environmental challenges, there emerges the creation of new knowledge, greater 

cooperation among actors, as well as an increased capacity to manage complex challenges as a 

network emerges (Measham, 2013).  

As this section has discussed, enhancing networks and relationships was highly reported as a 

learning theme which included new and existing connections. Often these connections were 

linked to either new ways of learning such as through workshops with a range of participants 

from across different scales (i.e. from local government to local community members), or 

challenged existing ways of working where there was emphasis on how the informal and 

inclusive nature of the SBCRC project could provide a space where other forms of social capital 

or adaptive capacity might emerge. As outlined in section 2.2.5 adaptation is a social process 

that involves empowering “individuals, households, communities, institutions and states, not 

only to react and respond to the impacts of change, but also to challenge the drivers of risk and 

promote alternative pathways to development”, thus modifying institutions to add resilience 

through flexibility (Pelling and High, 2005, p.309). In this project it appeared that such 

relationships across scales as well as within them, are important for developing more effective 

efforts towards developing resilience, where social capital is a key factor. 

6.2.3 Development of new capacity and skills  

The third most reported learning outcome theme is represented by the ‘development of new 

capacity and skills’, which includes specifically the ‘development of skills (i.e. researcher or 

community engagement skills) or ‘learning about the principles and practices of doing these 

kinds of projects’59. The following quote from a participant within the community of Peebles 

highlights how she has gained an insight into an action-based project:  

Interviewer: “So what was your main kind of learning areas?”                                        

Samantha: “Well we are working on our own project in Peebles where we are trying 

an idea out and thinking, "Oh, is this going to work, is it not going to work?" so it was 

really interesting to get involved in this project which seems to be “let's go in first, on 

the ground and get these opinions and then shape something out of that”.  So it was 

                                                 
59 This learning theme specifically relates to the SBCRC objective which aims to test a process for building community 

resilience for climate disadvantage that can be applied elsewhere.   
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quite refreshing actually. At first, I admit, I thought, "Ooh, there's not much structure 

to this workshop". But then, it, sort of emerged, as we went along, and I was like, 

actually I see what you're doing here…so to see how it kicks off on the ground and 

you could define that structure, I found that very helpful”.  Samantha, Peebles 

resident, workshop one.  

This quote suggests that through participating in the project Samantha has been exposed to how 

such projects could be designed and implemented. In detail, this quote highlights how she felt 

some uncertainty in how the project was beginning to unfold but later realised that the 

perceived lack of structure was an important element to allow issues to emerge. This reference 

to learning was based on Samantha’s experience during a workshop, however there were 

additional learning opportunities out-with the formal space of the project. In this case Samantha 

was involved in collecting local data on residents at risk of flooding in the community. As 

highlighted in chapter four (section 4.4.2) participants were also interviewed in-between the 

workshops to uncover whether any learning had taken place. The following quote from 

Samantha this time highlights how she also benefitted from informal research training in which 

she developed specific skills as a result of engaging in the project:  

Samantha: “With [others] I am getting involved in the data collection, that was really 

good, because you go out and while we initially thought it was awkward, going round, 

knocking on doors and asking people's opinions, it really wasn't and it was quite nice 

to think that people were very willing to get involved and talk about stuff [flooding 

and issues related to climate disadvantage], so that was good.  That community 

connection and group interest I found rewarding.                                                                                                       

Interviewer: Have you experienced this before?                                                                  

Samantha: No, no I've never done it before.  I just think it needs a bit of confidence, 

sadly, to think, actually you can just go up and approach people and, you know, 

maybe only speak with them for a few minutes but, the themes very clearly start 

showing when you speak to people from the same areas”. Samantha, Peebles resident, 

between workshop two and three.  

As seen in the above quote the participant, Samantha, acknowledges that there has been 

learning throughout the project, both in the workshops and in relation to activities between 

workshops which has provided opportunities that she might not have otherwise had. This 

relates to the sub theme ‘development of skills’ where Samantha details how she developed 

confidence and research skills in working with issues around flooding and wider climate 

change projects. Samantha then goes onto distinguish how her experience in the project has 
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developed confidence which could be described as a level of empowerment. Engaging with the 

community was an important factor in this project, and this is highlighted by the levels of 

learning which emerged from both formal and informal space (i.e. within and between 

workshops as outlined in section 4.4.2). Providing learning through these spaces was especially 

important where individuals could in some cases require significant support in order to 

effectively engage in a project. This allowed for new knowledge and learning to emerge within 

the different communities involved. In doing so, some of the learning within this SBCRC 

project enabled networks within the community to strengthen (see 2.2.5). This could be seen 

as an adaptation exercise which attempted to reconfigure the roles and relationships between 

dynamic networks in an effort to modify institutions rather than reinforce existing system 

stability (Pelling and High 2005). Empowerment as outlined in section 2.2.5 is closely linked 

to resilience and is necessary for adaptation. It is therefore an important tool for enabling 

individuals to gain access to resources by enabling under-resourced individuals to participate, 

negotiate and influence control as well as hold accountable the institutions that affect their lives 

(Babaei et al., 2012). The question that this then raises is: whether empowerment is an outcome 

of learning, the process by which one learns or both.  

The development of skills and capacities as well as the understanding of the principles and 

practice of being able to engage in such projects is going to be increasingly required if we are 

to grasp the opportunities which underpin this period of complexity (Sardar, 2010). 

Understanding the need to work with diverse resources and capacities was an essential 

consideration within the design of the SBCRC project which included both obvious capacities 

such as financial and resource capacities as well as less obvious ones such as political and 

cultural capital. For example, as highlighted in recent research, local authorities tend to be more 

reactive than proactive in their approaches to climate adaptation, which are often framed within 

local economic and development priorities (Kythreotis and Bristow, 2017). Such approaches 

affect local capacity to plan for future climate impacts compared to proactive and longer term 

efforts. It is useful at this stage to consider the dynamics of learning. For instance this project 

encouraged community individuals to develop skills and capacities as is highlighted from the 

above quote by Samantha. Thus on the one hand the community were being encouraged. 

However on the other hand participants acknowledged the local authority were experiencing a 

middle squeeze effect where they are squeezed by local demands and scrutinised by upper 

levels of governments (Lidström and Roos, 2016). The following quote highlights how this 

squeeze, as described by a Public Sector participant, can impact on learning for different 

stakeholder groups:  
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Interviewer: “What learning is coming out of this project for you?”                                  

Linda: “I think we weren’t entirely clear or didn’t quite understand the pressures that 

are on the opposite end of the kind of organisational scale sort of thing. We are 

completely, absolutely and utterly as a local authority focused on efficiency and 

output. You know, what are we going to get out of it? If we are going to put time into 

this, we need to be really clear that we know how it is going to benefit us as we go 

through the project, about what we are going to get at the end of it and I think there is 

differences in understanding the academics’ perspective which is you, your end of it 

and [name of other participant]are very keen to get a methodology and a learning 

process and we are kind of saying well, we have been working with communities 

forever and we kind of know what the processes is and processes are there. It’s trying 

to reconcile with two different ends of that understanding.” 

Interviewer: “That’s good.”                                                                                   

Linda: “And I began to really realise I think that the perspective that you and [name 

of participant] and [name of participant] have on it as well is more of a longer term, 

ongoing how can we evolve this thing, whereas we are in the business where we want 

fast stuff, we want it short, we want it sharp, we want it delivered really quickly 

because we are under such constant pressure. And I think that’s been a really 

interesting thing to see evolving and I think people are beginning to get each other’s 

perspective on it, but it was quite difficult to start off with”. Linda, Public sector, 

workshop two.   

Similar to Linda’s reflections on the SBCRC project, Bramley’s account also highlights the 

nature of public sector working in relation to outcomes and specific objectives:  

Interviewee: “I felt that at the workshop it was a little bit, we were having good 

discussions about this, that and the other but we were not really sure what we were 

meant to achieve, or where we were trying to head. If that makes sense, that would be 

the biggest thing. I know it’s difficult to try and tell that through your discussions we 

want you to try and aim at this, this or this, or something like that. I don’t know how 

you could achieve that but I found although we were having good discussions, there 

was good points getting raised but we weren’t really sure what the end game was. 

Interviewer: “Is the ‘end game’ or aim important for you in your role? Do you have 

to be quite specific…?” 

Interviewee: “It is yes. I need an objective”. Bramley, Public Sector organisation.  
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As the above quotes highlight, Linda describes the involvement of the local authority in the 

project which brings to light some of the existing pressures of working with a public sector 

organisation in a process such as that of the SBCRC. Building on from this, Bramley’s account 

whilst recognising that good conversations and points were being raised, suggests that a clearer 

objective of the SBCRC was perhaps more valuable than the project as a process. As noted in 

chapter three (section 3.8) there are particular institutional constraints within different settings 

like local authorities which do not necessarily embrace the learning culture needed to face the 

climate challenges of tomorrow. The above quote from Linda describes learning within such 

‘a squeeze culture’ (Lidström and Roos, 2016) which raises questions around learning and the 

governance of the system which the SBCRC project is linked to. Additionally, there is a 

question as to what extent the current focus of the local authority on short term priority goals 

can allow for engagement in dynamic learning opportunities such as action based research and 

interaction in longer term efforts with community stakeholders. In this light, it could be argued 

that to some degree whilst the development of new capacity and skills is enhancing social 

capital for collective change (especially from the community as seen in Samantha’s quote), a 

project such as this may not increase institutional capacity for change. As outlined in 2.2.6, 

adaptive capacity is the ability or potential of a system to evolve in order to accommodate 

change and expand the range of variability with which it can cope (Adger, 2006). This disparity 

highlights the difference in adaptive capacity of the different stakeholder groups, suggesting 

that the community as a stakeholder group is potentially more agile than stakeholders within 

some public sector organisations which may operate with specific constraints.   

6.2.4 Learning about policy  

This penultimate theme from table 6.1 represents the least reported learning outcome from 

participants and includes both learning about policy in general, and learning about policy 

incompatibility. Considering the latter sub theme first, the following quote from a participant 

within a national public sector organisation outlines some of the incompatibility of key policies 

and how these conflict with issues wider than just flooding:   

Interviewer: “Did you come away with a key learning message from the workshop?” 

Heather: “I think what the workshop made me think is that there are a lot of different 

causes which are saying that they are for x environmental purpose or to support x but 

they are not joined  up and there is other legislation which then prevents that actually 

being undertaken. This maybe highlights that we need to think a bit wider than exactly 

flooding, you can’t just talk about flooding – you can undertake action to mitigate on 

flooding but you have to understand what those actions might mean for a wider 
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concept. And if there are things which are not necessarily considered best 

environmental practice at the moment, but actually in a long term view their impact 

on the environment would not be that great and would allow for greater participation 

or change to be allowed”. Heather, Public sector organisation, post workshop one. 

As the above quote highlights, Heather references the conflict between how different policies 

interact with each other due to a lack of joined-up legislation and which can in cases lead to a 

narrow response to issues such as flooding. Heather goes onto suggest that policy needs to 

respond in a more interconnected way to effectively tackle climate issues, and this sometimes 

means weighing up the long term benefits rather than the short term costs. The following 

participant also details how she learnt about new policy or guidance from interacting in the 

workshop:  

Interviewer: “Did you hear Bramley talk about what the Scottish Government is 

trying to do around flood insurance? Was that new information for you?                          

Arianne: Yeah, I thought that was really good because I have always, personally, felt 

that those people that are being regularly flooded, the government should provide for 

those people… That was the first time I'd heard about it, yes”. Arianne, Public sector 

organisation, workshop three. 

Here Arianne, whilst also part of a large public sector organisation, outlines how she was first 

made aware of the Scottish Government flood insurance scheme in the workshops. In total, 

only two participants made reference to policy as a learning area, but both had strategic roles 

within both national and regional public sector organisations. Whilst it could be argued that the 

implication of their learning has the potential to make a wider impact in both their work and 

within their organisations due to their strategic roles, this section might also suggest that policy 

audiences for a process such as this are limited to those that have a statutory responsibility in 

their role and engage with policy as part of their profession. Reflecting on the increasingly 

integrated and engaged approaches within the private, public and third sector in support of civic 

safety, especially in regards to the empowerment and localisation agenda as outlined in section 

2.3.4, the limited response of learning about policy by other participants highlights some of the 

challenges of future policy development in taking a localised approach. For instance, the wider 

objectives of Scottish Government policy relating to Community Learning and Development 

(CLD) encourage approaches which enable active community participation in the planning and 

delivery of services (Scottish Government, 2012c), yet there is little emphasis on inter-

disciplinary or multi-actor learning within the CLD or DRR specific policy (2.3.5.1).    
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6.2.5 No new learning identified / reinforced existing learning  

This final code was used to understand to what extent new learning was being experienced by 

participants or whether what emerged from the project enforced pre-existing learning. As 

outlined in chapter four (4.4.5.2), participants in some cases also provided repeat interviews. 

In this case the interviews explored how this learning might have developed further on in the 

project in order to understand the real contribution of learning. The following quote highlights 

how the SBCRC project led to reinforced learning for one participant:   

Interviewer: “So have you gained any new learning?”                                                      

Roald: “No it’s reinforced things rather than creating something new.  I think it just 

shows what can be achieved when you have some degree of facilitation available, if 

there is somebody whose job it is to pull workshops together and to write them up and 

to feedback, if somebody has got that job then things happened and things change and 

it fully emphasises how important it is that we try to find a way of having more of that 

because I think that the communities that we have been working with in Peebles, 

Hawick and Newcastelton have benefited to some extent from the Joseph Rowntree 

funded project and a lot of other communities out there who need to through the same 

sort of process and there is nobody there to help them and I think we need to carry on 

lobbying very hard to find ways of offering the same sorts of support across the 

board”. Roald, Project team member, workshop three.  

Whilst it could be argued that this quote also references ‘learning about the principles and 

practices of doing these kinds of projects’: (‘it just shows what can be done when you have 

some degree of facilitation available’), Roald makes a clear distinction that at this stage the 

project has reinforced previous learning rather than created new learning. This suggests that 

the participant has existing experience of working within such contexts to observe that the three 

communities have benefitted from being involved in the SBCRC project. In this respect, the 

participant (as noted in chapter three, section 3.7) acknowledges the continuation of their 

learning over time is important. Similarly, the following quote provided by Christopher 

recognises that existing learning has been reinforced rather than created:  

Interviewer: “Did you come away with any new learning?”                                     

Christopher: “We came away with our opinions reinforced that local people have 

really only cared about local issues, understandably so, and the whole focus of it is on 

these local issues.  They think we don’t understand their local issues and they 

certainly don’t understand our strategic issues, given that there are sixty-nine 
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community councils [in the local authority area], so it’s just a conflict of interest that 

keeps appearing. The good thing in this one was there was more of the local people 

turned up which was a big improvement, and they were prepared to talk more openly 

about their issues, but at my table they just couldn’t grasp the bigger picture why the 

local authorities didn’t focus on them. And I kept trying to explain this more strategic 

view but it was falling on deaf ears, understandably, because all communities are 

focussed on themselves”. Christopher, Public sector organisation, workshop three.  

Whilst both quotes acknowledge that reinforced rather than new learning has occurred, there is 

a distinct difference in how the learning has been reflected upon. For instance, Roald discusses 

how the SBCRC project has highlighted how other communities could benefit from this kind 

of support, whereas Christopher’s account of the workshop illustrated how he felt the 

community did not understand his view which. This may in part relate to their different position 

in relation to the projects and or their role. This leads us to question the ability and effectiveness 

of projects which have the intention of facilitating learning, but in some cases can enforce 

existing frames of reference which may not be helpful for creating the right kinds of conditions 

to support and develop adaptive capacity (Adger, 2006). These issues also relate to concerns 

raised in section 4.7.2 which highlight the ethical challenges relating to the dynamics of power 

relations between different groups such as existing tensions (Banks et al., 2013).  

In addition to reinforced learning, some participants also stated that ‘no learning’ had occurred, 

but made inferences that perhaps their experience of the SBCRC project might lead to learning 

in the future:  

Sarah: “No I didn’t come away with any learning but whilst I didn’t see a result from 

this one [workshop two], I can see how we might get a result from the third 

workshop”. Private sector organisation, workshop two.  

In this respect, whilst Roald, Sarah and Christopher all report that no learning has occurred, 

they do reference pre-existing and anticipated possible future learning. This suggests that whilst 

the workshops might not have resulted in actual learning outcomes they reinforced past, or 

potentially initiated future learning experiences.  

6.3 Learning outcomes and the relationship with the project as a process: when is the 

learning occurring?  
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A further useful aspect to understand is where in the project the learning emerged from, not 

only in relation to the schedule of workshops but the activities in between these workshops60 

as outlined in section 4.4.2. Whilst taking into account the limitations of tracking learning 

through an ongoing action research project (section 4.4.5.1), table 6.2 highlights that the 

learning outcomes reported varied considerably across time. Moreover, as table 6.2 outlines 

the learning varied across time where most learning was reported post workshop one, followed 

by workshop three and the least after two.  

 

 

 

 

 Table 6.2 Relationship between learning outcomes and the workshops. 

Shifts in understanding and awareness 
Pre 
WS  

WS
1  

WS
2  

WS
3 

Learning about interconnected issues of climate change and climate 
disadvantage  0 10 0 0 

Learning about what is useful for a community  0 10 11 9 

A breakdown of boundaries or shift in thinking  0 24 8 17 

Challenging perception on who is disadvantaged  0 14 5 9 

Networks and relationships          

Development of new relationships  1 22 7 13 

Strengthening and building existing work and networks  1 4 6 5 

Developing cross sector and community linkages  1 5 2 10 

Development of new capacity and skills          

Learning about the principles and practice of these kinds of projects  1 51 20 17 

Development of skills (i.e. researcher or community engagement skills) 0 18 5 8 

Learning about policy          

Learning about policy incompatibility  0 0 1 2 

Learning about new policy or guidance  0 1 2 0 

No learning or reinforced learning          

Reinforced existing learning rather than developed new learning  0 0 0 3 

No learning identified 0 2 0 1 

Total number of times learning area was reported during interview 4 161 67 94 

 

In detail, workshop one focused on two main questions: Who is most disadvantaged by climate 

change and why, and who should the focus be on in the project? The learning which was 

reported by participants after this workshop in order of frequency included: learning how to do 

these kinds of projects, a breakdown in boundaries or shifts in thinking and thirdly development 

                                                 
60 As already outlined in section 4.2.1, this thesis considers the first three stages of workshops with exception of 

workshop four.  



211 

 

of new relationships. For instance, Anna the project coordinator, reflecting on workshop one, 

discussed how she was “a bit more confident about just giving people the time to have 

discussions and have the breaks and not over-structure things… to be a little bit free and a bit 

flexible.  And obviously like seeing Dean and the way he facilitates, I really learnt about the 

ability to step back and to, yeah, give people space.”  

The learning that was reported from workshop one was similar in ways to workshop three 

which focused on the questions: How can we improve local policies and action? Here 

participants reported on: learning about the principles and practice of doing these kinds of 

projects, a breakdown of boundaries or shift in thinking and thirdly, the development of new 

relationships. Whilst both workshop one and three challenged the participants by encouraging 

them to examine a range of synergistic and inter-related issues linked to climate and social-

economic change (such as energy, extreme weather events, food security and water scarcity), 

both workshops focused on understanding these issues in the present day.  

In contrast, workshop two asked: How can we move from current situations to a more desired 

future? This workshop encouraged participants to consider how pathways to transformative 

change could be achieved using “futures methods”61 which required participants to take part in 

“futures thinking”. The learning outcomes from this workshop were focused on: learning about 

the practice and principles of doing these kinds of projects, learning about what is useful for 

the community and thirdly, a breakdown in barriers or shift in thinking. Whilst working with 

concepts such as climate change is sometimes deemed intangible (especially in the futures 

context), the futures element of this workshop enabled participants to discuss what 

opportunities were present within their community. This is highlighted by Mike, a local 

participant and member of a voluntary organisation, in his response to workshop three:  

Interviewee: “…. [it] brought the community and local third sector agency together 

and the council, to actually collectively come up with ideas or issues and understand 

how we take them forward…I thought it was a very powerful format actually.” Mike, 

Workshop three.  

The above quote suggests that participants were encouraged to problem solve and build trust, 

collectively which was considered by at least one participant as a “powerful format”. It is useful 

to point out that learning around networks and relationships was reported across all three 

workshops (including pre-workshop activities) however it was notably less prominent during 

                                                 
61 The Three Horizons is a framework used to help facilitate conversations about the challenges in the present, 

aspirations for the future and the kinds of innovation which might be needed in order to address both at the same 

time (International Futures Forum, 2017).  
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the second workshop. This may be because the second workshop specifically used the ‘three 

horizons technique’ which focused on understanding some of the challenges and opportunities 

of the community in both present and future contexts. By drawing in these temporal aspects, to 

some extent, futures methods incorporates a different level of thinking and engaging with the 

problems at stake. Additionally it could also be linked to the different participants in workshop 

two as Charlotte discusses:  

Interviewee: “I think there were some good conversations but I feel like because there 

were different people from the first one they kind of missed the point… they were all 

quite interesting but I thought that some of the things that were picked up, by people 

there, weren't some of the main issues.” Charlotte, Private sector organisation. 

Considering these learning outcomes in relation to the project design (see figure 4.5 for flow 

chart of project), these learning outcome areas are aligned with the specific workshops. This 

can not only be considered an achievement for the project, but reinforces the view that careful 

design and use of specific processes within a project is important for eliciting certain kinds of 

learning outcomes. For instance, in the case of the SBCRC project, the open design allowed 

for freedom of the collective dynamics (such as the different stakeholder groups) to develop 

into a more cohesive network. This relates to the findings in chapter five (5.6) which highlight 

that different processes of learning can create different kinds of change. For instance, learning 

which incorporates a focus on either space, time factors, supportive cultures or structures can 

lead to more profound learning and deeper learning which in turn has greater potential benefits 

for DRR efforts. For instance, those participants in chapter five which reported on more novel 

learning methods as opposed to peer-peer processes tended to report on wider co-benefits, such 

as greater cooperation or engagement with others. The SBCRC project therefore highlighted 

that learning was influenced by a specific context, but also that there was a need to understand 

and develop more flexible learning processes to better learn for times of complexity.  

Moreover as this section evidences, particular workshops provided very different sets of 

interaction and learning outcomes (i.e. workshop one focused on systematic issues relating to 

a broad range of climate change issues, whilst workshop two used a futures thinking approach). 

In this respect, these workshops could be considered as examples of situated learning (Lave 

and Wenger, 1991) and more specifically as outlined in 3.8, individual Communities of 

Practice (CoP) (Wenger, 1998) within not only each community but in each workshop. This is 

because each of the three workshops respective of the community often had different 

participants attend. As established in section 3.2, situational learning theory recognises the role 

of relational and the negotiated character of the learning activity of those involved (UNESCO, 
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2016). In this respect, the workshops can be considered as CoPs, where cooperation, problem 

solving building trust, and understanding relations take place. In doing so, situated learning 

allowed for relations and social capital to be fostered so that participants’ resilience was 

enhanced. Wenger (1998) understands “CoP as the informal relations and understandings that 

develop in mutual engagement on an appropriated joint enterprise” (Cox, 2005, p.1). This use 

of CoP could be applied to the informal, yet mutual engagement demonstrated by Anna and 

Lilly, in which their effort in the community through working together to benefit both the 

SBCRC project, and the local flood alleviation scheme, could be deemed a joint enterprise.  

6.4 Learning across the different case communities: Where is the learning taking place? 

This section builds on some of the context (as outlined in sections 4.4.4.1 - 4.4.4.3) and focuses 

on the different learning outcomes based on the individual case communities within the wider 

project. It is important to note that this section is not concerned with which community learnt 

most62 but rather with what the content was of the learning occurring with the specific 

communities. In the case of the SBCRC project, very few individuals considered ‘most climate 

disadvantaged’ participated (which will be explored further in section 6.6). However what 

emerges from the analysis is a noticeable variation in the kinds of learning emerging from the 

different settings. Establishing this context is helpful as it will be further explored in chapter 

seven (section 7.3).  

6.4.1 Learning outcomes in Peebles 

To begin with Peebles reported on the most varied learning across all three communities 

compared to Hawick and Newcastleton which reported on fewer areas respectively63. In detail, 

participants from Peebles reported mostly on developing new skills and capacity, specifically 

the principles and practices of doing these kinds of projects, followed by shifts in boundaries 

or thinking. As noted by Anna, “there are many highly skilled individuals who are of an older 

demographic living within Peebles”. As a consequence there was already a number of existing 

community projects in Peebles working within the realm of climate change. Many of these 

projects aimed to tackle the transient nature of the town, which as the nearest of the case 

communities to Edinburgh, has impacts on the employment opportunities for young people as 

well as the level of pollution from commuters. This level of established skills and expertise 

could be a reason why the most reported learning outcome from Peebles was focused around 

                                                 
62 As section 4.7.2 outlined this would not be a representational view as access to participants varied greatly 

across the three communities.  
63 Number of reported areas from participants in Hawick 119 reports, Newcastleton 71 reports and Peebles 162 

reports on learning. 

 



214 

 

learning which would enhance existing efforts further, rather than other learning issues such as 

challenging who is climate disadvantaged or learning about policy. The following quote details 

this further:  

Paul: “Well, I’d had discussions with Anna before in between and as this was after 

the flooding event we sort of discussed the idea of revisiting the resilience element. 

But that’s just as an addition to the actions coming out of the process etc. and clearly 

after the flooding event the people in the room were a lot more focused. But other 

than that, I think in the mix, the project has contributed; it helped to sort of clear the 

thinking in Peebles, where there are a number of participants from various 

organisations”. Paul, Peebles, resident, workshop three. 

Here this quote references how the project helped to clarify some of the groups already working 

in Peebles but it also details how a member of the project team had a strong amount of 

engagement throughout the project with participants.  

6.4.2 Learning outcomes in Hawick  

Whilst respondents in Hawick indicated learning across most of the learning areas, this learning 

was relatively low compared to Peebles. This may be because in Hawick, the SBCRC project 

aligned with the Hawick Flood Protection Scheme fairly early in the project and therefore had 

more drive in a particular direction focused on tangible outcomes rather than more general 

learning areas. For this reason, the most common learning areas reported were similar to 

Peebles focusing on the development of new skills and capacity in relation specifically to the 

principles and practices of doing this kinds of research (see table 6.2). This was followed by a 

response which identified a breakdown in boundaries and the development of new relationships 

as other learning outcomes. This relates particularly to one participant who described how the 

collaboration between SBCRC project and Hawick Flood Protection Scheme had energised 

locals to get involved: 

Smith: “Yeah, I thought it was good.  I was particularly encouraged that there were a 

different group of folk came, than had been to, you know, the previous meetings. So I 

think the second one was more open and there were some folk off the streets who were 

concerned about flooding issues and, perhaps, got the wrong end of the stick.  But, at 

the end of the day, were very excited and engaged with what was happening”. Smith, 

resident, workshop three.  
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This quote details how Smith felt energised as a consequence of interacting with new members 

of the community on issues around local flooding issues. Here Smith, a local resident states 

that he felt ‘encouraged’ that new people were engaging in the project.  

6.4.3 Learning outcomes in Newcastleton  

Newcastleton is the most rurally isolated community of the three studied and has a severe lack 

of local amenities (see section 6.2). Residents in this community were faced with challenges 

relating to windfarms, digital connectivity and grant access to fund a local petrol station. 

Participants within Newcastleton considered these issues to be more pressing than rapid onset 

hazards such as flooding.  For this reason, participants in this community more than Peebles 

and Hawick outlined learning outcomes relating to policy and policy incompatibility, such as 

disconnects between how local and national policy interacts:  

Terry: “I thought that was one of the biggest things that came out of it that they could 

pick things up themselves that may benefit themselves. They’ve got things like the petrol 

pump they want to put in place but they would have to do that as a community really 

and know that they’re going to use it…it comes into your head more the isolation factor 

of Newcastleton that they’re [the community] just kind of half cut off from everything. 

So they have the opinion that maybe they don’t get as much from the council as they 

think they deserve, and everything is a bit more difficult for them” (Emphasis added).” 

Terry, Public sector organisation, workshop three.  

Terry’s quote details how the residents in Newcastlon were championing issues such as a petrol 

pump which were of real concern to their local needs and these efforts were happening at a 

community level. Whilst Terry who was from a public sector organisation recognised that the 

area is isolated, the reference to “everything is a bit more difficult for them” seems to suggest 

that it is linked to their location or at least remoteness from the local authority. This highlights 

issues of being less connected which were also discussed by a community participant when 

asked if the SBCRC project has helped existing projects in the community:  

Derek: “Oh yes definitely…We were put on the map.  We have had a lot of control 

officials and we have never had them before.” Newcastleton resident, workshop three. 

As noted across all three different case communities the learning which emerged was varied. 

This highlights that the SBCRC project to some degree enhanced existing efforts rather than 

attempted to force any particular outcomes or objectives on locals. Such a focus on the different 

communities adds further understanding to the distinctly different local issues, as well as the 

existing capacities and skills which existed within them.  
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6.5 Who is learning? Learning outcomes and participants’ roles and networks 

As noted in chapter four (section 4.4.5.2), this analysis is a representation of the participants 

that provided an interview (or interviews) rather than a representative picture of all those that 

took part in the SBCRC project. Therefore this section outlines specific examples of who is 

learning based on the interviews provided, and explores some of the reasons for how these 

individuals accounted for their learning based on their roles and also their learning context such 

as their organisation. To begin with the project team members reported from a greater range of 

different learning outcomes compared to both participants from organisations and from the 

community. However this is likely due to their involvement in both the project and the process 

of the project where they had more opportunity to anticipate and reflect on their learning in 

relation to the project. Among the non-project team participants a larger proportion of those 

from organisations reported on higher a range of learning areas compared to those from the 

community.  

Whilst the SBCRC project set out to help facilitate conversations between, and actions by, local 

authorities and communities to enhance resilience to climate change, there are challenges to be 

noted for learning through a process of diverse interactions. These challenges were noted in 

section 3.8.1, which outline the impact of social complexities, i.e. structural issues or hierarchy 

can make learning in hyper expansive networks problematic. This is evident across the quote 

provided by Linda who discusses the ‘middle squeeze’ impact of learning in a public sector 

organisation which has a working culture that mitigates against emergent learning (or practice): 

Linda: “I think we might not get through immediate outputs but it’s about how we 

take this longer term perspective on working with community groups and trying to 

decide who are the best players to bring in and it’s a very long, slow process. I think 

it’s interesting that some of the comments that Elliot was making it is about nudging 

them along slowly and just giving them a little bit of help when they want it but not 

expecting miracles overnight. I suppose I am still getting to grips with that because I 

think we have got to do it quickly, whereas in actual fact, we need to slow down and 

make sure we do take community groups and interest groups with us rather than 

demanding they do something in our timescale. But that’s just the culture that we 

have. It’s all about efficiency; it’s all about doing it and serving a purpose as best as 

possible….In actual fact, the issue that you are dealing with don’t have fast 

solutions a lot of the time.” Emphasis added. Linda, Public sector organisation, 

workshop two.   
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Here Linda, outlines the culture within her public sector organisation is focused on efficiency 

and speed which relates to issues of reduced public sector resources and wider policy and 

regulatory requirements established in 2.3. However, the pragmatics needed for dealing with 

issues of complexities require a deep level of change which is often a slow process, something 

which is difficult to reconcile with the constraints facing the public sector. Reflecting on issues 

of justice within section 2.3.5.1, efforts to promote resilience and wellbeing at individual and 

wider social levels requires collaborations and collective efforts from across all actors (Scottish 

Government, 2017b). The disparity between timescales that Linda relates to the limitations of 

multi-actor learning, and some of the inherent challenges within that. However as set out within 

section 2.3.5.1, the Strategic Guidance on CLD (2012c) requests that “providers go further in 

involving learners and communities as active partners in planning and delivering CLD” (2012c, 

p.5).  

6.6 Discussion section: What were the factors which created the learning outcomes? 

As demonstrated in this chapter there was a myriad of different kinds of learning discussed 

from a range of participants. As noted in section 6.2.1, participants mainly reported on the 

interconnected issues of climate change and climate disadvantage, drawing on the link between 

different groups in the community and the breadth of systemic issues at play. This was 

underpinned by references to learning which supported social development: “I came away from 

the workshop myself thinking about, who do you think is the most disadvantaged when we 

talked about the disadvantages? Arianne, Public sector organisation”. Such learning supports 

the literature within chapter three (section 3.6) where learning is understood as the change in 

the person-world relationship (Fazey and Marton, 2002). In this respect, the SBCRC project 

highlighted the different ways in which at least some participants renegotiated their position 

with the community. For instance, the reported learning outcome of ‘shifts in understanding 

and awareness’ can be understood as an example of learning deeply and therefore connected 

to transformative learning (i.e. such as changes in attitudes to wind-farms). On reflection of the 

project, an essential factor which guided the SBCRC project was a deliberate effort to enhance 

the adaptive capacity of participants in understanding not only their position in relation to the 

project but their role within the community also. This was highlighted for some participants by 

the learning which explored shifts in understanding and awareness but also the development of 

new relationships bringing together for instance individuals from the public sector alongside 

local community residents.  

In this respect the SBCRC project as a process was able to help some key actors engage at a 

deeper level throughout the different workshops. This was represented by the learning outcome 
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of ‘networks and relationships’ which can be considered an example of increasing scale and 

social connectivity (Schusler et al., 2003, Wals and van der Leij 2007), which can be linked to 

social learning. For instance, social learning asks questions such as how can learners 

reorganise, evaluate and develop new knowledge. In the SBCRC project, this could be seen, 

for example, where participants began to consider new perspectives on windfarms. This then 

suggests that an important feature of community based intervention is that the design should 

engage with as wide and diverse a range of people as possible in order to support and encourage 

key actors to evaluate social norms and current ways of thinking and take future initiatives 

forward. This then raises the question of whether interventions have to engage those most 

climate disadvantaged in order to be effective: in the case of the SBCRC project, very few 

individuals considered ‘most climate disadvantaged’ participated. For this reason, efforts were 

focused developing more profound or substantive learning experience with a select range of 

individuals in the hope that this would support wider learning opportunities, and fellow 

community members in the future, for instance by challenging perceptions on who is climate 

disadvantaged in relation to their role in the community and consider how this new thinking 

could be implemented. Reflecting on the question of “how can learning occur across complex 

and increasingly integrated networks, from all sectors and those which represent householders 

and community individuals”, the analysis of the SBCRC would suggest that perhaps a cluster 

approach which takes a selection of individuals is an appropriate strategy for projects which 

have limited resources and time. For instance, the SBCRC project engaged with key actors 

from across different stakeholder groups who had a significant role in the community, which 

they could then feed their learning into based on their experience gained as participants (i.e. 

individuals within local authority).  

Extending further the discussion, the third learning outcome area (development of new capacity 

and skills) can be linked to empowerment and capacity building, which are present in social 

and transformative learning also (Argyris and Schön, 1978). Such learning outcomes are 

reflective of the methodology used in the SBCRC project. This primarily focused on bringing 

community and local organisations together which suggests that resilience building is 

predominantly a social process, involving relationship building, collaboration, and trust (Fazey 

et al., 2017). In this respect, it can be argued that the SBCRC project, in taking a multi-actor 

approach, enabled the differences relating to social and institutional capital and institutional as 

well as power relations and different access to resources to be addressed gradually throughout 

the different stages of the workshops. For instance, the first workshop focused on 

understanding broadly who was disadvantaged and aimed to develop a sense of direction for 
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the SBCRC project. The second workshop then focused on how to transition toward desired 

futures in light of the complexities of community life and differences in needs and issues such 

as capacities.  The third workshop then facilitated a broader space for engaging in specific 

issues leading toward a tangible action. Thus, the SBCRC project highlighted how different 

approaches to learning could potentially increase windows of opportunity to develop adaptive 

capacity leading toward resilience. However, this is limited to those that participate in the 

process since, as noted above, in the case of the SBCRC project, very few individuals 

considered to be the most climate disadvantaged participated. This has implications for wider 

justice issues, which as outlined in section 2.2.4, manifest in different ways such as a lack of 

access or entitlement, or through disparities in the allocation or process of accessing resource 

across different members of the community (Thaler et al., 2018). The resources in the case of 

the SBCRC project are considered to be the access to knowledge and increased 

interconnectivity with other members which thus increased the capacity to support the 

dynamics of change for at least some of those participating. Engaging in such processes is 

important for DRR efforts As noted by Magis (2010) community resilience is built on the 

premise that individuals, and members of communities collectively can build resilience by 

actively engaging and even thriving in environments of constant change. This raises the 

question of the extent to which projects like the SBCRC as a learning process can tackle 

systemic societal inequalities underlying climate disadvantage if they do not engage with those 

most vulnerable. This question will be revisited within the conclusion in chapter eight.  

With this however, the project did highlight attempts at transforming existing models of 

governance in an effort to make more adaptive governance regimes that can deal with 

uncertainty and change (Pelling and High, 2005). This might provide a potential model to 

create a more agile system which financially and practically would match the political 

discourse of DRR policies (Olsson et al, 2006). Closely linked to system change is the topic of 

policy which as a learning outcome area was only discussed by two participants, both of whom 

routinely used policies within their work. The first participant, a senior specialist within a 

public sector organisation and whose role was set within an EU framework, had a statutory 

responsibility. The other participant in contrast was a resident and led a community voluntary 

group which benefited from EU funding. Given that so few participants discussed policy, 

especially at a community level, it could be considered that learning about policy is a longer 

process which requires more time than was possible in a project such as the SBCRC. This 

would suggest that in order for communities in the future to benefit from localised policy 

initiatives as outlined in chapter two (2.3.5) a greater deal of political engagement needs to 
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occur, and perhaps over a longer period. In this respect, whilst the SBCRC project did not 

directly connect policy issues with climate disadvantaged individuals, it did make linkages at 

a cross sector level on interrelated issues (such as issues with broadband and land use conflicts 

in relation to renewable energy). This was enabled by the open design of the SBCRC project 

as a space for issues to be discussed gradually over three workshops. This is again supportive 

of the benefits of creating space for emergence when working with complex issues.  

On reflection of the learning reported in this chapter, analysis of the SBCRC project suggests 

that when learning occurs via complex social processes, it can also contribute potentially to 

enhancing other adaptive expertise needed for future initiatives. In the project this includes the 

development of capacities, changes in underlying relationships of governance (such as refined 

role and responsibility of the local authority and the community residents in working together 

to tackle local issues of climate disadvantage), and the development of new relationships, 

partnerships and collaborations. This demonstrates that such interventions are not only 

important for initial learning, but might contribute to the development of future initiatives 

which may lead onto deeper learning experiences.  

In conclusion, this chapter has outlined the range of learning outcomes which were reported by 

interview participants to have resulted from the SBCRC project. This highlights that learning 

occurred through processes which were supported by social interactions and the exposure to 

different knowledge which emerged through both formal and informal spaces. The SBCRC 

case study allowed some space for the intangible, less obvious benefits of working on an action 

based research project, by delivering insights into the process of relationship development, trust 

and changes in awareness of some of the challenges of climate disadvantage. In so doing, this 

chapter has outlined how the participants drew on examples of increased adaptive capacity as 

engaged learners in a process, rather than an external output to the project (i.e. something 

tangible such as feeding into the design of a flood protection scheme). This highlights that 

learning in such interventions emerges from the relationship of both the process of the project 

and the willingness of the participants to be both exposed and engaged actors in a process of 

change. This chapter therefore builds on the discussion raised in chapter three (3.8) which 

suggests that problem-based situated learning can exist as a valuable learning process for 

enhancing resilience rather than a pursuit of resilience as an end goal (e.g. such as flood 

warning systems). The following chapter will now go onto further explore these learning 

outcomes alongside the metaphorical context of learning journeys.  
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Chapter seven: How do participants’ experiences of participatory 

interventions as a process relate to learning outcomes?  
 

7.1 Introduction  

Building on from chapter six which outlined what learning emerged from the SBCRC as a 

community based intervention, this chapter supports research question six which explores how 

participants’ experiences of participatory interventions as a process relate to learning outcomes.  

The chapter first outlines the context and analytical structure which relates specifically to the 

use of the Visually Augmented Elicited Metaphor Analysis (VAEMA) as outlined in chapter 

four (7.1.1) which is then followed by a section on the analysis and an outline of the metaphors 

which emerged from the VAEMA process (7.2). This is then followed by a discussion section 

which draws on key debates within the literature and outlines to what extent the metaphors 

signify resilience building as a complex social process and how this relates to social learning 

theory (7.3). 

7.1.1 Context and analytical structure of the chapter  

This chapter focuses on understanding how participants experienced the SBCRC project as a 

process of learning using the visual representations of learning journeys following the VAEMA 

process as established in chapter four (4.4.5.3). The concept of learning journeys was created 

as a way to understand both pre-existing learning as well as to track changes in both the 

experience of the participants and their reported learning throughout the project. It is important 

to make clear however that these metaphors are not of learning in their totality, but consist of 

four interacting aspects: (1) experience of the process, (2) where and how they have been 

engaged in the process (i.e. which community), (3) position of the participant in the project 

(i.e. as a facilitator or non-project team participant), and (4) experience of learning in the 

project. As outlined in section 4.4.5.3, a learning journey is defined as: “the nature of the 

learning that emerges from the subjective experience of a process seeking to enhance resilience, 

in respect of the participants’ position, interests, role, extent of engagement, prior knowledge 
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and nature of the social interactions encountered”. Figure 4.5 illustrated the individual elements 

which the metaphors are built on. 

This chapter therefore aims to uncover how the participants’ metaphors relate to the experience 

of the SBCRC project, but also how the metaphors illustrate learning. In doing so it provides a 

critical account of how effective VAEMA is as a tool for illustrating learning as a dynamic 

experience, as well as how the SBRCRC project overall contributed to learning in the DRR 

context. Developing resilience is a highly complex social process, and given the social context 

of the SBCRC project as a community based intervention engaged with learners who each had 

differing capacities and roles, social learning is considered the most appropriate learning theory 

for supporting the analysis of this chapter. 

7.2 Results of the different types of metaphors  

A total of fourteen metaphors of learning journeys from “repeat participants” across the three 

communities and the project team were identified. As noted in 4.4.5.2, the term ‘repeat 

participant’ is used for participants who provided at least two consecutive interviews. 

Following the approach outlined in 4.5.2, the learning journeys were analysed in relation to the 

reasons for identifying the metaphor (entailment); and how these are visualised (i.e. to represent 

the source domain). This then enabled the metaphors to be classified into six key types of 

metaphors from a wider categorisation of 14 repeat participant contributions. In order to 

provide the full range of examples, table 7.1 outlines a selection of metaphors from participants. 

The table firstly explains the learning journey individual taxonomy, and then details the 

reported learning outcomes typically associated with the metaphor before then highlighting an 

example learning journey. The table also highlights the varied nature of experiences where in 

some cases four participants are assigned to a metaphor, whereas in two other cases only one 

participant is assigned. It is worthwhile reiterating here that the purpose of the VAEMA is 

about understanding the participants’ subjective experience of the SBCRC project. For this 

reason, the VAEMA’s were not tested or assessed by the participants, but they were validated 

by the participants from which they emerged (see figure 4.7). This approach provided a way of 

affirming the metaphors but also enabled the dissemination of some initial descriptive findings 

of the analysis. The limitations of this decision will be reflected on further in the final chapter 

in section 8.4. The following sections will explain each of these groupings of metaphors aspects 

in turn with the implications outlined in section 7.3.  
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Table 7.1 Results showing the taxonomy of learning journeys with specific examples.   

Metaphor group: Explanation of Learning 
Journey 

Reported Learning Learning Journey Example Who  
  

Patient Passenger: In this group of metaphors 
the term 'patient' denotes a willingness to listen 
and engage with others and their needs whilst 
interested in particular issues of their own. The 
term 'passenger' reflects a high level of 
involvement in the workshops which were 
viewed as a collective process. 

Learning about what is useful for a 
community, a breakdown of 
boundaries or shift in thinking, 
challenging the perception of who is 
climate disadvantaged, developing 
cross sector and community linkages, 
the development of new relationships. 

Acknowledges different needs and interests 
at the start yet feels like the project takes a 
detour or less than direct route. At the end, 
the participant feels that gradually the right 
people are on board and they are ready to 
depart for the next stage. 

 

3: Two members 
of external 
organisations, 
and one 
community 
member. 

 

   

All on board: This group of metaphors reflects 
the process viewed as a collective endeavour 
that recognises that all needs and interests 
across communities matter and aims to bring 
about positive change for the greatest amount of 
people involved (on board). 

Developing cross sectoral and 
community linkages, networks and 
relationships, reinforced existed 
learning, learning about the principles 
and practices of these kinds of 
projects, development of new capacity 
and skills. 

Recognises that there are diverse groups 
with different interests and capacities. The 
project 'raft' winds steadily around three 
communities bringing together three 
individual 'rafts' (communities), loosely 
paddling in the same direction. 

 

4: One project 
team member, 
three 
community 
members. 

 

  

Going it alone: This group of metaphors relates 
to community members involved in the process 
but with distinct interests and agendas that 
increases the likelihood of disengagement from 
the process and 'go it alone' when the process is 
not closely aligned to their immediate perceived 
needs. 

 

Breakdown in boundaries or shifts in 
thinking, Learning about policy 
incompatibility, learning about what is 
useful for a community. 

 

 

 

Feels like there has been an emergency stop 
and all participants are getting off in favour 
of taking their own bus. Whilst its going in a 
different direction it moving more quickly 
than the other bus (i.e. the project). 

 

 

1: One 
community 
member 

 

 

 

 

   

In gear: This group of metaphors emphasises 
that some organisational representatives are 
part of a wider trajectory which is moving at a 
specific speed and direction (in gear). This makes 
it more difficult to provide tailored support for 
different communities. 

Development of cross sector 
community linkages, learning about 
what is useful for a community, a 
breakdown in boundaries or shift in 
thinking, learning about policy 
incompatibility, reinforced existing 
rather than developed new learning. 

Recognises that there is a fixed gear which 
follows a specific route with limited ability 
to change direction. Some communities are 
cut off from the main route where 
blockades are up. The driver supports some 
communities whilst others take their own 
route. 

1: One project 
team member 
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Changing drivers: This group of metaphors 
developed in the project team focus on the need 
to implement the process in a flexible way during 
which team members step away to support and 
shift responsibility to enable others to take more 
leadership to continue action beyond the project 

Networks and relationships, reinforced 
existing rather than developed new 
learning, learning about the principles 
and practices of these kinds of 
projects, development of new capacity 
and skills 

Acknowledges driving at a safe speed and 
navigating challenging bumpy terrain. There 
are many cross roads and opportunities to 
take different routes. Eventually the driver 
is moving from the driving seat and a new 
person is driving  

3: Three project 
team members 

   

Forming groups: This group of metaphors 
reflects connecting with others in the process to 
move from individual community members 
championing a specific issue to forming groups 
around which collective action around these 
specific issues can be better organised 

Networks and relationships, reinforced 
existing rather than developed new 
learning, learning about the principles 
and practices of these kinds of 
projects, development of new capacity 
and skills 

Identifies with being on a similar long 
journey which focused on specific issues 
prior to the project starting. Whilst it was 
lonely to begin with, slowly other 
individuals join in and begin to share in the 
planning and map reading of the route 

2: One 
organisation 
member and 
one project 
team member 
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Figure 7.1 Taxonomy of Learning Journey metaphor groups 
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7.2.1 Patient passenger 

 

Figure 7.2 The patient passenger  

This type of metaphor was developed in relation to those who experienced the project as a 

‘patient participant’ by referencing time or waiting. This outlined that they had been invested 

across the whole project and provided generally quite positive feedback. The term ‘patient’ 

denotes that the participants, whilst interested in very particular issues of their own, were 

willing to engage with other participants and their interest and commit to the entire process. As 

seen in table 7.1, there were three participants whose experienced fed in to this metaphor group. 

The example metaphor illustrated above (figure7.2) is based on the response from Charlotte 

who detailed her experience of the project in the following quote: 

“I thought it’s a bit like a bus journey. It seems to be going a bit round the houses. 

Getting from point A to point B; the intention is to get to point B. But it’s been a journey 

with people jumping on and jumping off. I think you've got the right people there now, 

in having people from the council and SEPA and other places. It’s taking the long way 

round but I feel that we have picked up everyone and now it feels like the bus has arrived 

at the bus terminal and we are waiting for the next departure.” Charlotte Private sector 

organisation.  

This quote describes Charlotte’s experience of the project as a whole detailing the three 

workshops as a journey whereby people are travelling together as passengers on a bus that is 

perhaps taking longer than expected to arrive at specific locations. Here Charlotte described 

how she “was not sure where we were going” at certain stages of the project particularly in 

reference to workshop two. This may indicate that as a passenger she did not feel to have any 

control over the direction. Her description of “going round the houses” may also reflect that 

Charlotte had specific interests that she was keen to explore. Reflecting on feedback within 
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other areas of Charlotte’s interviews, she did report a keenness to develop new relationships 

with other people. Perhaps the reference to people “jumping on and off” based on different 

interests and agendas as seen in the first panel of the illustration, whilst highlighting different 

issues (such as transportation, connectivity and flooding as major concerns), may have 

hindered efforts to develop such links with people across the duration of the project. Moving 

to the third panel, Charlotte described that although the project seemed to have taken the “long 

way round” the bus has arrived at a point where it was waiting for its next departure. This may 

imply a change in driver or perhaps destination for the project, but also acknowledges that 

Charlotte was present and continuing to engage.  

This learning journey was provided by Charlotte who was from a private local organisation 

which had a significant presence in the Borders. Charlotte’s role included a lot of engagement 

with the public as well as other organisations, and this metaphor highlighted the process of the 

project, especially in light of the social dynamics of her experience and the impact that 

participants could have on each other. Additionally, the metaphor suggests that she was 

invested in the overall journey, and perhaps the value of “taking the long way round” is that it 

has created a familiarity with the process of being an explorative learner. As the metaphors in 

this group were elicited from participants who demonstrated a keenness to develop social 

relations as part of the journey, a way to maximise this would be to ensure participants 

understood the benefits of variety within workshops at the start of the project. 

Similar to Charlotte, Arianne’s narrative also described a learning journey which fits with the 

patient passenger character. In detail, the metaphor elicited from Arianne’s interview 

symbolised how the first workshop64 and third workshop65 were more aligned with her needs 

as a learner, however the second66 workshop felt somewhat like a disruption as it required 

participants to consider ways in which they could develop from current situations to more 

desired pathways in the future:  

“It kind of started and then, didn’t quite break down - but it spluttered around a bit and 

then picked up again. Maybe put it down as a vintage car, started well but kind of 

spluttered around again but then got back on track and picked up and got over the 

finish line.” Arianne, Public sector organisation.  

                                                 
64 Which focused on the question: Who is most disadvantaged by climate change and why, and who should the focus be on 

in the project?  
65 Which focused on the question: How can we improve local policies and actions? 
66 Which focused on the question: How can we move from current situations to a more desired future? 
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Here, Arianne explained that her experience of the process was similar to Charlotte’s in that 

the project started well but there was a feeling of vagueness in the middle of the process. 

Arianne explored this experience further when discussing the route in detail:                    

“I would say maybe started on quite an open road and then it maybe went on to a 

country road and then it came back out on to a main road.” Arianne, Public sector 

organisation. 

As is seen across Arianne’s and Charlotte’s experiences of the project, workshop two was the 

most nebulous of activities which required participants to engage in futures and horizoning 

thinking. As highlighted in table 4.5, this workshop harnessed the Three Horizons framework 

developed by the International Futures Forum which provides a model of longer term change 

and deep analysis of complex problems (International Futures Forum, 2017). It is during this 

workshop that other issues arose which could be distinctly different to the initial concerns 

raised in workshop one (such as drought, or increasing CO2 levels). Thus as flooding was a 

dominant issue in local communities in the borders, it was used as an entry topic to engage 

residents into conversations around climate disadvantage and climate change. Workshop two 

then offered an opportunity to hear the diverse issues in a community which were pertinent to 

these areas such as digital exclusion and land use conflicts around renewable energy.  Exploring 

alternate issues could however make some participants feel like the project had gone off track. 

Understanding these reactions therefore may be helpful for future community interventions 

using this model of engagement.  

Broadly, the Patient Passenger metaphor reflected participants from mostly private sector 

organisations, who, in other areas of their interviews, also reported on a desire to improve their 

understanding of the community. Their metaphors typically used a vehicle (either a bus or a 

car) and they emphasised that their involvement in the project as a participant was not in the 

driving seat but rather in the back with multiple other people who were often “getting on and 

off at different stops”. The stops here could highlight the end of each of workshop phase, which 

signifies that perhaps was the design of the project which drove the process and not the 

participants. The significance of “going the long way round” could suggest that the participant 

was on a journey which involved thinking more deeply about their assumptions and beliefs 

(Cartwright, 2002). Consequently participants who explored this kind of learning journey 

tended to report on learning outcomes associated with ‘networks and relationships’ as well as 

‘shifts in thinking’. This highlights that they were specifically interested in developing new 

understandings as well as relationships. In light of the fact these metaphors were typically 
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found among participants from organisations, this kind of learning environment may have been 

a useful space for such participants suggesting that they may or otherwise have limited capacity 

in their full time roles to meet and develop such relationships.   
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7.2.2 All on board 

 

Figure 7.3 All on board  

This theme groups together those participants who described the collective nature of their 

journey, such as building a vehicle together and traveling as a community. They highlighted 

the way that everyone’s needs and interests mattered across the whole of the project. As a 

result, this particular experience of the project focused on the social camaraderie aspects of 

engaging together in ways which supported capacity building, and aims to bring about the 

positive change for the greatest amount of people. The example metaphor from Roald 

illustrated in figure 7.3 outlines the co-operative and shared experience of learning through the 

project: 

“The idea of a raft is quite a good one, because inevitably you are affected by 

circumstances over which you have got no control so a drifting raft, but with direction 

definitely, because there is a point to the project - a clear remit out to do certain things 

and within a certain timescale. Actually, I wouldn’t say it is a raft drifting down stream 

it’s more like a canoe being paddled steadily upstream by a big group of people 

probably all with different shapes and size oars and roughly the same direction.” 

Roald, Project team member.  

Here Roald describes how the journey is affected by uncontrollable factors but nonetheless has 

a steady route as exemplified by his choice in a canoe rather than raft. When asked about the 

course Roald explains:  

“No, it is never straight, it’s like a slalom course because the project was trying to get 

the whole canoe from A to B but it has had to take three different routes through three 

different communities with each community being at different speeds and currents. It 

was accepted quite early that each community would, in a sense, go at its own speed 
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and focus on different issues.  Perhaps it’s not one canoe at all, perhaps it’s been three 

canoes loosely tied together and trying to keep up with each other paddling upstream 

with assorted paddlers”. Roald, Project team member.   

This highlights the value in taking an inclusive approach to the diverse needs and interests 

across a community when engaging in community based initiatives, with a strong reference to 

the collective nature of having shared ownership of the journey. This is further highlighted in 

the following quote by Faye, which suggested that whilst the definitive direction or leadership 

was unclear, there was a clear reference to momentum and camaraderie to continue along a 

rough course: 

“I feel like we have built a raft we have all been working at it, we are not entirely sure 

if it going to get us there but it’s going in the right direction and it’s going slowly but 

steadily, I think we are all still making it as it travels.” Faye, community resident.  

Here, Faye described how there was some ambivalence in terms of the direction of the journey 

the project would take, but there was a belief that it was going in the correct direction and that 

collectively it would take the community to the right place. Similar to Faye, Sophie also 

described a boat as the underpinning metaphor for her learning journey:  

“I think it would have to be a boat…I think the connection with the river67 is absolutely 

key to this entire thing as without the river well we wouldn’t be having this 

conversation.  So yes the river is absolutely key and I think we have the route of it all 

here.  Yes, so a boat, I rented a party boat.” Sophie, community resident. 

When asked who was steering the boat, Sophie stated: 

“Well, who knows?...It needs to take the whole town with it or at least people and I am 

quite aware when I have been to walk along the river with [resident name] and 

[resident name] and others that the feeling of the river upstream at Wilton Lodge Park 

is very different from that feeling of the river downstream where it hits that housing 

estate and the rugby ground. The boat is made to fit and then you have the town in the 

middle really and I think it is going to be a hard task to get all those separate parts of 

the community along”.  

In this section, Sophie began her learning journey by recognising that “the connection with the 

river is absolutely key”, and then uncovered that it was a party boat which might suggest a level 

                                                 
67 Reference to the River Tweed. 
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of fun and enjoyment from engaging in the project. The metaphor then goes on to outline that 

whilst the person leading the boat was unknown at this stage, Sophie emphasised that the 

journey needed to ensure that it took all the needs of the residents along with it. This draws on 

similar concerns to Roald who stated earlier: “perhaps it’s not one canoe at all, perhaps it’s 

been three canoes loosely tied together and trying to keep up with each other paddling 

upstream with assorted paddlers”.  

Essentially, the All on Board theme tended to emerge from the discussions with participants 

who were local residents (three in total), however it also included a member of a third sector 

organisation who had an overall involvement in supporting the project. For this reason, their 

metaphor, whilst not representative of the communities, rather gave a meta-view of the project 

by encompassing the three community areas. Similarly, the participants that expressed this 

metaphor also considered the many different kinds of sub-communities which existed within 

the larger community as the three locations were made up of quite distinct areas (e.g. both 

commercial and residential). In this respect, the local resident participant were also exercising 

a meta-view of their experience of the project. It could be suggested whilst there was a level of 

uncertainty over the direction and who was driving, there was a level of trust to keep going and 

in doing so draw on connections to the community and wider networks. This can then be linked 

to the idea of linking social capital which relates to the ties between individuals or networks of 

similar influence (Putnam, 2000), as well as the development of trustworthiness which is 

essential for collective action (Mauerhofer, 2010). 

Additionally, all four metaphors within this category used boats as a symbol of the vehicle 

which also gives reference to the type of hazard that a particular community faces. This was an 

unexpected outcome of the methodology and suggests that the interpretation of complex and 

emergent learning can be framed by the challenge itself. For instance, across the All on Board 

metaphor, participants highlighted that they were either building the raft or paddling the canoe 

in a certain direction. It could be argued that the social aspects of their vehicle represented how 

invested local residents were, as well as the capacity and interest to take more leadership in 

their community. This somewhat echoes the narrative of policies outlined in chapter two, 

particularly around the Community Empowerment (Scotland) Act 2015 in which communities 

are encouraged to achieve their goals and aspirations through independent action in their local 

communities (Scottish Government, 2015a). Consequently, examples of empowerment were 

further noted within the learning outcomes associated with this metaphor, where participants 

referenced learning areas related to skills and capacity building (such as the development of 



 

234 

 

community forums which could support the flood alleviation scheme). This also suggested that 

the participants were invested in continuing on their journeys post SBCRC.  
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7.2.3 Going it alone 

 

Figure 7.4 Going it alone  

This theme relates to the one participant who described some level of resistance to engage 

either with the project or with other participants on the project due to having quite distinct 

interests or agendas. As a consequence, this theme highlighted aspects which were sometimes 

critical of the project, where the participant had a tendency to disengage in the process if it 

became misaligned with the view of the participant. The following narrative from Cybil 

highlights how she felt that the project lacked consultation from the beginning which may have 

led to missed opportunities:  

“This project, this time, these people, these resources could have been used for so much 

more affect if consultation had happened at the outset”. Cybil, community resident.  

This impression of disconnect was felt at different stages of the project where the participant 

recognised a lack of communication from members of the project team:  

“It was up until the third workshop particularly a rocky ride, there are no outcomes, 

nobody has come back to us since the workshops so I don‘t know what the outcomes 

are. I think we have hit an emergency stop at the moment, I can’t see any progress or 

any way forward”. Cybil, community resident.  

This divide is shown in the first panel where the participant suggested that rather than people 

jumping on board the SBCRC project (red bus), there is already an alternative suitable bus 

which existed within the community:  
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“The community is not like waiting at a bus stop waiting for something to happen, it is 

on the bus and leaving in a direction so it is fast flow or stop.” Cybil, community 

resident.  

As illustrated, Cybil’s metaphor suggested a level of frustration over the SBCRC project which 

in her view did not have the right level of engagement before it started. This highlights the 

challenges of using action based research methods in communities where, as argued by this 

resident, strong and defined areas of interests already existed. For instance, the metaphor 

highlighted how the community had “hit an emergency stop” with a sense of “going it alone” 

as they began to move in a different pace and direction to the project and collaborators. In 

detail, reflecting on other areas of Cybil’s interview, she reported that the project did not engage 

well enough with the community at the start:  

“I don’t think anybody listened, it [workshop one and two] was prescriptive …I think 

the words used, I understand the words about climate change disadvantage but there 

were things like “challenges in disadvantaged communities”, and we don’t like being 

called a “disadvantaged community”.  You piss off people before you start I’m afraid.  

I think communication hasn’t been very clear, we gave feedback at every outset, I 

wasn’t part of it, nobody bothered to contact the [name of local community 

organisation] which is obviously a pretty fundamental group driving forward and 

nobody has actually spoken to [us] at all”. Cybil, community resident, workshop two.  

In respect of the above quote, Cybil’s metaphor highlighted how some communities were on 

quite distinct paths where pre-existing relationships and experiences existed. Whilst the 

SBCRC project was guided by participatory approaches, Cybil’s account illustrated feelings of 

being side-lined in the process and even as a community representative possibly excluded 

(Swyngedouw, 2005).  

This highlights the importance of understanding the context and the desired futures of these 

communities in order to maximise resources. Additionally, it is also vital to understand the 

existing relationships as this particular learning journey could also relate to the existing 

relationships of other participants, not just their direct experience of the SBCRC project. Whilst 

the Going it Alone metaphor does not seem aligned or “on the same track” as the SBCRC 

project or its collaborators, this critical view was actually helpful for understanding how to 

implement such projects in the future, especially in communities which are so invested in 

tackling climate change but where terms such as “climate disadvantage” can be considered 
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harmful labels. In this respect, the “emergency stop” references the changing levels of support 

from some community participants based on how they responded to the direction of the SBCRC 

project. Given that so much enthusiasm was generated in this community among other 

participants, particularly by other residents, it is important to note that local agencies were 

engaged with by the project team at the onset so that this energy could be harnessed post 

SBCRC. This highlights some of the ethical concerns which were outlined in section 4.7.2 in 

relation to the sustainability of the partnership post project such as not raising expectations and 

being realistic about SBCRC outcomes (Walsh et al., 2008).  
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7.2.4 In Gear 

 

Figure 7.5 In gear  

Similar to ‘Going it Alone’, the ‘In Gear’ metaphor also demonstrated feelings of vagueness 

experienced by one participant which related to either the direction or focus of the project. This 

then limited the ability of the participant to maximise opportunities within the project by 

instead enhancing existing pursuits which were pre-defined. The following quote highlights 

Christopher’s experience of the project:  

“I would say it’s been foggy because whether it’s Peebles, Hawick or Newcastleton, 

from my point it has never been clear where we’re going and every step we’ve taken 

the clarity has not improved. We’ve got somewhere, but we don’t know where we’ve 

actually reached.” Christopher, Public sector organisation.   

When asked what the reason was for this experience, Christopher responded:  

“…the whole process and the expected outcomes weren’t clear enough, there was no 

clarity at the end because it all came down to leadership.  There’s only one leader in 

the whole community and that was [name of participant] but [they] was making all 

decisions, I think it’s a really useful thing [however] because [they] are a leader, and 

will want to do things [their] way, and if things don’t go [their] way it all goes ‘stop 

start, stop start’…So [they] are driving - there’s no two ways about that!” Christopher, 

Public sector organisation.   



 

239 

 

In this section, Christopher explained that he felt there had been a lack of clarity in terms of 

both the process of the project and the expected outcomes. He then went onto explain that one 

community in particular had a strong leader, however when asked how his organisation (a 

regional public sector organisation) might be supporting this leader he stated:  

“We can’t push because of the sixty-nine vehicles to push [a reference to the 69 

community councils in the Borders].  We can only dip in and advise and offer help but 

they’ve [the community] got to want the help we offer….We can’t change because we’re 

geared up for reaching specific aims for specific targets . The big problem is we can’t 

change track, for two reasons.  One, we’ve a limited budget as a [public sector 

organisation], and two, we’re trying to keep sixty-nine community councils and in 

traffic and you can’t treat them differently, but they all want to be treated differently.  

This is the big problem; they all think they’re different and special in some way.  That 

might be so, but we can’t treat them differently because that’s not fair…we could help 

them more and more, but they don’t want it, and therefore we can’t help them anymore.  

They’ve decided that they don’t accept the type of help, so they will go off in a different 

direction that will really struggle.” Christopher, Public sector organisation.   

Here Christopher outlines that the community was moving toward a very specific direction 

which illustrated how they have a specific aim and target to reach. Christopher explored how 

he was unable to support them due to the limited resources available to his organisation where 

they had to support many other similar community council organisations: “we can’t push 

because of the sixty-nine vehicles to push”. In light of the literature within Chapter two it could 

be argued that Christopher’s organisation was working at full capacity and this in turn limited 

the possibility of absorbing external stresses and impacted on the capacity to adapt (Adger, 

2006). This inability to respond to dynamic needs suggests that there is a level of vulnerability 

in the system as systems which are unable to absorb stress or change or less resilient. This as 

noted in section 2.2.3 may increase the susceptibility to harm. Christopher then explored the 

concept of two buses:  

“So Newcastleton has a bus which wants to get somewhere; I’m not really sure where. 

But we are on a Scottish multi-agency bus that’s desperately trying to help them but 

they’re not letting us on their bus; the blocks are there… and when you’re speaking to 

them the blocks go up, the resistance goes up and it becomes very difficult sometimes 

to help them. And they see us as hindering rather than helping.” Christopher, Public 

sector organisation. Christopher, Public sector organisation.   
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As the above quote outlines, Christopher shared similar characteristics within his metaphor as 

did Cybil in the previous section in that there were two very distinct routes and neither are 

traveling along the route that the other participant wanted. For instance, Christopher described 

how this regional public body were “geared-up” for specific aims and targets, whereas the 

learning journey that Cybil described from a local community perspective required much more 

tailored resources. It could be suggested that Christopher’s account was focused on preserving 

a status-quo approach (possibly due to resources). However as noted in section 2.2.4, the 

resilience of a system is not always a good thing as it may maintain dysfunctional conditions 

of vulnerability (Wildavsky, 1991; Walker et al., 2004). Hence why it is important to provide 

learning experiences which bring different stakeholder groups together so that prevailing 

cultures can be explored.  

Furthermore, these two learning journeys highlighted not only the challenges that individuals 

faced but exemplified the existing difficulties and tensions that may exist within different 

groups. Consequently, some of the constraints of multi-actor learning emerge whereby 

different stakeholders are impinged by different levels of resources and capacities as well as 

expectations. Such constraints are perhaps reflective of the broader tensions that DRR operates 

within as a result of increasing demands on public sector organisations. When considering 

Cybil’s account earlier reflecting on the localisation of powers to communities (as set out 

within the Smith Commission (2015) for instance), both cases highlight the challenges posed 

by localisation, and that whilst there are challenges to fairness and resourcing via statutory 

bodies, on the other hand individuals within communities have to be facilitated and supported, 

with a focus on learning and empowerment rather than just service delivery and provision.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

7.2.5 Changing drivers 
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Figure 7.6 Changing drivers  

The ‘Changing Drivers’ theme is used for where the participants focused on concepts such as 

foresight, and draws out the need to build the capacity of others to take the lead from a meta-

view of the project (i.e. not just one particular community). This theme particularly emphasises 

the development of skills and encourages others to become more central in the process by 

incrementally shifting responsibility to others. The following learning journey from Dean (see 

figure 7.6), a member of the project team, draws on a number of features including difficult 

terrain, vehicle and navigation:  

“The thing that comes to mind is that it is very bumpy tarmac road with lots of tracks 

that head off in different directions. Although your main road is very clear and that was 

the structure of the process, there are always people going off on different avenues.  

The reason why I am saying tarmac is that it is solid and defined but there are lots of 

lumps or tar on it so you can trust that it is a solid road. But if you go too fast and hit 

a bump then you are going to fly off so you have to find the right speed and the right 

way through it.” Dean, Project team member.  

Here Dean acknowledged the terrain as being a key factor in the process, describing it as a 

bumpy road with different tracks to take in a variety of directions, and recognised that there 

was a need to go at a suitable speed to keep on track. Dean also suggested that the route was 

solid which could imply the strength of the team or the well-defined nature of the project. When 

asked about the role he played, Dean highlighted that he was no longer driving but rather 

supporting the direction of the bus:  
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“…in the beginning maybe I was doing some driving but I think maybe I have become 

more of a backseat driver…because I am still pointing and directing but not having to 

have my eyes on the road the whole time.” Dean, Project team member.  

This metaphor highlighted a number of key points which related to the complexity of leading 

a community based intervention project across three communities within a small time frame. 

This highlighted the importance of having a strong and defined project as well as the space for 

change. It is important to note however that as the analysis shows not everyone would agree 

that the project was well defined. For instance, those that used the Patient Passenger or Going 

it Alone metaphor agreed that features such as “stopping / starting” or “on / off” were 

characteristics, but some argued that this also enhanced their experience of the SBCRC project. 

In particular having the opportunity to change direction or take different paths was vital, as was 

going at the correct speed according to Dean, especially where the emphasis here is on building 

the capacity of others to become more central in the process and eventually step into roles of 

increasing leadership. For instance, Dean outlined how his role began as the driver but as the 

project progressed he was beginning to change his role and was instead encouraging a new 

driver of change. Therefore, whilst he was no longer driving the project, he by the stage he was 

interviewed here, was supporting the direction of the project which best supported the needs of 

the communities. This could be similar to the team development theory devised by Tuckman 

(1965) which explains team development and behaviour and which understands that as a team 

develops maturity, ability and relationships are established. As a consequence, the leader 

changes leadership styles which in some cases produces a new successor leader. This sees the 

authority and the freedom extended by the leader to the team increase while the control of the 

project leader decreases. In this respect, the metaphors in the ‘Changing Drivers’ group 

highlight how the project team were stepping aside and allowing a new driver of change 

moving from, where initially the learning was very much focused on the project team, to 

eventually increasing the focus of the learning for the project participants directly in the 

community.  

Using a different metaphor, Anna nevertheless also detailed how her experience of the project 

also involved slowly building the capabilities of other people, often in quite difficult terrain. 

Thus her analysis is also grouped under this broad heading:  

“it’s a bit like going climbing, like when you have to double pitch climb so you have to 

do the rope and get up to a ledge because you’ve got some really steep bits.  And then 

you’ve got some really easy nice bits to climb and you get over one bit and you think, 
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we’re there. But then you look and you’ve got another bit to go type thing.  So I think 

it’s a bit like climbing, but it sounds like that’s quite isolating.” Anna, Project team 

member.  

At the start of this metaphor Anna explained that her journey had felt like climbing, which 

often felt like a difficult terrain with false plateaus. Anna then began to suggest that this sounds 

“quite isolating”, however then went on to explain that: “you can’t climb without other people, 

you can’t do it on your own unless you’re amazing.  And you’ve always got your backup 

equipment and like a phone to phone up the emergency services or whatever. Like so maybe 

Dean is my emergency service, getting on my cell phone going, “Dean what’s going on?”  But 

it is kind of like a team effort, but it is very much like climbing.” Anna, Project team member. 

Considering “who is the lead climber?” Anna stated that “I’d say I kind of was actually. I’m 

not completely leading but I am quite a central part of this project.  But you’ve got a whole 

team of support people around you.  And you’re trying to pull other people up with you as well.  

So you climb up and then you pull someone up with you”.  Anna, Project team member. 

When asked whether it felt like Anna was pulling the participants up as the lead climber she 

stated:  

“No, they’re starting to climb some of them on their own. So I’m leading, I put the bits 

in and I’m on a rope and they’re feeding up the rope that if I do fall off I haven’t got 

far to fall.  Maybe that’s Dean.  And then you get to a ledge and then you help them.  

So you feed up the rope and you sort of help them climb up.  So they’re doing the 

climbing, but you’re supporting them so they don’t fall.” Anna, Project team member. 

This extensive metaphor offered by Anna (see illustration in appendix eight), discussed a 

number of key points in her progress through the project. Starting out as a “lead climber”, Anna 

detailed how the sometimes difficult terrain to navigate had been supported by her aid, Dean 

who encouraged her to tackle the vagueness of the journey. Through this metaphor, Anna 

described how, eventually coming to grips with her learning landscape, she had through the 

process enabled others to climb too, highlighting how different communities needed different 

kinds of support based specifically on the journeys they were on: 

“Well, I think [community X] are already climbing on their own pretty well, like they 

just needed some help with the equipment type thing, you know, to make it easier, and 

maybe take other people along with them.  Yeah, I don’t know about [community Y], I 

don’t think there’s the motivation to get up that mountain…[community Z], I think there 
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is [motivation] but there’s just so many people to coordinate and get up that mountain 

that it’s going to take a longer time.  But I think the journey will continue for 

[community X] and [community Z], I don’t know about [community Y]”. 

In light of the above, Anna’s metaphor recognised that the resources and guidance that action 

based community interventions require cannot be ad-hoc and instead have to be individual 

based on both the existing learning and strengths within each community. This is representative 

of the over-arching narrative found within the policy which supports the localisation of power 

from national to local networks (2.3.4). This promotes the importance of a common cause at a 

localised level in which the communities themselves are viewed as complex systems best 

placed for creating longer term, sustainable solutions (2.3.4).However there are challenges to 

localised working as raised in section 7.2.4 such as differing views on directions and decisions 

on resources.   

Not surprisingly the Changing drivers metaphor was used exclusively by participants within 

the project team but varied considerably in its specifics from a bus driver who is simultaneously 

map reading to a mountain leader. This highlighted the very distinct roles at play within the 

team by the project coordinator who was on the ground with the participants and the principle 

investigator who contributed to the strategic direction of the project. Essentially this metaphor 

started with the recognition of the difficult terrain that lay ahead, followed by a change in 

position from the original leader. This was discussed as either stepping aside to let others drive 

the project or giving participants support and equipment to help them climb more 

independently. As noted by Fazey et al. (2007) increasing resilience efforts across social scales 

through involvement in the management (of socio-ecological systems) can enhance adaptive 

capacity. Thus, it could be argued that the participants were developing as new leaders for the 

future of the project, however in order to do this there had to be sufficient engagement with the 

community to help build capacity. A project coordinator who can be embedded in the 

community is essential to aid this transfer. 
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7.2.6 Forming groups 

 

Figure 7.7 Forming groups 

The ‘Forming Groups’ theme was used where participants described how the project supported 

existing leadership around certain issues, which has led to the development of new interest and 

the uptake of volunteers to either existing or new groups at a community level. The following 

quote by Smith highlighted how his experience of the project encompassed his learning prior 

to the project starting (see figure 7.7):  

“It’s like being in a walking party in which I’ve been walking this route for some time, 

trying to rally people. But some people literally do not get going until a storm hits 

them.” Smith, Resident participant.  

As outlined in the above quote, Smith referred to his experience of the project based on a 

walking party. This gave the impression of a slow paced progression of movement which 

included other people. The metaphor that Smith provided highlighted how, for him, this 

experience represented an existing journey where others only tended to get involved if they 

had been affected: “I’ve been walking this route for some time, trying to rally people. But some 

people literally do not get going until a storm hits them.” When discussing the future of the 

project Smith stated: “Now people will peel off at different points and join in at different stages, 

and in the future… it’s going to be very hilly and there are also some forks in the road, and 

some of them, we want to go down both forks”. Here Smith echoed some similarities with the 

‘All on Board metaphor’ which stated how other participants “jumped off and on the bus” based 

on different interests. In addition, Smith drew on his existing experience of climate related 

projects and working with the community and explained how the future was going to continue 

to have challenges.  
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When asked whether the SBCRC project had aided his efforts in encouraging his local 

community colleagues he stated:  

“…Somebody joined our energy sub-group following the open event in the High School 

(third workshop), they came up saying, we want to be involved and we said, yeah we 

can make use of you… So it’s a result of a lot of things - chipping away at it in the 

background for an awfully long time but the flood protection work and, in particular, 

this idea of getting enhanced benefit from it while we're doing something, I think that 

has been very helpful to sort of move things forward. Now, I've got an overview of the 

map, at least some of the highlights, and yeah, I think some of the others, particularly 

on the sub-group, can see parts of that map or at least some of the destinations or 

stopping points along the way….” Smith, Resident participant. 

This metaphor referenced the importance of enhancing and building on existing champions 

within communities by way of connecting them to other individuals. The example here focused 

particularly on the development of a range of sub-groups which were created to support the 

local flood alleviation project in one location. The sub-group which Smith referenced focuses 

on energy and renewables, and whilst Smith had held a strong interest across this topic for a 

long period, the SBCRC project enabled the development of new or enhanced interests and the 

uptake of volunteers to either existing or new groups at a community level.  

7.2.7 Summary of the metaphors   

As highlighted there is a diverse range of different metaphors which were relatable to other 

participants with exception ‘Forming Groups’ which emerged from a participant who was a 

local resident and had been working to try and mobilise his community colleagues for a long 

period of time. For this reason, his learning journey metaphor of the project took into account 

his journey before the SBCRC project started, which then became incorporated into his 

experience of the SBCRC project. Such champions within the community are important assets 

to enable the outcomes from such projects like the SBCRC to continue. In this respect, it is 

important to appreciate who these key individuals are and recognise their existing efforts, and 

experiences prior to the project. With this however, the metaphors elicited through VAEMA 

raise the question of how experiences of learning can be accurately captured without 

discounting pre-exiting learning, knowledge, experience as well as relationships. The 

following section will consider the relationship of the participants and the metaphors, and how 

these relate to four demonstrable aspects of social learning (as outlined in section 3.4) 
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including: (1) a change in understanding takes place in the individuals involved; (2) that this 

change goes beyond the individual and becomes situated within wider social units or 

communities of practice; (3) the change occurs through social interactions and processes 

between actors within a social network, and (4) that the process of social learning encourages 

capacity building (Reed et al., 2010). 

7.3 Discussion section 

Firstly, this section explores the metaphors in relation to the participants and considers what 

impact their role (i.e. organisational setting) had on their experience of the SBCRC project as 

a process. In doing so this section explores the relationship between how participants 

experienced the project and factors which are external to the project. As table 7.1 illustrates, 

whilst some of the individual metaphors were formed into groupings with a number of 

participants assigned to the same learning journey, other learning journeys such as Forming 

Groups, Going it alone and In Gear had only one participant. It is noteworthy to highlight that 

the participant who provided the In Gear metaphor had pre-existing engagement in mobilising 

climate and resilience related projects in the community. This could be the reason why their 

learning journey metaphor emphasised pre-existing factors before the SBCRC project started 

(for instance, existing ways of working with certain groups). In detail, both the learning 

journeys Going it Alone and In Gear explore the experience of individual participants, one 

within a community and the other from a public sector organisation respectively. Here both 

participants use quite tentative language to describe how they have disengaged from the 

project, as well as the existing tensions between the different groups in the local communities.  

In contrast, the All on Board theme tended to reference participants who were residents in a 

local community, with exception of one individual from a third sector organisation who was 

involved as a collaborator in the project; this is demonstrated by the participants’ meta-view of 

the project. Whilst not representative of the communities, their metaphor encompassed all three 

community sites: “the project was trying to get the whole canoe from A to B but it has had to 

take three different routes through three different communities with each community being at 

different speeds and currants” (see section 7.2.2). Additionally, the participants reporting on 

the All on Board metaphor also highlighted the many different sub-communities within the 

three locations drawing on quite distinct groups such as young people or business users. In this 

respect, they too were exercising a meta-view of their experience of the project. All four 

metaphors within this category use boats as a symbol of the vehicle which also describes the 

hazard of flooding for the communities concerned.  
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The Patient Passenger metaphor reflected participants who were part of an organisation and 

were keen to listen and understand from the community’s specific needs. This metaphor used 

a vehicle (either a bus or a car) which emphasised that their involvement in the project as a 

participant was not in the driving seat but rather in the back with multiple other people who 

were often “getting on and off at different stops”. Whilst this irregularity in participants seems 

to be highlighted as a negative, participants that explored this kind of learning journey reported 

on learning outcomes associated with ‘networks and relationships’ as well as ‘shifts in 

thinking’. In contrast residents in the community tended to report more on learning which 

developed skills and capacity. This implies that future community based interventions need 

also to consider diverse learning opportunities for individual participants which are appropriate 

for the capacity. Finally, Changing Drivers was a metaphor that was used exclusively by project 

team members, but varied considerably from a bus driver who is simultaneously map reading 

to a mountain leader. This highlights the very distinct roles at play within the team from the 

project coordinator who was on the ground with the participants and the principle investigator 

who contributed to the strategic direction of the project. 

The metaphors help to interpret the performance of key areas of the project focusing 

specifically on the purpose of the three different workshops. In detail, the metaphors illustrate 

a number of key similarities from participants as well as members of the project team when 

considered against the individual workshops. To begin with the first panel in most of the 

metaphors represented a greater sense of coming together which is represented by the varied 

individuals coming on board. Workshop one and three were considered similar to one another 

by participants, but workshop two was more often explored by feelings of uncertainty as if it 

were to come ‘off track’. This ambivalent feeling could be because this stage is where the 

horizoning or futures workshop occurred. Whilst section 3.5 outlined that in order to problem-

solve the world around us we must first face the uncertainty that exists and in doing so 

acknowledge that “life is flux” (Heraclitus, n.d), the outcome of workshop two illustrates some 

of the challenges of anticipatory or futures learning for dealing with uncertainty.  

With this however the second workshop (represented by the second panel) in the illustrated 

metaphors did highlight an increasing awareness by most respondents of other participants and 

their interests, and acknowledged that other people could be on their own journey, as illustrated 

by the various routes indicated. It was this workshop which really brought to light the variation 

of interests in the community, whether participants were part of the project team or the 

community. There was recognition that people started the journey based on all manner of 
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interests and agendas, from accessing local broadband and connectivity to improving flood 

resilience. Whilst this diversity in interests is important for understanding the broader issues in 

a community, some participants felt that their learning needs and interests were placed on hold. 

However when the learning outcomes relating to workshop two were reflected on in chapter 

six (section 6.2.3), participants described this workshop as the place in which “learning about 

what is useful for a community” emerged. The following paragraphs explore how the 

metaphors demonstrate learning as a complex social learning process and its relationship with 

social learning theory.  

The previous paragraphs have explored the metaphors in relation to the participants’ role, and 

at what stage in the project the specific learning outcomes emerged. It is useful to first 

acknowledge however that whilst social learning theory will be explored, one should be 

mindful of two common misunderstandings. Firstly, as recognised by Bull et al. (2008) it 

cannot be assumed that participation leads to social learning. Secondly, as noted by Pahl-Wostl 

et al. (2007), the concept of social learning and potential outcomes (such as the development 

of new relationships through social interactions) constitutes both a process and outcome. For 

this reason, discussion of the metaphors will be considered alongside the reported learning as 

already identified in chapter six. For instance, all metaphors (with exception of ‘Going it 

Alone’) encompass three key learning areas which were also outlined in Chapter six: a 

breakdown of barriers and thinking, development of new relationships and the development of 

skills and capacity. For instance, those participants that developed the metaphor of ‘Patient 

Passenger’ highlighted the diversity of different people engaging in the project. Additionally, 

these participants tended to report more on learning outcomes which related to the development 

of new relationships and cross sector links.  

In contrast the participants that provided the ‘Going it Alone’ metaphor highlighted how the 

pace or direction of SBCRC was at a slower pace than theirs, making the distinction that there 

was either a misalignment in direction and or pace. Similarly, the ‘In Gear’ metaphor outlined 

how challenges raised by communities were not always easily responded to due to existing 

operational limitations (i.e. time or financial resources), suggesting that some groups could not 

change track or gears – either to move faster or in a different way to the project. This 

highlighted the extent to which choices around adaptation are highly constrained by 

circumstances such as socio-economic challenges (Pelling et al., 2015). Here, participants also 

highlighted a feeling of vagueness or lack of direction of the SBCRC project, namely as a result 

of other parties not fulfilling actions. This was then described as being “left in the dark” 
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“blocked” or experiencing an “emergency stop”. Additionally, the ‘Going it Alone’ metaphor 

also reported on areas of policy incompatibility, learning about what was useful for a 

community and strengthening or building existing relationships. In this respect, whilst the 

participants’ metaphor demonstrates the complexity of social learning processes by 

highlighting the difficulties and tensions of working with different organisations, the learning 

outcomes that were reported were in some ways very different to the nature of the metaphor.  

Taking the opportunity to reflect on the analysis in light of the social learning literature, the 

metaphors highlighted the social dynamics of learning and how this can increase adaptive 

capacity. All 14 metaphors highlighted a shift or change in leadership, direction or change at a 

social level, which aimed to match individuals with the resources around them. This, combined 

with the summaries of learning, suggests that the SBCRC project enhanced connections and 

capacities relevant to more integrated and holistic thinking relevant to addressing issues such 

as climate disadvantage. Therefore the metaphors serve as an opportunity to understand 

learning in its social dimensions which relate the individual, the process and the social world. 

Using Wenger’s approach (1998) the three case communities could be considered as individual 

communities of practice which in their entirety makeup essentially a social learning system.  

The idea of a social learning system is further highlighted when considering the reported 

learning outcomes. For instance, those of the participants representing different organisations 

and local communities tended to relate to developing social connections and relationships, 

future directions and common visions, albeit sometimes in a tentative way, while project team 

members highlighted a changes in leadership, where greater responsibility was gradually 

handed over. Reflecting on the work of Wals and van der Leij (2007) in relation to social 

learning for a sustainable world, it could be argued that the SBCRC project succeeded in two 

areas: (1) creating a sufficient amount of dissonance by introducing new knowledge, alternative 

values and ways of looking at the world which may have become a stimulating force for 

learning, creativity and change, and (2) enabled learners to reorganise, evaluate and potentially 

transcend their social norms, group thinking and personal biases. For instance, in workshop 

three participants reported that there was more direction as a consequence of certain capacities 

and expertise being identified and exploited in the second workshop68. It is at this stage where 

participants began to describe that they were thinking differently about their positionality in 

the project as it moved into the final stages. For this reason, participants discussed the direction 

                                                 
68 For example, in Peebles a flood group was set up after broad conversations during workshop two and three, and in Hawick 

and Newcastleton a showcasing event took place where specific topics were discussed by volunteers. 
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of their vehicle or the driver which suggested a greater collective vision and better sense of 

direction (or at least the capacity to decide this) where the role as leader was shared. This might 

represent not only a positive view of the SBCRC project, but also the participants’ experience 

of learning in such a dynamic group formation. This is illustrated in the third panels of both the 

Patient Passenger and Changing Drivers metaphor which shows the journeys either heading to 

a distinct directions or new future with essentially, a new leader.  

Whilst the ‘Changing driver’ metaphor was the only example to really report on a profound 

change to occur (“…in the beginning maybe I was doing some driving but I think maybe I have 

become more of a backseat driver”) to some degree this indicates that the SBCRC as a process 

was able to challenge some of the status quo relating to social or institutional capacity such as 

power relations within the community. With this however it could be argued that those steering 

the process more potential to learn more than those who are participants based on the intensity 

of involvement. Thus those involved with decision making may learn and therefore enhance 

their adaptive capacity though engaging with decision making (Fazey et al. 2007). This raises 

the question of how might such future projects which accommodate a wide range of 

participants provide this learning experience.  

The metaphors also highlight that the communities across the SBCRC project were at differing 

points in their forming stage of development, where some individuals and groups were moving 

towards a more integrated formation than others, represented by the development of a voluntary 

sub-group for instance. Designing a community based intervention with learning as a goal 

requires in-depth involvement which is highly influenced by those that participate. As Wenger 

(2009, p.6) recognises “when engagement in practice is the curriculum, the learning process 

has to unfold out of the interactions among participants”. Considering this, de Vente et al. 

(2016) outline that project outputs derived from participatory processes (i.e. such as social 

learning, network formation or preference change) depend highly on the selection of 

participants, the process design and the socio-cultural, institutional and environmental context 

in which they are conducted. It could be argued that multi-actor projects are more likely to 

result in varied kinds of learning outcomes, relating not only to the direct experience of the 

participant, but also in terms of their position to the project, their prior learning and how they 

experience change.  

Thus, selecting the right kinds of actors could be an important factor of future multi-actor 

projects which rely on emergence of new awareness and relationships. For instance, in the case 

of ‘Going it Alone’ and the ‘In Gear’ metaphor, both participants had experience of working 
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together, yet the SBCRC did not enhance this connection. This suggests that not every 

participant will have the same exposure through the process of social learning. In this respect, 

it could be argued that a project which intended to develop community resilience may have to 

some degree created resistance. Understanding the capabilities within a social learning system 

is important, particularly in relation to factors such as learning governance, as some argue that 

learning in social systems is inherently political (Wenger, 2009). This is noted by Ling and 

Dale (2014) who state that “different people and communities react to stimuli for action with 

varying degrees of urgency and types of responses” (p.1). As this chapter has illustrated, 

varying kinds of social relationships which emerged through the process of the SBCRC project 

have been formed. The nature of these relationships are mostly linked to aspects of bonding 

social capital by which participants discuss relations with other local residents or team 

members for instance. However, bonding social capital are characterised by weak ties 

(Granovetter, 1973) due to the lack of diversity, which as noted by Newman and Dale (2007) 

could limit the resources needed in order to address complex challenges.  

In contrast, linking or vertical social capital which relates for instance to the capacity of the 

civic community to lever resources and ideas from formal institutions, would be more 

conducive to the DRR sector as a social learning system. Thus in order for individuals and 

communities to influence change, agency is first required in order to mobilise social capital in 

order for a community to not only affect meaningful change, but to also respond to challenge 

and adversity (Newman and Dale, 2007). In respect of the definition of community resilience 

provided by Magis (2010), agency is needed in order for communities to not only respond to 

challenge but to also thrive in environments of complexity, as well as develop alternative 

trajectories or pathways. As outlined by Skerratt (2013) human agency is essential to resilience, 

therefore understanding the way in which learning via social relationships occur, can to some 

degree indicate levels of agency. For instance Going it Alone and In Gear illustrated a lack of 

social connectivity and reported learning outcomes which illustrated the dangers of deliberate 

learning processes in which some groups were privileged whilst inadvertently excluding others. 

This may then reinforce already challenging relationships (as illustrated in the Going it Alone 

metaphor section 7.2.3). This also relates to the wider justice issues in which social learning 

process can permit or even reinforce the underlying causes of vulnerability, such as limited or 

reduced exposure to opportunity or access to resources, at an individual or community level. 

As noted in section 2.3.5.1 however, negotiating problematic relationships is more likely to 

have long term benefits in creating safer communities, and help tackle increasing inequality 
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(Scottish Government, 2017b). This highlights the value of facilitated multi-actor learning 

experiences which are situated.   

7.4 Conclusion  

This chapter set out to uncover how participants’ experiences of the SBCRC project as a 

process related to learning outcomes. Essentially, the SBCRC project provided an informative 

case study to explore the interacting processes of social learning as well as the reported learning 

outcomes, some of which relate to the development of adaptive capacity and DRR. The 

learning journey metaphors also illustrated the potential benefits as well as challenges of a 

community based intervention, drawing on the dynamics of institutional and cultural 

differences which can limit participant engagement in what is essentially an emergent learning 

journey for all involved.  

In conclusion, the metaphors examined in this chapter highlighted that learning in a multi-actor 

context is a highly complex and social process which relies on the emergence of new awareness 

and knowledge but also the development of new relationships as well as shifts in capacities. 

Whilst understanding the extent to which learning in these kinds of contexts is experienced so 

to support the role and design of future interventions, there is clearly a need for more time and 

support for those involved in the projects such as this as this was a wider policy dissemination 

event. As outlined in section 4.4.2, no SBCRC participants attended the fourth workshop and 

so the opportunity to continue the learning journey analysis in capturing the whole SBCRC 

project as a process was reduced slightly, however it does raise the question of why participants 

did not attend this final workshop. One potential reason could have been the logistics of 

attending the meeting in Edinburgh for instance. Nonetheless, the analysis suggests that the 

SBCRC project did provide some ways to assist thinking about the integrated challenges 

associated with climate change over the course of three workshops. The next and final chapter 

of this thesis will outline a synthesis of the two phases of the research. before closing with the 

final conclusion.  

Chapter eight: Understanding how to enhance multi-actor 

learning: An investigation into the Scottish Disaster Risk 

Reduction Context 
8.1 Introduction  

This thesis aimed to understand how to enhance multi-actor learning through an investigation 

of the Scottish Disaster Risk Reduction context. This final chapter sets out a review of 

findings for each of the six research questions (8.2) and then provides a synthesis of findings 



 

254 

 

(8.3). Limitations (8.4) and the main contributions of the thesis are discussed (8.5), the final 

conclusions (8.6) and recommendations are provided (8.7). 

8.2 Review of findings  

8.2.1 What is the current policy and practice landscape for DRR in Scotland and 

how does it relate to learning?  

Addressing this first research question of the thesis in chapter two involved examining the 

learning landscape of the DRR sector in Scotland through a review of current policy and 

practice. The current landscape exists as an amorphous network of actors within a sector shaped 

by diverse opportunities, regulatory contexts and challenges such as austerity. Given the 

current nature of increasingly interconnected challenges and the emphasis on greater flexibility 

in working in DRR (in line with other sectors), there is a need for greater attention to learning, 

both with regards to how to work with change, and how to learn in more effective ways. This 

brings a number of challenges (section 2.3.5.1), such as the need for improved guidance in 

policy that actively supports multi-actor learning cultures that are inclusive of different actors. 

This is especially important in light of the wider empowerment agenda prevalent in recent 

Scottish political discourse, such as Community Learning and Development, which references 

the need for appropriate learning cultures (see section 2.3.5.1 and 8.2.1). Thus, within the DRR 

sector, greater attention and understanding of the needs of how different stakeholder groups 

are learning within the contexts of policy and practice is required.  

8.2.2 What existing learning theories can be used to help understand learning 

within the DRR sector?  

This second research question was explored in chapter three by examining the relevance of 

different theories to help advance thinking about learning within the DRR sector in Scotland. 

This review found that the paradigm for learning has increasingly shifted towards theories of a 

post-modern perspective recognising that learning is messy and non-linear, and which better 

supports the post-normal context being experienced in the Scottish DRR sector. The framework 

which was developed for the thesis drew together literature on learning theories, practice and 

policy and highlighted four essentials for multi-actor learning in post-normal DRR contexts. 

This includes approaches that: (1) can work across interconnected issues and social and 

geographical scales, (2) needs to include deep learning approaches that promote flexibility and 

adaptive capacity, (3) uses a reflexive approach to harness full potential of learners from across 

different knowledge bases and settings, and (4) embraces the role of time for learning by 
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supporting iterative gradual learning experiences.  This framework, which summarises the key 

essentials for appropriate approaches to learning in the DRR sector in Scotland, also provides 

an important basis for exploring how different factors can facilitate or act as a barrier for multi-

actor learning in the DRR sector, such as different organisational cultures.  

8.2.3 What are the processes and tools actors use in gaining and sharing their 

learning, and what issues act as enhancers or barriers to effective learning in this 

context?  

After chapter four outlined the methodology for the thesis, this third research question was 

addressed in chapter five through empirical analysis of 37 interviews of IEM practitioners in 

Scotland, in which 15 different learning processes were reported by interviewees. This included 

processes such as supportive and encouraging networks or cultures, peer to peer learning or 

during actual response to disaster events. This highlights that the processes used to develop and 

share learning are diverse and rely predominantly on four key factors, which are often 

intertwined, including; time, social interaction, supportive learning structures and cultures, and 

exercising activities to enhance professionalism. The findings highlight that learning in the 

DRR context is essentially a social practice which is both a highly interactive experiences and 

a social one. It also highlights that much of the learning is not formalised and that while there 

are many attempts to enhance structural elements to encourage leaning, those most commonly 

applied are the less formal aspects. Attention to these processes, such as learning networks and 

safe spaces for learning are thus likely to be the most important ways of encouraging learning. 

These findings reinforce the learning framework established in section 3.8 which highlighted 

that time, social scale and depth are important factors for effective learning in contexts such as 

those relating to DRR in Scotland.   

8.2.4 How do particular motivations for learning affect learning outcomes in 

relation to resilience?   

This question was also addressed through analysis of the interviews and reported in chapter 

five. Exploring the role of motivations for learning was considered important where there is 

not only a need to understand how learning occurs but also a “need for explaining how learning 

occurs, and what influences this learning” (Lotz-Sisitka et al., 2016, p.50). A range of different 

motivations was identified: incentives through political changes, legislation or policy guidance; 

to meet recognition of a growing need for attention to resilience; and through investment or 

bringing other resources into learning. The findings demonstrate that learning processes that 
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are linked to areas of supportive cultures (i.e. no blame culture), structures and motivations (i.e. 

proactively addressing learning through recognition of resilience need), tend to lead to more 

profound learning outcomes than for instance cultures which are outcome driven or influenced 

by extrinsic kinds of motivations. For instance, as noted in section 5.2.3, participants highlight 

how learning processes such as ‘specialist funded programs’ or ‘trailblazing’ have had a 

valuable social return in terms of wider DRR efforts such as through increasing community 

engagement and participation (Pelling, 2005). Whilst such processes are dependent on funding 

and resources (and were thus less frequently reported), they nonetheless highlight that flexible 

methods for developing learning opportunities, especially in relation to working with the 

community, are important for developing DRR efforts.  

8.2.5 What do people learn through community participatory interventions?  

The previous empirical findings focused on the wider context of learning among IEM 

practitioners in Scotland. Whilst there is a growing attention to how learning is promoted at 

smaller scales and across different sectors and issues, with tendencies towards trying to 

promote learning for community resilience, as established in section 1.1, there is a lack of 

knowledge around the role of learning in tackling such challenges, both in terms of how 

learning processes emerge but also how these can contribute to larger sustainability challenges 

more effectively. For this reason, chapter six set out to explore learning outcomes from the 

Scottish Borders Climate Resilient Communities (SBCRC) project, as a participatory process 

applied to enhance community resilience, which involved different agencies and sectors. The 

most reported learning outcome area was ‘shifts in understanding and awareness’ which 

includes four sub themes each characterising either a perceptual shift in relationships or about 

climate change issues, or a development in awareness relating to the community and residents. 

The second most reported learning outcome area was ‘networks and relationships’, and 

includes three sub themes, all of which relate to the development or enhancement of different 

kinds of relationships. In detail they include: ‘development of new relationships’, 

‘strengthening or building existing relationships or networks’ or ‘developing cross sector and 

community linkages’. The third most reported learning outcome theme is represented by the 

‘development of new capacity and skills’, which includes specifically the ‘development of 

skills (i.e. researcher or community engagement skills)’ or ‘learning about the principles and 

practices of doing these kinds of projects’. Finally, the least reported learning outcome from 

SBCRC participants includes both learning about policy in general, and learning about policy 

incompatibility.  
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8.2.6 How do participants’ experiences of participatory interventions as a process 

relate to learning outcomes  

The final research question, addressed in chapter seven, involved examining how participants’ 

experiences of the SBCRC project as a process relates to learning outcomes. In order to answer 

this question a new methodology named visually augmented elicited metaphor analysis 

(VAEMA) was developed. Six groupings of metaphors were identified which explained the 

experience of participants as part of the participatory process and which highlight that learning 

in a multi-actor context is a subjective, highly complex social process, which relies on the 

emergence of new awareness and knowledge, but also the development of new relationships as 

well as shifts in capacities. The metaphors of different experiences of learning as a journey 

reveal some of the key dynamics involved, such as increased awareness of the needs and 

interests of others, and the development of social networks (see table 7.1). The SBCRC project 

provided an opportunity to explore a range of interacting processes of social learning alongside 

reported learning outcomes, some of which relate to the development of adaptive capacity and 

DRR. Overall, the empirical work across both chapters six and seven highlights the diverse 

learning benefits multi-actor learning experiences can bring which were however not often 

made explicit in participatory learning journeys.  

Another key original aspect of this work was the methodology used. The findings highlight 

how the VAEMA methodology could be used not only for understanding learning journeys 

broadly, but for examining the processes which occur within them, such as areas of tension, 

and difference in perceived levels of engagement. It is, however, important to note that the 

focus of the approach was to elicit the subjective experience of participants, and in line with 

inductive approaches to research, to draw out the diverse ways in which they had experienced 

the learning journey and represent this diversity, and not to test or assess the metaphors for 

generic validation by wider participants. With this it is important to note that in two cases the 

learning journeys are based on one person’s view (as illustrated in table 7.1), and so the decision 

to verify rather than test the learning journeys will be explored further in the limitations in 

section 8.4. The following section synthesises these findings and discusses the implications of 

these for the overarching aim of this thesis.  

8.3 Synthesis  

8.3.1 Learning processes in the DRR sector 
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This thesis set out to understand how to enhance learning in a DRR context through examining 

wider process of learning and a specific participatory process in Scotland. The specific findings 

above, when considered together, highlight four key integrated findings about the nature and 

role of learning in DRR in Scotland, each of which has important implications for enhancing 

DRR efforts.  

The findings show that learning through social processes can lead to changes in understanding, 

for instance the breakdown of boundaries, shifts in thinking or challenging perceptions of 

disadvantage. It can also lead to the development of new relationships, or the strengthening of 

existing networks across sectors and the deepening of community linkages.  All of these 

learning aspects are critical for supporting working in adaptive and flexible ways in a context 

of strong interconnectivity between issues and challenges. Learning through social processes 

is therefore arguably a critical part of resilience building, and potentially beneficial to wider 

DRR efforts. 

Findings also highlight the importance of collective learning processes where the needs and 

interests of others were recognised. Through participatory processes, social learning helped 

lead to the development of social networks to help cross sectoral and community linkages (see 

table 7.1). As established throughout chapter two, individual resilience is underpinned by 

strong social networks, as was also demonstrated extensively in the empirical findings of 

chapters five and six. The empirical findings highlighted how participatory processes also 

enhanced learning about how to enhance learning and participation by being involved, which 

participants argued was critical for them to develop capacity and skills in facilitation of the 

learning of others. Thus in addition to the development of social networks, participants also 

emphasised that the SBCRC as a process was a learning outcome in itself, where participants 

drew on facilitation techniques and exercises like the Three Horizons, thus demonstrating 

further the interconnectedness of learning as both a process and an outcome. On the other hand, 

some participants experienced the SBCRC process as directionless and misaligned and 

effectively opted out (e.g. Going it Alone and In Gear). Given the role of learning in developing 

adaptive capacity (Cardona et al., 2012), the findings from this thesis strongly suggest that if 

learning is both a process and an outcome, then resilience also needs to be viewed in the same 

way. That is resilience is much more than an outcome and requires as much attention to the 

journey of getting there as to the intended outcome itself (Adger, 2000; Almedom, 2013; Brand 

and Jax, 2007). The opportunity that the findings present therefore is to see a closer 

consideration to how learning processes can enhance participation of different actors in ways 
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which enhance capacity and skills. Some interdisciplinary learning does already exist (such as 

scenario working), however these are formal learning experiences. Therefore there is arguably 

a need to give greater account to the fact DRR revolves around social, and sometimes informal 

learning experiences in which the space is facilitated. Therefore the way in which future 

approaches to learning might be designed could usefully acknowledge this.  

8.3.2 Context and culture of learning in the DRR sector  

In addition to the significance of understanding the relationship of learning and resilience, and 

how this shows the importance of viewing resilience building as a process, the thesis highlights 

three other critical lessons about how to enhance learning for resilience  in the DRR sector. 

These include issues of cultural and structural contexts, time related factors and situated 

problem-based learning. The findings from the chapters highlight the importance of social 

formations in DRR learning, and support the premise that learning is influenced by context 

(Nonaka, and Toyama, 2002; Hager, 2011). As Thomalla et al. (2015) assert: “one of the most 

critical areas for improving vulnerability and risk reduction efforts is our lack of understanding 

of how context and culture, including organisational culture, influence the vulnerability and 

resilience of people at risk” (p.1). The findings of the thesis therefore reinforce the importance 

of understanding the context of different stakeholder groups who make up multi-actor learning 

networks, considering both differences in resource, capacities and particular influences such as 

culture that may drive learning. For example the challenges of differing context are highlighted 

in 5.5.3 where evidence suggests that certain stakeholders can set the dominant learning 

agenda, either through incentivising or professionalising certain stakeholder groups such as 

community or third sector representatives. This reference to a dominant command and control 

style of approach arguably highlights that some approaches to learning in the multi-actor 

context are still nested within Crisis Management (Shrivastava et al., 1988) (see table 3.3). As 

recognised by Wals and van der Leij (2007), social learning experiences have the potential to 

encourage multi-actor learning which can either tackle cultural and structural challenges or 

reinforce them. Other examples of cultural difference are highlighted by a participant within 

the SBCRC project, who discussed the limitations of responding flexibly to the needs of other 

stakeholder groups due to financial constraints (section 7.2.4). The findings therefore highlight 

that in order to enhance multi-actor learning, it is important to question learning processes and 

critically assess how these are culturing learning in a DRR context. 

In detail, as highlighted in section 6.5, some organisational cultures, particularly in the public 

sector, are outcome driven with an emphasis on efficiency and speed. Whilst these 
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organisational pressures tend to dominate both working and learning approaches, there is a 

growing realisation that the pragmatics needed for dealing with issues of complexity require a 

deep level of change which is often a much slower process. This raises the issue of time related 

factors in supporting multi-actor DRR learning, particularly in relation to the wider 

empowerment agenda. As outlined in section 2.3.5, processes which empower are essential for 

developing the skills and capacities needed by individuals in order to take on challenges 

relevant to their community. As noted by the Scottish Government (2009) empowerment is a 

complex and gradual process and “involves continual learning and the continuous building of 

a community’s capacity to take on more” (p.8). This emphasis on time and community 

empowerment infers that effective learning occurs through processes supported by time.  

As outlined in 3.5, time allows for reflexivity which is important for the human-social systems 

to respond flexibly to continually shifting external factors in order to maintain social resilience 

(Fazey et al., 2007). Time also allows for the revision of schemes and meaning structures from 

new experiences (Edward, 1997, p.13). Thus processes which occur over time support the view 

that life is flux, and recognise that in order to deal with the changes in the world we ourselves 

need to be changing (Wals and van der Leij, 2007). The findings from the empirical results of 

the thesis highlight some of the challenges that different actors face when engaging in multi-

actor learning experiences where such cultural norms are not only prevalent but can in cases 

dominate. Arguably, the SBCRC project allowed for some of the participants to reflect on these 

wider issues such as differences in knowledge, motivation, structure and culture, although there 

were examples of where participants felt time was constrained, and there was also the challenge 

of taking into account prior learning in some cases. The role of context relates back to the 

importance of reflexivity within the framework set out in section 3.8, which suggests that 

learning in a DRR context has to take into account time related factors and the wider complexity 

of social relations.  

Additionally these findings also demonstrate that learning is situated in context, and that 

understanding learning processes can be to some extent indicative of other influential factors 

for a stakeholder group, therefore conflicts or tensions are important to explore. This is 

especially the case where learners engaged in DRR efforts are from increasingly varied 

networks, as it can point toward differing levels of social and institutional capital, power 

relations or cultural conflicts and different access to resources. In this respect, the allocation of 

or access to resource reflects wider issues relating to social justice, where tackling systemic 

deep rooted problems is essential for increasing resilience and the developing capacity to adapt 
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to external stresses (section 2.3.5.1). Therefore effective learning in the DRR context is a social 

practice which relies on supportive learning structures and cultures. This is important because 

learning in complexity is rooted in problem-based situated contexts whereby new learning 

occurs through the process of interacting as a hyper extensive network (Engeström, 1987). 

Therefore the crossing of boundaries both in social and knowledge terms (for instance the 

learning journey such as Patient Passenger) is the process by which new learning emerges. 

Essentially, this multi-actor experience contributes to both the knowledge and practice of 

learning and responding to difficult contexts. This suggests that social experiences of learning 

which bring together different actors in the same space are important for enhancing DRR 

learning.  

8.3.3 Policy and learning in the DRR sector  

As outlined in chapter two, whilst the over-arching narrative of policy in Scotland surrounding 

DRR efforts is centred on the localisation agenda through redistribution of assets and 

empowerment, this research finds that to some degree the relationship between policy and 

learning in the DRR sector is somewhat disconnected. The review within chapter two found 

that policy tends to support the practice of DRR however there is a lack of attention to areas of 

multi-actor or interdisciplinary learning. Instead it tends to be partitioned between practitioners 

and the community. This raises the question as to whether the Civil Contingencies Act 2004 

(Contingency Planning) (Scotland) Regulations 2005 (the Regulations) (Cabinet Office, 

2005b) as the key legislation need to widen their focus to acknowledge the contribution of 

communities (separate to the statutory responsibility of CAT1 and CAT2 organisations), who 

as outlined in this research, already provide a central role in supporting civil protection. Given 

that DRR practice no longer exists solely as an expert arena of a few, but is instead increasingly 

becoming an amorphous network of many actors, policy needs to incorporate more guidance 

on inclusive learning to facilitate wider participation in DRR. Such policy would be more 

reflective of the diversity of different stakeholder groups, including community 

representatives, and would not only merit the empowerment agenda, but would support the 

move away from a command and control culture which is arguably ineffective for meeting the 

complex and emergent challenges of a post-normal context. In this respect, the findings from 

this research highlight the wider opportunities of policy as both guidance, but also as an 

adaptation mechanism which can as a “social process empower individuals, households, 

communities, institutions and states” (O’Brien et al., 2015, p.1).  
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Thus, what is important for learning in a DRR context is not only processes which can promote 

agency through proactive and deliberate action, but guidance through policy which can better 

support the redistribution of agency as well as assets (2.2.3.1). Reflecting on section 2.2.3.1, 

human agency is central to resilience, and is thus important for human based systems to thrive 

in contexts of change, rather than respond to episodic disturbance (Skerratt, 2013). As 

recognised by Berkes and Ross (2013), “communities have the ability to change many of the 

conditions that can increase their resilience in response to shocks and stresses, and actively 

develop resilience through capacity building and social learning—but up to a point” (p.13, 

emphasis added). In this respect, it is not just about coping with challenges. Rather what is 

required is to encourage agency as a process as an essential characteristic of resilience, along 

with the ability to self-organise (Berkes and Ross, 2013). Therefore policies which encourage 

individual and collective agency would better encourage strong resilient and supportive 

communities to take responsibility for their own actions (Ready Scotland, 2016), and would 

align with the aim of the Scottish Government in taking a more joined-up approach to 

developing community resilience which aims to: “provide individuals and groups of people 

with the knowledge and skills they need to effect change in their own communities, through a 

process of engagement, education, empowerment and encouragement” (Scottish Government, 

2013, p.1).  

8.3.4 Supporting learning in a DRR sector through facilitation and design 

The findings from chapter five (section 5.2.3) suggest that processes of learning such as 

‘specialist funded programs’ or ‘trailblazing’ tended to have a greater social return in terms of 

wider DRR efforts, such as increased community engagement and participation (Pelling, 2005) 

than for instance, online learning and communication. These processes emerged from 

supportive cultures and structures further suggests that learning is influenced by context as 

outlined above in section 8.3.2. In the case of the SBCRC project, participants engaged in a 

process in which the design and facilitation was ongoing and iterative. This was because the 

SBCRC project, as a community intervention, aimed to integrate and harness opportunities for 

local residents and policy makers to learn together about the challenges of addressing climate 

disadvantage and understand how resilience could be enhanced (4.4.2). It was therefore an 

action orientated project which was in many ways deliberate and proactive in how it was 

facilitated and designed (the limitations of this will be reflected on in section 8.4).  

Based on the findings across both studies, and key literature within chapters two and three, the 

framework as outlined in figure 8.1 (which was first introduced in section 3.8) can be updated 
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so that it now recognises that DRR learning is further enhanced when processes are facilitated 

and designed to take into account the complexity of social relations. These additions are 

considered necessary in view of the fact that effective multi-actor learning not only requires 

attention in regards to the role of process and context, but that learning experiences should be 

carefully designed and facilitated.  

 Figure 8.1: A revised framework for effective multi-actor learning in DRR contexts 

The additions of facilitation and design are necessary if we reflect on the claims by Biggs et 

al.’s (2011) that humanity needs to learn to live within dynamic diverse and interconnected 

systems, but we cannot take advantage of the interconnected nature of emerging problems on 

our own; carefully designed and facilitated multi-actor learning is needed. This reaffirms 

Engeström’s (1987) view that learning needs to be better designed as a transformation of 

human activities in order to meet the challenges of complex social change.  

In light of the research findings, figure 8.1 has also been revised to illustrate that deep and 

transformational learning can be bout an outcome as well as a process. This framework 

recognises that in order to achieve deep and transformational learning outcomes, learning 

processes which encourage agency are required.  In this respect, supporting learning 

experiences which can increase the flexibility and agency in learners (i.e. by participating in 
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novel multi-actor learning experiences) may lead to enhanced adaptive expertise of the DRR 

sector as a learning community. In detail, figure 8.1 incorporates an example learning journey 

‘Forming Groups’ to show the extent to which they are illustrate of the dynamics of change 

throughout the three panels. In detail this learning journey (section 7.2.6), describes the 

experience of a participant from essentially a solo traveller to one who gradually forms groups 

with others on the journey. Whilst the others that join have different interests, these individuals 

begin to share in the map reading and navigation of the way forward in a more cohesive way. 

Arguably this example suggests that the participant has increased their ability to navigate 

challenges through increasing their social network, and increased awareness of issues outwith 

their own interest.  

Reflecting on some of the qualities of resilience as outlined in section 2.2.3.1, each of the 

learning journeys as set out in figure 7.1 emphasised examples of either individual or collective 

action through social networks, self-organisation, engaged, or disengaged governance 

(involving collaborative institutions), and people-place connections. Thus, the learning journey 

metaphor illustrated that resilience building and experiences of resilience learning processes 

are representative of some of the complexities of social learning such as different knowledges 

and motivations as outlined in section 3.8. However, as sections 8.3.1 and 8.3.2 outline, both 

process and context play an important role in effective DRR learning. The following sections 

will go on to outline: the limitations (8.4) the main contributions of the thesis (8.5), final 

conclusion (8.6) and recommendations (8.7). 

 

8.4 Limitations  

As with any research, there were a number of limitations that had potential to affect the 

emerging findings. The first was that in the IEM phase of the research through snowballing 

more interviews were conducted with strategic members of the DRR sector than those with 

operational remits. This may have affected the findings in relation to which learning processes 

were captured with higher commanding members of the DRR sector. A possible implication 

of this limitation is that the review of learning processes might not be as extensive as it could 

be if there was more variety in the sample. However, this was not considered to be a major 

problem because as outlined in section 4.3.2.2 and within section 4.7.1, ethical considerations 

were addressed to ensure that the sample was deemed representative of the DRR sector. For 

example in addition to snowballing techniques, purposive sampling was also completed within 

the IEM phase in an effort to invite as wide a range of participants as possible (4.3.2.2). 
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Additionally, the study had the benefit of the second phase where participants were selected 

via a purposive sampling strategy which showed variation in the different stakeholder groups 

including local residents and across case study communities.  

A further limitation of the IEM study relates to the extent to which motivations and stimulants 

for learning (section 5.5) were appropriately assessed. As established earlier in the thesis, 

facilitators and barriers for learning are more challenging to isolate compared with areas such 

as ‘processes’ or ‘learning outcomes’ which can be more clearly defined. This initial limitation 

is perhaps linked to the method used in the first phase which was an in-depth semi-structured 

interview which made isolating specific areas such as motivations for learning challenging. An 

opportunity for future research would be to employ the use of a scale feature (i.e. on a scale of 

1-5 to what degree does policy drive the learning in your organisation) within the interview. 

Alternatively, this could be included as a separate survey which asks participants to rate the 

extent to which policy, incentive, criticism etc. play a role in encouraging learning. This would 

have enhanced the research by being able to make some direct correlations, but would also 

require a much greater number of participants to ensure validity of any qualitative data. 

However, as the IEM phase was focused on developing the breadth of issues, a survey styled 

questionnaire would also have limited the naturalistic-conversational style approach of the 

interviews (Kvale and Brinkman, 2009). The possible implications that this might have on the 

research findings is lessened by the SBCRC phase  of the research which provided the 

opportunity to explore further the issue of different facilitators and barriers linked to learning 

which were initially raised in the IEM interviews. Thus utilising two phases in the research as 

set out in table 1.1, provided an opportunity to explore the interface of learning from different 

perspectives which supports the robustness of research findings. As such the challenges posed 

by using semi-structured interviews to explore motivations and stimulants do not affect the 

findings or overall conclusions of this research.  

The potential limitations arising from the SBCRC phase of the research relate primarily to the 

Visually Augmented Elicited Metaphor Analysis (VAEMA). As outlined in sections 4.5.2 and 

8.4, a VAEMA was the tool which allowed for the subjective experience of the participants to 

be explored and constructed and was devised in response to research question six which asks: 

how do participants’ experiences of participatory interventions as a process relate to learning 

outcomes. For this reason, it was not appropriate for the learning journey illustrations to be 

tested or assessed by the wider participants, but they were instead validated by the participants 

who created them (see figure 4.7). This provided the opportunity for participants to affirm the 
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representation of their own metaphor and aided the process of developing the methodology as 

a framework and also supported the dissemination of some of the initial, descriptive findings 

of the analysis back to the participants. The decision not to test the learning journey metaphors 

means that out of the 14 learning journeys, the representation is specific to the originating 

participants, where for instance in some cases four participants are assigned to a metaphor, and 

in two other cases only one participant was assigned (see table 7.1).  The findings of this 

research clearly do not imply that the learning journeys are representative of learning 

experiences of all participants in their totality, and nor can they be extrapolated to the wider 

sample. Instead the VAEMA is a methodological framework devised to elicit the learning 

experience of participants engaged in community based interventions, and therefore the 

decision not to test the learning journeys has limited implications for the findings of this 

research. Therefore the decision to not test VAEMA does not limit the findings of this research 

or overall conclusions of this research.  

A further possible limitation was that phase two of this research (with SBCRC) was an action-

oriented project, which was in many ways deliberate and proactive in how it was facilitated 

and designed. This meant that there was limited potential for the some of the findings to be 

transferrable, as the learning experiences of individuals was so tied to the processes that they 

were involved in the particular project. This to some extent challenges the transferability of 

findings to other contexts, where it would be impossible to recreate the same emergent learning 

experience with different participants. There are, however more generalisable findings that 

could emerge. As established in section 4.8, the findings from this research cannot be used to 

explore future studies on an exact case by case basis, but there are opportunities for the findings 

to relate to other contexts as set out in section 1.3. In recognition of these limitations the 

following section will go onto outline the main contributions of this thesis.    

8.5 Main Contributions of thesis 

This research set out to understand how to enhance multi-actor learning through an 

investigation of the Scottish Disaster Risk Reduction context. Through addressing this aim, the 

thesis produced four main original and novel contributions to areas of conceptual, empirical 

and methodological knowledge.  

The first novel and original contribution of this thesis supports developments of new conceptual 

knowledge in that it provided, and developed further, an original framework for understanding 

learning in the DRR sector. This framework helps understand learning in DRR contexts, and 

supports research question one which focuses on understanding: what is the learning landscape 
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of the DRR sector in Scotland considering policy, practice and learning theories, and what 

would a framework for understanding learning in this context look like. The framework (in the 

revised version shown in figure 8.1) is novel because it was developed iteratively over the 

course of this thesis, firstly by synthesising key literature across learning theories, practice and 

policy from both reviews (chapters two and three). The framework was then revised based on 

the empirical findings from the empirical data and found that learning in a DRR context: (1) is 

increasingly interconnected and happens more across different social and geographical scales; 

(2) requires learning processes which encourage agency in order to achieve deep and 

transformational learning outcomes; (3) should utilise a reflexive approach to harness full 

potential of learners from across different knowledge bases and settings; (4) needs to embrace 

the role of time for learning and also the opportunities that our world given the post-normal 

context may have for DRR efforts; finally (5) where appropriate supports multi-actor learning 

through facilitation and design. This contribution to knowledge may support future community 

interventions and initiatives, but also informal learning experiences.  

The second contribution of this thesis which relates to empirically based new knowledge was 

the extensive review of learning processes within chapter five, in which 15 discreet learning 

processes were identified (table 5.1). This review of processes highlights the importance 

supportive structural and cultural dynamics and also provides inferences for wider areas of 

motivation and co-benefits associated with different processes. The findings suggest that in 

light of resilience building, learning can be considered both a process and outcome, and thus 

promotes the value of paying closer attention to the processes used to generate learning. In 

recognition of the lack of understanding around learning processes and motivations for learning 

more widely, these findings contribute to this gap in knowledge which may support practice 

within a multi-actor context, as well as future research.  

The third contribution of this thesis relates to the methodological innovation of the Visually 

Augmented Elicited Metaphor Analysis (VAEMA) which was designed specifically as a means 

of interpreting the experiences of multi-sector actors engaged in a community based 

intervention, using the concept of learning journeys. The taxonomy of learning journeys 

highlights the varied nature of experiences of learning within community based interventions 

and is illustrative of some of the complexities of multi-actor learning. Essentially, VAEMA 

acts as an illustrative tool in exploring the choreography of how learning unfolds, and is 

indicative of the complexities which surround resilience building. The metaphors provide 

insights into the potential benefits as well as challenges of a community based intervention, 
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and illustrate some of the draw on the dynamics of institutional and cultural differences which 

can limit participant engagement. This methodology framework can therefore contribute to 

knowledge and practice which may support future multi-actor learning experiences. 

The fourth contribution of this thesis relates to new knowledge through integrating existing 

work via the review of policy. In light of the findings from this research, this thesis suggest 

that a greater emphasis on learning about working with change, and learning to learn is needed. 

Given the focus on empowerment and the redistribution of assets into communities in the 

Scottish policy context, this finding highlights the ways in which policy and specifically policy 

guidance can further support the practice of DRR efforts in the context of multi-actor learning. 

Particularly through the use of clearer language which outlines explicitly the process in which 

learning will support multi-actor learning (see section 2.3.5.1), where there is a need to build 

agency and capacity in order for individuals and communities to not only cope but thrive in 

contexts of adversity.  

These four contributions support the advancement of knowledge and research around the topic 

of DRR, and provide further understanding of the practitioner landscape in Scotland by 

highlighting the experiences and complexities of multi-actor learning, and have wider 

relevance to policies supporting DRR.  

8.6 Final conclusions 

This research focused on understanding how to enhance multi-actor learning in the Scottish 

DRR context by considering the learning landscape of practitioners in relation to policy, 

practice and wider learning theories. A total of 89 in depth semi structured interviews were 

completed across two phases with participants across different stakeholder groups from 

participants across both statutory organisations and community settings. This research 

therefore provides a rich description of how multi-actor learning, both across and within 

different stakeholder groups, occurs focusing particularly on the learning processes used. It 

evidenced that the learning landscape of DRR in Scotland involves many different kinds of 

actors but also various motivations such as policy or incentives. The wider implications of 

factors relating to learning processes have been set out considering barriers and facilitators to 

learning.   

The research finds that learning in DRR contexts relies on varied interactive and social 

processes which are underpinned by structural, political and cultural contexts. This is 

represented by a framework which recognises six key factors for effective learning in DRR 
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contexts. These are: time, scale, agency, reflexive, design and facilitation. This framework 

highlights not only what factors for learning are important, but illustrates how learning in DRR 

contexts can be further enhanced. Furthermore, this research has illustrated that people 

experience learning in varied ways and so involving diverse actors in carefully facilitated and 

designed interventions can yield not only valuable learning outcomes, but can enhance local 

resilience by building familiarity, relationships and awareness among other things.  

Furthermore, as this research has evidenced, conflict and tensions in multi-actor learning can 

sometimes occur, but this can also yield useful learning outcomes for DRR efforts such as 

awareness and recognition of certain barriers such as organisational cultures. In respect of this, 

if learning as a social experience is resilience building, then it can be considered both a process 

and an outcome.  

Moving forward, in order to create more inclusive and equitable learning opportunities as well 

as reduce environmental hazard risks and underlying causes of vulnerability, the role of context 

and culture and its relationship with learning must be better understood. A core challenge of 

learning in a DRR context is the ability to regenerate learning structures and networks. This is 

especially the case for Scotland where a constrained public sector has meant that local 

authorities have increasingly limited capacities to respond to civic crises effectively. In 

conclusion, this research has shown that increased interagency working has undergone 

increasing support from a number of structural, legislative and resource changes to the DRR 

sector, however in order to enhance multi-actor learning efforts further, processes which 

encourage and enhance agency for a range of participants and stakeholders are needed. This is 

especially important if stakeholder groups in the community and third sector are to better 

support the response to crises.  

8.7 Recommendations  

Building from the contributions outlined in this chapter, this research is able to support four 

policy and practice based recommendations in view of enhancing DRR learning and efforts. 

Firstly, this research recognises the unique and novel funding stream provided by the JRF as 

part of their Climate Resilient Communities Program as a valuable resource which enabled the 

SBCRC project to occur. Therefore, funding which can support projects with more emergent 

outcomes rather than objectives would be beneficial for encouraging the kinds of learning 

which is arguably necessary for enhancing DRR efforts. Moreover, funding which is longer 

term will better enable multi-actor learning experiences to be situated in community contexts, 
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be problem-focused as well as more appropriately designed and facilitated. This would likely 

result in more sustainable benefits to a range of participants.  

Secondly, as this research shows, encouraging emergent learning experiences with participants 

from and within outcome based cultures which may be more driven by tangible action and 

outcomes rather than emergent learning can be challenging. Therefore providing funding which 

can enable stakeholders from such cultures to engage in progressive experiences may increase 

their awareness and understanding of learning as an essential attribute for developing wider 

DRR efforts. This may however require a shift in organisational culture however to recognise 

learning as a worthy and valued experience. Similarly, this research also recognises that a 

renewed focus and value on the role of process within community based interventions in the 

context of DRR efforts is important for increasingly multi-actor learning experiences, 

especially in light of increased partnership working and localisation of power to local networks, 

where increasingly third sector and community based representatives are required to support 

service delivery. This research recognises the various capacities within different stakeholder 

groups and the impact that learning via a pre-designed experience might have, such as scenario 

or exercises led by dominant responders within the public sector for instance. Whilst such 

activities are important, it raises the question of the extent to which this challenges or reinforces 

the pre-existing dominant learning narrative (i.e. control and command). This research 

therefore supports the value of alternative learning experiences which are carefully facilitated 

and can deliver on similar learning areas such as the development of knowledge, awareness 

and trust.  

The third recommendation relates to further research. An extended review of learning processes 

by evaluating the co-benefits which emerge in relation to DRR would further extend the impact 

of different learning processes. This kind of review may also indicate the extent to which 

different processes can lead to either incremental or transformative change. Furthermore, a 

survey which explores the way in which different factors influence learning (as set out in 4.8) 

would provide further knowledge on learning in a DRR context. A survey which explores the 

experience of community based interventions compared with other forms of learning such as a 

scenario, might indicate the extent to facilitation and design enhance learning experiences.  

The final recommendation is focused on policy. Policy and political measures have a direct 

impact on the shape and direction of the DRR Sector, however as noted in section 2.3.6 there 

is little understanding of how policy structures support transformational shifts, particularly 

where future pathways need to be more progressive. Therefore this research supports the need 
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for better representation of learning within policy. This would better support central themes 

within current policy narratives such as empowerment and redistribution as seen within the 

National Performance Framework (Scottish Government, 2016e) which encourages strong 

resilient and supportive communities to take responsibility for their own actions. As this thesis 

has highlighted, there is relatively little understanding of how to achieve this with an emphasis 

on multi-actor learning. This research recommends that future policy should have a clearer 

commitment to aspects of learning in order to support and help strengthen community capacity 

to enable people to take greater advantage of the enabling policies within their own 

communities.   
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APPENDIX ONE: INTERVIEW SCHEDULE FOR IEM 
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THEMATIC INTERVIEW SCHEDULE  

Introduction  

Can you tell me about your role?  

Can you tell me about the organisation, its aims?  

Stakeholder group in relation to DRR Context   

Has the NAME of Group been involved in DRR activities (i.e. Community) Resilience 

interventions in the past?  

On learning  

How is the context in which you are working in changed over the past 5 years?  

How do you as an individual develop your learning in order for you to do your job? 

What do you think learning is? 

How is learning enabled by your organisation? 

What is the motivation for this learning?  

What are the challenges of learning in a multi-agency area?  

What do you think might improve learning in a multi-agency environment?   

I am interested to hear about how this organisation shares its learning  

What is the current processes involved in community resilience intervention? 

On processes and tools  

How do framings of resilience influence implementation and outcomes?  

From your perspective, can you tell me how community resilience as a process can be 

improved?  

What are the implications of improved understanding of the process and outcomes of 

resilience initiatives for how resilience is understood or should be conceptualised?  

Is Name of stakeholder group involved with policy processes around community resilience?  

What kinds of information around DRR does NAME need to know? 
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What are the processes that Name uses in developing and sharing its learning about DRR 

(i.e. Community resilience?)  

What are the pros and cons of this?  

Does NAME recognise any processes which will help them to develop knowledge for the 

future?  

Learning with others  

How does NAME work with other stakeholder groups in developing DRR learning (i.e. 

around community resilience) 

Does NAME use any tools in evaluating its or others learning? 

When working with other stakeholder groups to develop learning what are the main barriers  

When working with other stakeholder groups to develop learning what are the main 

opportunities? 

Can NAME identify ways for sharing learning with stakeholder groups?  
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APPENDIX TWO: CODING FRAMEWORK FOR 

INTERGRATED EMERGENCY MANAGMENT  
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Name   Sources References 

Broad Examples of learning   16 522 

How is it being learnt (PROCESSES to Gain)   3 122 

Actual hand-hand support   21 163 

Communication   13 83 

Gradual awareness building   24 555 

Online Platforms   20 67 

Speaking verbally   22 121 

Critique   8 49 

During actual response or stress   17 116 

Funded specialist program or research   11 52 

Legistlation   6 22 

Peer to peer   25 370 

Phycially coming together in the same space   24 320 

Professionalization and or training   19 90 

Scenario or exercises   15 69 

Supportive and encouraging structures or cultures   22 358 

Through Interagency working   23 254 

Time layers or historical factors   23 470 

Trailblazers keeping up with the Jones'   16 53 

Processes for Sharing their learning   10 21 

Examples of sharing learning   24 408 

Tools for learning   10 111 

Audit   3 6 

debriefs   4 15 

Evaluation of competency (Gold Command)   2 3 

MOU   2 2 

Notice boards   2 3 

prints or magazines   2 2 

reports   4 7 

Specialised Inhouse model   2 8 

succession planning   2 2 

What is being learnt   3 67 

Good practice general   23 512 

How to learn   23 452 

Interagency interoperability working   23 278 

Resilience   24 473 

Understanding of landscape   15 102 

Culture of networks   23 333 

Networks   17 91 

Social groups i.e. vulnerable individuals   14 57 

What is learning to you Question   1 1 

adressing mistakes and failures   1 1 

Doing it experience   5 6 

Formal training   3 3 

Networks and relationships   3 23 
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Reflection   4 4 

Sharing is learning   4 16 

Who is doing the learning   3 120 

Community councillors and similar organised volunteers   21 369 

High or low level individuals   11 87 

Operational ranking   21 421 

Strategic ranking   22 448 

Individuals within the community i.e residents   23 293 

Private sector individuals or organisations   6 11 

Public sector individuals or organisations   24 519 

The Community   22 156 

The Community Resilience as a sector   13 130 

The Individual is learning   24 601 

The Organisation is learning   22 457 

Voluntary sector individuals or organisations   24 198 

Why is it being learnt   3 69 

Extrinsic motivations   7 45 

Individually extrinsic centred   1 2 

Investment or incentive from a community focus   21 390 

Recognition of resilience need from individual   21 365 

Organisationally extrinsic centred   1 1 

Investment or incentive from an organisational focus   20 398 

Recognition of resilience need from organisation   23 376 

Intrinsic motivations   13 47 

Individually intrinsically centred   13 62 

Recognition of resilience need   24 430 

Organisationally intrinsically centred   2 3 

Recognition of more effective working approach   24 509 

Recognition of resilience need   24 440 

Changes in capacity   23 238 

conflict in learning as an organisation   9 67 

Conflict in learning together   4 25 

Clarity needed for the term resilience   6 16 

Conflict in working or learning together   17 88 

Cultural restrictions   15 67 

historical conflicts traditional barriers   9 23 

Legislative conflict   6 16 

Restrictions with capacity and resources   18 125 

Engagement   24 566 

Future opportunities   5 45 

Intend to do in the future   13 126 

Positive outcomes now   17 353 

Types of learning   0 0 

Double Loop learning   24 516 

Single Loop   21 270 

Transformative or progressive learning   18 195 
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Triple loop learning   19 162 

Mind sets attitudes   23 551 

Stuctures new   23 302 
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APPENDIX THREE: SCOTTISH BORDERS CLIMATE 

RESILIENT COMMUNITIES INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
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Initial warm up questions 

Can you tell me what your role is in this project? 

What do you think are the main outcomes or objectives of the project? 

Questions on Learning prior to workshops 

How would you describe learning? 

Critically, what do you expect to learn through this project? 

What do you expect the other participants will learn? 

What are the critical ways or mechanisms through which learning can, or will be encouraged 

in the project? 

What kinds of things do we need to focus on to make sure that learning is enhanced and 

encouraged in the project? 

What do you think I should be asking participants? – What do you think the interviews should 

focus on eliciting? 

Questions on the project 

Where does this project come from? How has it been made possible in your opinion? 

What is important for you in this project? 

What opportunities do you see arising from this project? 

What can the SBC project achieve in your view? 

Where do you think this project could go in the long term? 

How do you see yourself as a beneficiary of this project (broader and in reference to 

learning). 

Post workshop interview questions  

What has your experience been today? 

What has been useful about today? 

What has not been useful about today? 
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How can we do this better? 

How would you like it to improve? 

Have you felt that you have learned something from today? 

Did you learn anything that you didn’t expect to learn? 

On learning journey  

What is learning to you?  

How do you typically learn in your role?  

Some people talk of learning as a journey, in the context of this workshop, can you describe 

your experience as if it were a journey, maybe to get started thinking about the speed, 

direction, what kind of vessel you are in etc….  

How would you describe a learning journey? 

Follow up questions  

Reflecting on our last interview where we discussed the concept of learning journeys, 

referring to XYZ (raft/plane/ etc), how is the journey going now?  
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APPENDIX FOUR: TAXONOMY OF LEARNING JOURNEYS  
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APPENDIX FIVE: METAPHOR ANALYSIS  
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Metaphor Entailment  Domain  Characteristics 

vehicle / vintage 

car  

 

road straight /  

country / windy  

 

 

 

Back on track / 

main road  

It kind of started and then didn’t 

quite break down but it spluttered 

around a bit and then picked up 

again. Maybe put it down as a 

vintage car, started well but kind of 

spluttered around again but then got 

back on track and picked up and got 

over the finish line. 

 

I would say maybe started on quite 

an open road and then it maybe went 

on to a country road and then it came 

back out on to a main road. 

 

I would say yes maybe we would be 

on a trailer I don’t know.  Maybe we 

would be on the back I don’t know.  

I suppose I would say that Ioan 

which I thought he was a really good 

facilitator and I think to get people 

motivated as well, especially when 

they are in out, in out.   

 

Taxonomy: Patient passenger  

        Arianne, Housing Association, 

Peebles 

 

Workshop one  

 

 

 

Workshop two  

 

 

 

Workshop 

three  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Post project  

Ambivalent 

 

Positive  

 

Positive  

 

 

Ambivalent  

 

 

 

 

 

Walking group 

on an existing 

journey 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

With support  

 

 

 

Challenges and 

opportunities in 

the future  

 

 

Details of future 

involvement  

A walking party. Yeah, yeah, very 

much, I’ve been walking this route 

for some time, trying to rally people. 

But some people literally do not get 

going until a storm hits them.  

 

So it’s like a walking party, people 

peel off at different points and join- 

in at different stages.  

 

Definitely a walking aspect and 

yeah, some guys with Zimmer 

frames [laughs].  

 

It's very hilly, it's going to be very 

hilly and there's also some forks in 

the road, and some of them, we want 

to go down both forks.  
 

Yeah it does and I'm actually 

conscious that I need to make 

approaches to some of the 

Pre Project  

 

 

Flood event  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Workshops  

 

 

 

Post Project 

 

 

 

 

Post Project 

 

Positive 

 

 

 

 

Positive 
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Difficulties 

ahead with 

choices to be 

made 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Recognition 

that the project 

needs more 

support  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Walking party 

growing  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Map reading 

with other 

individuals 

 

 

 

 

 

 

organisations involved, like the 

council and the new Trust that's been 

formed for libraries and museums 

and coupled with the, what used to 

be, Border Sports and Leisure Trust. 
 

It's very hilly, it's going to be very 

hilly and there's also some forks in 

the road, and some of them, we want 

to go down both forks. So whether 

we can, I mean already on the energy 

generation front, you know, we're 

coming off the route that's looking at 

the Archimedean screw [name of 

location], by the High School there, 

but there's also a push for doing 

something now with the renovation 

of the water wheel. But, you know, 

the group that is still looking at the 

Archimedean screw haven't got the 

time and resources to also do the 

water wheel in Tower Mill.  And so 

we need another party, as it were, to 

go off down that route. 
 

Interviewer: Do you feel like the 

walking party is getting bigger, then, 

as a result of the workshops that 

you've been involved in? 
 

It's slowly growing, yeah, and there 

was somebody joined our energy 

sub-group following the open event 

in the High School.You know, they 

came up saying, we want to be 

involved somehow, and we said, 

yeah, we can make use of you. 
 

Interviewer: That's wonderful, that's 

great to hear.  Do you feel like there's 

anybody reading the map, or is there 

a map? 
 

Well, I've got an overview of the 

map, at least some of the highlights, 

and yeah, I think some of the others, 

particularly on the sub-group, can 

see parts of that map or at least some 

of the destinations or stopping points 

along the way. 
 

Interviewer: Has that been a positive 

outcome of the SBC, the Scottish 

Borders project, do you think, or are 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Post Project  

 

 

 

 

Positive 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Positive  
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A hard nut to 

crack  

there other things that have 

contributed?  
 

Well I think it's a result of a lot of 

things.  You know, chipping away at 

it in the background for an awfully 

long time but the flood protection 

work and, in particular, this idea of 

getting enhanced benefit from it 

while we're doing something, I think 

that is, you know, that's been very 

helpful to sort of move things 

forward.  

 

Taxonomy: Forming groups  

 

Smith, resident and community 

energy officer  

 

 

 

 

Positive 

Disengaged 

rather than 

engaged 

Shaken things 

up through 

critique 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Rocky ride, not 

smooth  

 

 

 

 

 

Unsure of the 

route forward  

 

 

 

 

 

I think quite a good metaphor there 

is more people jumping off it than 

jumping on it quite frankly. 

And I think personally I have rocked 

the boat quite dramatically because I 

have got very frustrated with what I 

have seen.  This project, this time, 

these people, these resources could 

have been used for so much more 

affect if consultation had happened 

at the outset. 

 

That’s fine, I’m a big girl I can take 

criticism but at the end of the day, 

using your metaphor, if I hadn’t 

rocked the boat then what would 

have happened.  

 

Oh I don’t know, I certainly think it 

was up until the third workshop 

particularly rocky ride, I don’t know 

it’s too soon to tell.  There is no 

outcomes, nobody has come back to 

us since the workshops so I don‘t 

know what the outcomes are.  I think 

we have hit an emergency stop at the 

moment I can’t see any progress or 

any way forward.   

 

Interviewer: Thinking about a 

metaphor, does it feel like your in a 

dark tunnel?  

 

Workshop two 

 

 

Workshop two  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Workshop two 

- three 

 

 

Workshop 

three  

Negative 

 

 

Negative  
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Disagreement 

with the 

community 

aligning with 

the project  

 

 

 

 

 

Going it alone 

I am not in a dark tunnel no, the 

community isn’t in a dark tunnel 

either because we have people like 

me and all the other people who are 

in that meeting moving forward but 

this task, this assessment isn’t 

moving at the pace that we are.  We 

are moving much faster than you. 

 

If you want to describe it that way I 

don’t even describe the community 

that way, the community is not like 

waiting at a bus stop waiting for 

something to happen, it is on the bus 

and leaving in a direction so it is fast 

flow or stop. 

Taxonomy: Going it alone 

 

     Cybil, resident Newcastleton  

 

 

Ambivalent  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Negative  

 

Cooperative and 

shared 

experience  

 

Positive about 

the direction 

and emphasis 

on working at it 

as it travels 

I feel like we have built a raft we 

have all been working at it, we are 

not entirely sure if it going to get us 

there but its going in the right 

direction and its going slowly but 

steadily, I think we have all still  

making it as it travels.  

 

Taxonomy: All on board  

           Faye, resident Hawick  

Overall 

experience of 

the project and 

post project   

Positive 
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APPENDIX SIX: ETHICS AND RISK ASSESSMENT 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

338 

 

CONSENT FORM 

How do can processes improve outcomes: developing inclusive engagement in 

community resilience  

 

This research is interested in understanding what learning processes and tools exist across 

multi-agency organisations.  In doing so, this research will interview policy developers, 

practitioners and community individuals to understand the overall their own experience of 

sharing and developing their learning within resilience and identify where the bridges and 

barriers may be.  

 
 

By signing below you are indicating that you have read and understood the Participant 

Information Sheet and that you agree to take part in this research study.  

 

 

_________________________________   _________________ 

Participant’s signature     Date 

 

 

_________________________________ 

Participant’s name  

 

 

_________________________________  _________________ 

Signature of person obtaining consent  Date 

 

 

_______________________________    

Name of person obtaining consent   

 

 

 

“I agree to the use of (anonymous*) extracts from my interview 

in conference papers and academic publications”      YES        NO 

 

 
“I agree to the audio recording of the interview”        YES        NO 

(for the purpose of transcribing only) 
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PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET 

 

How do can processes improve outcomes: developing inclusive engagement in 

community resilience  

 

INVITATION TO TAKE PART IN A RESEARCH STUDY 

You are being asked to take part in a research study, which is interested in understanding 

what are the processes which enable inclusive engagement in policy, by exploring how 

resilience is shared across multi-level stakeholder groups.  

 

PURPOSE OF THE RESEARCH STUDY  

This study is concerned with understanding how resilience learning at a multi-level scale is 

understood, from both policy developers, practitioners and community individuals for the 

purpose of understanding the overall structure of current learning processes and tools, and 

identify where the bridges and barriers may be.  

 

Participation in this research aims to benefit the communities whose community 

councillors are involved in the implementation of policy instruments; practitioners within 

these communities and local and national government (Scottish Government Resilience 

Division).  

 

TIME COMMITMENT 

The study will require you to participate in a 45 minute interview at a convenient and public 

location (i.e. community café, church hall) 

 

COST, REIMBURSEMENT AND COMPENSATION 

Your participation in this study is voluntary, however refreshments will be provided.  

 

RISKS 

There are no known risks for you in this study 

 

TERMINATION OF PARTICIPATION 

You may decide to stop being a part of the research study at any time without explanation 

and without penalty. If you withdraw from the study, any content that you have provided will 

be respectfully disregarded, however if you are still interested in the outcome of the research, 

the researcher is happy to keep you informed as a non-participant.  

 

CONFIDENTIALITY/ANONYMITY 

The data collected do not contain any personal information about you except your responses 

to the interview. You are provided full anonymity if preferred which means that no one will 

be able to link the data you provided to your identity and name. The data will be seen only by 

myself as the sole researcher and will not be made available to anyone else. The 

questionnaires will be kept for 3 years after which time the files will be destroyed, and audio 

transcripts will be kept until the report is completed, after which time they will be destroyed. 

The results of all data will be published within a thesis and within journal articles, 

participants that select anonymity will not be identifiable.  
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FOR FURTHER INFORMATION ABOUT THIS RESEARCH STUDY 

I will be glad to answer your questions about this study at any time. You may contact me at 

jswilliams@dundee.ac.uk  

 

If you would like to keep informed about the results of this study, please contact the researcher, 

Jennifer Williams via email on jswilliams@dundee.ac.uk  

 

The University Research Ethics Committee of the University of Dundee has reviewed and 

approved this research study.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:jswilliams@dundee.ac.uk
mailto:jswilliams@dundee.ac.uk
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Project title: Understanding how to enhance multi-actor learning in DRR contexts. 

Background information: The challenges of adapting to social and environmental change, 

including expected increases in extreme weather events and increasing interdependencies of 

systems that provide essential services, have resulted in increasing interest in enhancing 

community resilience (Pall et al,. 2011). Such work includes that of the Scottish Government 

Resilience Division (SGRD) and local authorities in Scotland (Ready Scotland, 2013). 

Scotland has large, remote areas with low population densities and while responses to 

challenges such as extreme weather events are well coordinated, there are limits. Thus the 

SGRD and local authorities have been making significant efforts to increase awareness of the 

need for preparedness for winter across Scotland and to work with elected community 

councillors to enhance community resilience through various initiatives. These include: 

development of local resilience plans; instigating education campaigns; developing more 

connected multi-level communication networks; removing key limiting factors for involving 

community members (e.g. by providing insurance) and ensuring communities have access to 

key resources, training, and information (Cabinet Office, 2013). While significant progress 

has been made in some local authorities, there has been limited implementation or uptake of 

initiatives in others. Overall, the implementation of initiatives in such diverse settings 

provides important opportunities to learn both about how people understand and experience 

resilience and to inform the development and implementation of new initiatives (McLaughlin 

and Dietz, 2008).  

 

Aims and objectives of the study  

Research questions: This research therefore aims to learn from the policy sequence of current 

initiatives to inform future development of local authority and SGRD efforts to enhance 

community resilience. It will address the following questions:  

1. What is the current processes involved in community resilience intervention? 

2. How do framings of resilience influence implementation and outcomes?  

3. How can new initiatives and the policy process be improved?  

4. How do improvements influence resilience and uptake of initiatives?  

5. What are the implications of improved understanding of the process and outcomes of 

resilience initiatives for how resilience is understood or should be conceptualised?  

Brief description of participants and recruitment method:  

Participants will include members of Scottish Government Resilience Division, Local 

Authority members, practitioners from first and second response organisations, and the 

public. The recruitment will be purposive using direct contact through email and referrals.   

Brief description of the research methods and measurements including how the data will be 

stored 

This research focuses on creating more inclusive practices and structures which will enable 

joined-up learning across multiple levels of stakeholder groups, with the aim of collectively 

informing future policy processes around community resilience. The methods are entirely 

qualitative, and approached in an inductive way, they are as follows:  
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 Field phase 1a: Stakeholder mapping which includes semi-structured interviews with 

each stakeholder group to explore the current processes, tools and networks 

 Field phase 2a: Focus group using participatory exercises which explore and test a 

range of tools for self-assessment 

 Field phase 2b: The development of a preliminary tool which will be developed 

iteratively and validated by participants. 

The data collected (audio files and written transcripts) will be stored on a password protected 

laptop and external hard drive (also password protected), and field notes kept in a locked desk 

draw. After the project completion, the data will be destroyed through either deleting files or 

by shredding. 

Arrangements for participants information, consent, anonymity and debriefing  

Participant information sheets will be provided to all participants prior to any data collection, 

where they will have the opportunity to ask questions. Informed written consent will be 

requested from all participants and debriefing will be provided. In addition to this, 

information on confidentiality will be given to participants in advance of them taking part 

which will be guaranteed, and anonymity to all participants will be the default position. 

Lastly, this research relies on voluntary participation, so the researcher will ensure that 

participants understand the dynamics of their input over a defined period of time, and will 

also have the option to withdraw without question at any point with the data collection phase.  

Estimated start and duration  

***Start data collecting December / January 2014 – Finish end 2015Include all supplements 

sheets and the interview schedule. 

***See attached   
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School of the Environment 

Geography and Environmental Science Risk Assessment Form 

 

Names of those involved: Jennifer Williams  

 

Brief details of field work including dates, destination and purpose of trip/fieldwork.  

http://www.cabinetoffice.gov.uk/resourcelibrary/community-resilience-case-study-library
http://www.readyscotland.org/
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Interviews with a range of actors involved in community resilience, including 

community councillors, local authority members and first responders to explore how 

actors are interlinked as a stakeholder group and to understand how they share 

information. 

 

The interviews will ideally be completed by the end of July. Destination include 

Tayside, Angus, the Borders, Argyll and Bute, Renfrewshire, Edinburgh and Lothian 

and Inverness (snowballing/purposive sampling).  

 

 

 

Risk Action taken Residual risk 

(High, Medium or 

Low) 

 

Additional 

measures 

- and justification if 

not applied 

 

Lone working 

 

Ensuring that I am 

referred via a 

recommended 

individual to 

another participant.  

 

Meeting at a public 

place, i.e. 

community café or 

library.  

 

Ensuring that 

someone always 

knows where I am 

meeting my 

interviewees and 

my expected return. 

Low  

Travel safety  

 

 

Planning travel 

safely and ensuring 

that I use public 

transport, 

especially in 

relation to reaching 

some of the islands.  

 

Pack extra 

resources when 

driving long 

distances and 

ensure that I have a 

bike repair kit 

when I am 

traveling by bike 

Low  



 

344 

 

between 

interviews.  

 

High: serious injury likely; Medium: serious injury possible; Low: serious injury unlikely. If 

residual risk is High then additional measures must be taken; if Medium consideration must 

be given to additional measures. Contact Safety Services for advice. 

 

Field work Leader     Senior manager 

 

Name Jennifer Williams   Name _____________________ 

Signature Jennifer Williams           Signature __________________ 

Date 02.07.2014                Date ______________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

345 

 

 

APPENDIX SEVEN: PARTICIPANT ANONYMITY  
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Sector  Alias  Organisation  

Private Organisation  
Removed prior to 

publishing 
Removed prior to publishing 

Private SSE (Service 

provider utility)  
  

Public Cabinet Office    

Public Fire and 

Rescue  
  

Public Governmental    

Public Governmental    

Public Local 

Authority  
  

Public Local 

Authority  
  

Public Local 

Authority  
  

Public Local 

Authority  
  

Public Local 

Authority  
  

Public Local 

Authority  
  

Public Police    

Public Police    

Public Police    

Public Police    

Public Service   

Third Sector    

Third Sector    

Third Sector    

Third Sector    

Third Sector    

Third Sector    

Com Rep    

Com Rep   

Com Rep    

Com Rep    

Com Rep    

Com Rep    

Com Rep    
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Com Rep x2   

Com Rep x2    

Com Rep x2    
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APPENDIX EIGHT: ANNA’S LEARNING JOURNEY   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

349 

 

 




