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Risk and resilience in foreign policy 
 

SUMMARY  

The complexity of risks affecting the world is illustrated by the interconnected nature 
of conflicts, natural hazards, water shortages and state collapse. The current migratory 
challenge Europe is facing is yet more evidence that distance or the natural borders 
inherent in seas, mountains and deserts are of little significance when people are 
confronted with challenges like conflict, fragility, and failure of governance. These risks 
are further accentuated by a number of global trends including climate change, 
urbanisation and population ageing. An evolving and complex risk landscape implies a 
continuous need to confront stresses and uncertainty, and hence requires constant 
adaptation. 

Resilience – understood as the capacity of different layers of society to withstand, to 
adapt, and to recover quickly from stresses and shocks – has gradually emerged as a 
concept bridging different policy areas: humanitarian aid, development assistance, 
disaster-risk reduction, climate-change adaptation, conflict prevention and 
peacebuilding. Stressing the need for breaking the silos between different policy areas 
and developing holistic approaches to risk, resilience is gradually becoming one of the 
key concepts of foreign and security policy.  
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Identifying risks and risk trends 
Societal, economic, technological and geopolitical trends point to the growing 
vulnerability of the world’s population to shocks and stresses, including: interstate 
conflicts, extreme weather events, water crises, state collapse and cyber-attacks. In 
such a rapidly changing environment, complex and interconnected risks that do not fit 
within neat categories delineated by geographical borders or legal boundaries challenge 
traditional approaches to foreign and security policy. The migratory challenge the EU is 
currently facing is yet another illustration that distance or natural borders outlined by 
seas, mountains and deserts are little deterrent when people are confronted with 
challenges such as conflict, fragility, and failure of governance. At the same time, hybrid 
threats challenge the pre-established legal, institutional and conceptual basis of such 
fundamental notions as sovereignty, legality or accountability. Consequently, the 
already identified and emerging trends require flexibility and constant adaptation. 

In order to better prepare for an uncertain future, decision-makers and practitioners 
rely on tools like indexes and models for risk analysis. Humanitarian agencies and crisis 
respondents use forecasting for early warning, emergency response and contingency 
planning. For instance, the Index for Risk Management (INFORM) – an international 
collaborative project by the Inter-Agency Standing Committee and the European 
Commission – is a global and open-source risk assessment for humanitarian crises and 
disasters that helps different actors to identify potential risks and take evidence-based 
decisions about ways to reduce them. Given the substantial human and material cost of 
wars and violence – the conflicts in Syria, Iraq, Libya and Yemen being only a few recent 
examples – there has also been increased interest in trying to identify the socio-
economic and political factors that increase the probability of conflict occurring. To that 
end, the European Commission's Joint Research Centre has developed the Global 
Conflict Risk Index (GCRI) that allows – on the basis of over 20 quantitative indicators 
from open sources – to assess the statistical risk of violent conflict in the next 1-4 years. 
In addition, several countries and international players – including the European Union 
– have committed substantial resources towards the analysis of global trends in order to 
be able to identify future challenges and to adjust their strategic orientation. 

 

Box 1 – Glossary of basic risk-related terms 

Disaster: A serious disruption of the functioning of a community or society, involving 
widespread human, material, economic or environmental losses and impacts, which exceeds 
the ability of the affected community or society to cope using its own resources. 
Risk: The combination of the probability of an event and its negative consequences.  
Risk assessment: A methodology to determine the nature and extent of risk by analysing 
potential hazards and evaluating existing conditions of vulnerability that together could 
potentially harm exposed people, property, services, and the environment on which they 
depend. 
Risk management: The systematic approach and practice of managing uncertainty to minimise 
potential harm and loss. 
Trend analysis: Analysis of how a potential driver of change has developed over time, and how 
it is likely to develop in the future. 
Vulnerability: The characteristics and circumstances of a community, system or asset that make 
it susceptible to the damaging effects of a hazard. 
Source: The United Nations Office for Disaster Risk Reduction (UNISDR). 

http://europa.eu/espas/
http://www.iss.europa.eu/uploads/media/Chaillot_Paper_133_-_A_changing_global_environment.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2015/564355/EPRS_ATA%282015%29564355_EN.pdf
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/ATAG/2015/564355/EPRS_ATA%282015%29564355_EN.pdf
http://www.ui.se/eng/upl/files/93257.pdf
http://www.iss.europa.eu/uploads/media/Crisis_Rooms.pdf
http://www.inform-index.org/
http://interagencystandingcommittee.org/iasc/
http://www.oecd.org/dac/governance-peace/conflictandfragility/docs/WP1%20Growth%20Aid%20and%20Policies.pdf
http://conflictrisk.jrc.ec.europa.eu/
http://espas.eu/orbis/documents
http://europa.eu/espas/index_en.htm
http://www.oecd.org/site/schoolingfortomorrowknowledgebase/futuresthinking/trends/trendanalysisasamethod.htm
http://www.unisdr.org/we/inform/terminology#letter-r
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Figure 1 – Global risk landscape and preparedness 
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What is resilience? 

Resilience  is  generally  defined  as  the  capacity  of  different  layers  of  society  –  an 
individual, a household, a community, a country or a  region –  to withstand,  to adapt, 
and  to  recover  quickly  from  stresses  and  shocks  (i.e.  natural  hazards,  violence  and 
conflict). An evolving and complex risk landscape implies a continuous need to confront 
stresses and uncertainty, and hence requires constant adaptation. The risks are further 
accentuated  by  a  number  of  global  trends,  including  rising mobility,  climate  change, 
urbanisation, and population ageing. The concept of  resilience brings under  the same 
umbrella different short‐ and long‐term approaches to risk management, which deal not 

http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/policies/resilience/com_2012_586_resilience_en.pdf
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only with imminent disasters (i.e. flooding, fires) but also with complex crises 
(i.e. chronic conflicts) and risk trends (i.e. climate change, environmental degradation, 
demographic changes). The following are some of the existing approaches:  

• Humanitarian aid deals with the negative impact of crises and conflicts on the lives 
and conditions of the populations affected, including measures to improve their 
health, education, food, access to water or shelter. 

• Development assistance is a set of instruments focusing on a number of specific 
policy objectives, including reduction of poverty, sustainable economic, social and 
environmental development and promotion of democracy, the rule of law, good 
governance and the respect of human rights. 

• Disaster-risk reduction (DRR) is the concept and practice of reducing disaster risks 
through systematic efforts to analyse and reduce the causal factors of disasters. 
Examples of DRR practices include wise management of land and the environment, 
lessening vulnerability of people and property and improving preparedness and early 
warning for adverse events. 

• Climate-change adaptation is the process of anticipating the adverse effects of 
climate change and taking actions that prevent or minimise potential damage or take 
advantage of opportunities that may arise. 

• Conflict prevention and peacebuilding encompass a broad array of processes 
(i.e. mediation, reconciliation, confidence building) that contribute to peaceful 
solutions to disputes, and address the root causes of conflicts. 

• Crisis management in the context of foreign and security policy implies overall 
planning, organisation and coordination of crisis-related activities, including 
preparedness, monitoring and response. 

Building resilience: actors and tools 
As references to resilience become more common, it is essential to ensure that it is not 
just another buzzword devoid of substance but rather a set of concrete practices and 
instruments to approaching risks. Addressing risks comprehensively is necessary in 
order to avoid artificial division of labour that might ultimately compromise a common 
objective. For instance, food security crises in the Horn of Africa and the Sahel 
highlighted the need to focus on similar objectives in different policy areas like 
agriculture or water resource management. Building resilience also requires that 
different sectors work together in order to ensure complementarity and to avoid 
conflicting approaches. For instance, investment in the use of new technologies for 
development programmes (i.e. education, healthcare, agriculture) will not bring the 
desired results if there is no energy infrastructure that can recharge a mobile phone or 
power a computer. Finally, risks are distributed differently among layers of society and 
are dealt with in different ways, which calls for the involvement of stakeholders at 
global, national, sub-national, community and household levels.  

Comprehensive risk and vulnerability analysis is one of the main elements in ensuring 
that building resilience reaches each layer of society. That implies that the relevant 
actors across the range of policy areas should be involved in the process in order to 
ensure a broad understanding of risks related to geopolitical situation, climate change, 
natural hazards and economic risks. Such a broad engagement helps to ensure that the 
interconnected nature of risks is taken aboard and reflected in the needs analysis. Joint 
risk analysis also helps to develop a shared situational awareness and is more likely to 
result in mainstreaming of the elements of resilience in the existing or future 

http://ec.europa.eu/echo/what/humanitarian-aid_en
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/ourwork/overview.html
http://www.unisdr.org/who-we-are/what-is-drr
http://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/adaptation/index_en.htm
http://www.unep.org/climatechange/Publications/Publication/tabid/429/language/en-US/Default.aspx?ID=6306
http://www.undp.org/content/undp/en/home/ourwork/crisispreventionandrecovery/focus_areas/conflictprevention.html
http://www.oecd.org/dac/Experts%20Group%20working%20paper%20-%20Communication.pdf
http://siteresources.worldbank.org/EXTNWDR2013/Resources/8258024-1352909193861/8936935-1356011448215/8986901-1380046989056/WDR-2014_Complete_Report.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dac/May%2010%202013%20FINAL%20resilience%20PDF.pdf
http://www.oecd.org/dac/Experts%20Group%20working%20paper%20-%20Joint%20risk%20assessment.pdf


EPRS Risk and resilience in foreign policy 
 

 

 

Members' Research Service Page 5 of 6 
 

programmes. Although 'programming through the risk lens' often requires changes in 
working method or more flexibility in dealing with evolving contexts, it does not 
necessarily imply a need for additional funding. Given the limited funding and 
competition for resources, it is also crucial that the impact of resilience is properly 
measured and documented. Since building resilience requires full commitment across 
the board in order to yield results, it should also take into account and reflect in the 
planning process the limited capacities of partners for risk management or have limited 
absorption capacities. Several lessons from the ongoing or completed projects have 
already been analysed, offering useful guidance on resilience programming, including 
methods for engagement with stakeholders and comprehensive risk analysis.  

Figure 2 – From risk analysis to resilience 

 
Source: Adapted from A. Mitchell (2013). 

The EU's approach to resilience 
The European Union has embraced the concept of resilience in its foreign policy by 
consistently highlighting the need to address development, conflict, and security in a 
holistic way. Council Conclusions on Security and Development (2007) acknowledged 
that 'there cannot be sustainable development without peace and security' as there will 
be no sustainable peace without development and poverty eradication. The EU's 
comprehensive approach to external conflict and crises (2011) established a guiding 
framework for the joined-up deployment of EU instruments and resources when dealing 
with complex security challenges. The Council Conclusions on an EU Approach to 
Resilience (2012) and the Action Plan for Resilience in Crisis Prone Countries for 2013-20 
(2013) have further recognised the need to address the root causes of crises and to 
incorporate a number of key elements, including: risk assessment; risk reduction, 
prevention, mitigation and preparedness; swift response to and recovery from crises. 
The EU Resilience Compendium (2014) illustrates with concrete examples – including 
flagship projects like Supporting the Horn of Africa's Resilience (SHARE) and the Global 
Alliance for Resilience Initiative (AGIR) – how the resilience approach is being translated 
into reality by governments, donors, civil society organisations and vulnerable 
communities themselves.  

http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/policies/resilience/eu_resilience_compendium_en.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_Data/docs/pressdata/en/gena/97157.pdf
http://www.eeas.europa.eu/statements/docs/2013/131211_03_en.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/137319.pdf
http://www.consilium.europa.eu/uedocs/cms_data/docs/pressdata/EN/foraff/137319.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/policies/resilience/com_2013_227_ap_crisis_prone_countries_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/files/policies/resilience/eu_resilience_compendium_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/what/humanitarian-aid/resilience/horn-of-africa-share_en
http://ec.europa.eu/echo/what/humanitarian-aid/resilience/sahel-agir_en


EPRS Risk and resilience in foreign policy 
 

 

 

Members' Research Service Page 6 of 6 
 

While resilience is gradually becoming one of the guiding concepts in the EU’s foreign 
policy, conducting a resilient foreign policy still poses a challenge. The so-called Arab 
Spring and ensuing events have demonstrated a clear need for more flexibility and 
better use of the existing instruments. To that end, in April 2015 the European 
Commission presented a communication on capacity-building in support of security and 
development. The European Commission and the EEAS have also taken steps to 
improve their operational capacities by issuing guidance notes on the use of conflict 
analysis in support of EU external action and on addressing conflict prevention, 
peacebuilding and security under EU cooperation instruments. The latter note also 
highlights the role of parliaments as venues for formal political process and dialogue, 
which ultimately contributes to conflict prevention, reduction and recovery. At the 
same time, a number of significant political frameworks relevant for the discussion 
about resilience are or will be under review – including the EU's security strategy and 
the EU's comprehensive approach – providing a good opportunity to reflect on more 
effective ways to integrate it better into EU's foreign policy.  

The European Parliament's May 2015 resolution on Implementation of the Common Security 
and Defence Policy stresses 'as a matter of the utmost urgency' the need for the EU and its 
Member States to 'adapt to the new security challenges, in particular by making effective use of 
the existing CSDP tools, including by linking these better to the EU’s foreign affairs tools, 
humanitarian assistance, and development policy'. Furthermore, a parallel resolution on 
financing the Common Security and Defence Policy calls on the VP/HR and the Member States 
'to unleash the full potential of the Lisbon Treaty ... with regard to a faster and more flexible use 
of the CSDP missions and operations'. With regard to the post-2015 global development 
agenda, a third resolution, on financing for development, calls on the EU to ensure that 
financing for development and climate change contributes to building resilience and 
preparedness while achieving the global goal of leaving no one behind. 

Main references 
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