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Just Territorial Resilience: Disentangling EU Policy
Narratives between Geopolitical Stability and Spatial

Justice

Abstract

Resilience has progressively evolved into a central principle of

European Union (EU) policymaking, reflecting the EU’s response to

multiple crises, from financial instability to climate change and the

COVID-19 pandemic. This paper analyses how resilience is framed

across key EU strategic documents, including European Union Global

Strategy (2016), European Green Deal (2019), Strategic Foresight

Report (2020), Territorial Agenda 2030 (2020), Recovery and Resilience

Facility (2021), and EU Cohesion Policy 2021-2027 (2021). Using Keywords
inductive content analysis combined with a set of guiding questions, Territorial resilience,
the paper identifies different framings of resilience, from a geopolitical EU policy, governance,
stability narrative to a multidimensional governance paradigm. The Just Green Transition,
results further reveal that, despite this evolution, resilience remains Spatial justice
conceptually fragmented across EU policy, with territorial and place-

based dimensions underrepresented and the uneven vulnerabilities of

communities insufficiently acknowledged. The paper argues that

embedding resilience in territorial logic is essential to ensure that

policies address differentiated regional capacities and vulnerabilities,

advancing both cohesion and spatial justice through redistributive

financial mechanisms and participatory governance structures that

give voice to the most vulnerable territories in the design and

implementation of EU resilience strategies.

Introduction
Resilience is rapidly becoming a cross-cutting priority in strategic policymaking, amid
multiple contemporary global challenges such as the 2008 financial and economic crisis,

impacts of rapid urbanisation, the increasing vulnerability of human settlements, the growing
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evidence of the profound impacts of climate change, and, more recently, the COVID-19
pandemic. A simple search performed by the authors on the Scopus database indicates that,
until 1995, the number of academic articles containing the term resilience in their title, keywords,
or abstract barely reached 200 per year. By 2025, this number had risen to nearly 60,000
publications annually, and the trend indicates a continued rapid growth in the coming years. The
Scopus database also shows that the growing body of literature on resilience spans a wide range
of academic disciplines, from engineering and environmental science to energy, psychology, and
even computer science.

This diversity of application domains clearly indicates that the definition of the term
resilience can vary significantly across scientific fields. C. S. Holling (1996), a foundational figure
inresilience theory, distinguishes between two dominant definitions of resilience. The first called
engineering resilience, originally was adopted by physical scientists who Holling believes were
among the earliest to use the term. Engineering resilience refers to “stability near an equilibrium
steady state”, where resilience is measured by a system’s resistance to disturbance and the
speed at which it returns to equilibrium. The second definition called ecological resilience,
introduces the idea of multiple “equilibrium steady state”, or “stability domains” (C. S. Holling,
1973; B. H. Walker et al., 1981), and defines resilience as the capacity to absorb disturbances
and avoid structural changes. Therefore, while engineering resilience assumes one globally
stable equilibrium (single stability domain), ecological resilience recognises multiple equilibria
and possible regime shifts between alternative stable states. Engineering resilience is measured
by resistance and ecological resilience by absorptive capacity. In terms of the objectives,
engineering resilience aims to optimise efficiency and maintain constant functioning, while
ecological resilience would maintain diversity, flexibility, and learning capacity to cope with
surprise and uncertainty (Brunetta et al., 2019; Davoudi et al., 2012; Pelling, 2010; B. Walker et
al., 2004).

Although the distinction between engineering and ecological resilience has significantly
advanced the resilience discourse, when the concept enters the social realm, neither of these
two conceptions can fully capture the complexity of societies marked by power relations,
contestation, and struggles over redistribution of resources and participation in decision making
processes. This can be better understood in light of MacKinnon and Derickson’s (2013)
observation that “ecological resilience refers to external disturbances and shocks” not to the
internal dynamics within societies that generate political and social change. This narrow focus is
problematic because many contemporary transformations -such as green, ecological, or just
transitions- are not sudden shocks but intentional, planned, and often contested processes.

Resilience should not be understood solely as a response to external shocks; it must also
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account for the fact that, within societies, many changes and transitions are deliberate and often
planned. Such transformations, whether in their processes or outcomes, inevitably lead to
winners and losers, and the degree to which different groups are vulnerable to the
unintended/tolerated negative consequences of these transitions varies greatly. This
understanding directly applies to policies like The European Green Deal (2019) and the green
and just transition (European Commission, 2020b), as it underscores that socio-ecological
transformations -such as decarbonisation or climate adaptation- are not neutral processes, but
involve distributive and procedural dimensions of justice that determine who bears the costs and
who benefits from the transition.

In this context, the academic debate addressed the limitations of engineering and ecological
resilience when applied in social realm, by developing broader interpretations of the concept.
Within this trajectory, evolutionary resilience has been advanced especially by Davoudi et al.
(2012, 2013), who reinterprets resilience as an open-ended process of dynamic reconfiguration
rather than a return to equilibrium. Given the ever-evolving nature of cities and societies, the
transformative capacity becomes central which highlights that resilience may require structural
change, political contestation, and the creation of new development pathways rather than the
preservation of status quo. Among these strands, territorial resilience (Brunetta et al., 2019)
offers a particularly relevant conceptual advancement by explicitly applying these insights to
territories understood as multidimensional and multi-scalar systems. Territorial resilience does
not refer only to resistance or recovery from disturbance, but to the capacity of territories to
absorb, adapt, and transform through the interaction of socio-economic, socio-cultural, socio-
ecological, spatial, infrastructural, and governance dimensions."

In addition, the growing academic and policy attention to territorial resilience must be
understood in the context of a broader conceptual shift within EU policy, fromterritorial cohesion
to territorial resilience. Territorial cohesion has long been a foundational but contested concept,
understood as a multidimensional process promoting balanced territorial development through
economic competitiveness, social cohesion, environmental sustainability, and governance
(Medeiros et al., 2024). However, as Demeterova et al. (2020) demonstrate, it has remained a
'fuzzy concept', struggling to translate its normative ambitions into consistent territorial practice.
The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated this evolution, exposing the limits of cohesion frameworks
and prompting a turn towards resilience as a more dynamic and crisis-responsive principle
(Bourdin et al., 2024). This shift is clearly visible in the context of EU Cohesion Policy 2021-2027,

which has embedded resilience under Heading 2 of the Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF)

" For detailed elaboration of territorial resilience as a place-based and multi-scalar concept, see also the final report
of the ESPON TERRES project (Jaska et al., 2025).
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—Cohesion, Resilience, and Values- its largest budgetary allocation. The ongoing post-2027
debate further sharpens this tension: the European Commission's proposed 2028-2034 MFF
moves towards centralised, performance-based delivery modelled on RRF, whereas the
European Committee of the Regions and EU Ministers responsible for spatial planning have
called for maintaining the place-based, partnership-driven approach that keeps territorial
diversity and regional disparities at the centre of EU investment logic (European Committee of
the Regions, 2025). Therefore, critically examining how resilience is currently framed across key
EU policy documents becomes not only analytically important, but also politically relevant.
Clarifying the concept’s evolution in the EU policy, helps reveal what kind of resilience it is
promoting and whether the institutionalised conception is aimed at maintaining stability, or at
enabling transformation and justice. In particular, critical scholars have increasingly questioned
whether resilience, as deployed in policy discourse, risks becoming a depoliticising and
potentially neoliberal concept. Davoudi (2018) argues that resilience is not inherently just since
systems can be resilient while perpetuating deeply unjust outcomes, as resilience rhetoric tends
to naturalise crises by treating them as external shocks rather than outcomes of structural
political and economic choices, thereby obscuring the root causes of vulnerability.

In the European Union (EU) policy, resilience was first mentioned by the development
community in Brussels (Juncos, 2017), following similar trends in the UN system, the OECD
(2009) and other EU member states (e.g., Cabinet Office, 2011), where the concept was
predominantly framed around state-building, institutional capacity, and emergency
preparedness rather than as a broad societal or territorial principle. According to Tocci (2020)
following to these trends, what first made resilience an important discussion in the European
Union's policy discourse was the adoption of the EU Global Strategy - EUGS (European External
Action Service, 2016). EUGS serves as the strategic framework guiding the EU’s foreign and
security policy which has replaced the 2003 European Security Strategy (Council of the European
Union: General Secretariat of the Council, 2009). Its values of resilience are defined in the context
of geopolitical challenges, security, strategic autonomy and stability of the European Union.
Figure 1 shows a word cloud of the most emerging terms used in the document highlighting the
central themes of the text including security, global concerns, defence, conflicts, and the role of

states.

Figure 1: Word cloud of the 30 most frequent terms in the EUGS, including “resilience”; generated by the authors using
NVivo Release 1.7.2.

70



European Journal of Spatial Development 23(3)

strate
zCO0PEr tive

)

mm],de ence w .
B';]] Nnio =
% Oz
002 5

eg .
esponsi

%‘fo

Vel

cr cumpqnvest e conouic
pros p(m\ 1

Pngqg@ountneﬂlnur(,st'-.m sharing

hnum oy
cace soctety 5 lnqtltutlons
COHﬂlCti ped building resilience
pQ including,

promo c 9

ondstates” v
inter atlona

policy

The focus of resilience in EUGS is on fostering stability, security, and sustainable

ppor

development in regions to the east (including Central Asia) and south (including Central Africa)
of the European Union. Hence, the early uses of the term resilience in EU policy were primarily in
the context of foreign and security policy. EUGS mentions that “itis in the interests of our citizens
to invest in the resilience of states and societies to the east stretching into Central Asia, and
south down to Central Africa. Fragility beyond our borders threatens all our vital interests. By
contrast, resilience -the ability of states and societies to reform, thus withstanding and
recovering from internal and external crises—benefits us”. In other words, EUGS turned resilience
into one of the pillars of EU foreign and security policy (Bosse & Vieira, 2023).

Later, the concept became integrated into various other EU policies, covering economic,
environmental, and social aspects. European Green Deal (2019) incorporates resilience into its
climate-neutral development model. The Strategic Foresight Report (European Commission,
2020a), mentions resilience as a new compass for EU policies considering four dimensions:
social and economic, geopolitical, green, and digital. The territorial Agenda 2030 (Ministers
responsible for Spatial Planning and Territorial Development of the EU and EFTA Countries,
2020), further emphasis the concept by incorporating the place-based nature of it and the
importance of considering context specific vulnerabilities and capacities of European regions.
What made resilience more prominent than ever in the EU policy was the COVID-19 pandemic,
which demonstrated the vulnerability of European states to a shared transboundary crisis. As a
direct policy response, in February 2021, the EU introduced the Recovery and Resilience Facility-

RRF (European Commission, 2021), a €723 billion financial instrument set up by the European
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Union to help Member States recover from the economic and social consequences of the COVID-
19 pandemic. RRF is the centrepiece of NextGenerationEU (European Commission, 2020b), the
EU’s plan to become stronger and more resilient after the pandemic crisis. Finally, resilience has
emerged prominently within the EU Cohesion Policy 2021-2027 (European Parliament & Council
of the European Union, 2021) under Heading 2: Cohesion, Resilience, and Values, which is the
largest of the seven headings in terms of budget. Taken together, these successive
manifestations show that, from 2016 onwards, resilience has rapidly entered into the EU policy
and has appeared more frequently in official documents showing differences in meaning and
aims (Figure 2). Building on this background, this paper aims to clarify how the EU’s
understanding and framing of resilience have evolved over time, reflecting broader shifts in its

policy priorities.

Figure 2: The conceptual evolution of resilience in EU policy: Key documents and turning points (2008—2021); Graphic
created by the authors using Canva
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Values, which is the biggest of the seven

billion financial instrument set up by the European Union to help emphasises resilience, particularly in the case of climate

headings in terms of budget

Member States recover from the impacts of the pandemic. change and the pandemic crisis.

Methodology

This paper employs a qualitative inductive content analysis to investigate how the concept
of resilience is addressed across the strategic European policy documents, to find central
themes directly from the texts without relying on predefined assumptions. In addition, a word
frequency analysis is conducted to identify the most emergent terms and concepts associated
with resilience across the selected documents. This helps both to guarantee qualitative depth
and to provide quantitative support for the analysis.

The documents are selected following the review of the relevant literature that enables the
identification of those that explicitly incorporate resilience as an important element of their
framework. The following criteria are considered for the selection of documents: authorship by
European institutions or affiliated bodies; strategic or guiding policy status, excluding sectoral or

domain-specific strategies; thematic relevance to resilience; structural prominence of resilience

72



European Journal of Spatial Development 23(3)

in the document's core objectives and defining statements; and availability in full-text format.
The selected documents are EU Global Strategy-EUGS (2016), European Green Deal (2019),
Strategic Forsight Report (2020), Territorial Agenda 2030 (2020), Recovery and Resilience Facility
-RRF (2021), and EU Cohesion Policy 2021-2027 (2021). Other EU policies, such as the Climate
Adaptation Strategy (2021) or sectoral strategies on energy, biodiversity, or health, also refer to
resilience and provide useful insights. However, these documents are domain-specific by their
objective, meaning that resilience within them is necessarily subordinated to a single sectoral
logic —such as climate, energy, or health- rather than being articulated as a broad governance
principle. By contrast, the selected corpus consists exclusively of cross-sectoral strategic
documents that define and steer the EU's overall orientation towards resilience across multiple
policy domains simultaneously. This makes them analytically more consistent for examining
how resilience is framed as a governance concept at EU level, rather than how it is applied within
any specific sector.

A primary lexical search is performed to locate all occurrences of the term ‘resilience’ and
its variations (like resilience, resilient, resiliency). Regarding the derivation of semantic framing
codes, the coding process was conducted manually, supported by repeated readings of the
material to ensure consistency in interpretation and to refine the coding scheme iteratively. Each
sentence was read in full context and assigned to a thematic category based on its dominant
dimension of resilience. Coding proceeded inductively and categories were not fixed in advance
but refined progressively as new material was read and earlier codes were revisited accordingly.
Sentences whose meaning was ambiguous or thematically overlapping were not forced into
existing categories but retained in an ‘unclassified’ group, which itself serves as a transparency
device reflecting the inherent complexity of policy language. To further strengthen the validity of
the coding scheme, thematic categories were discussed and refined among the authors,
ensuring that the assignment of sentences to categories reflected a shared interpretive
judgement. Following the individual coding of each document, all codes were reviewed together
to ensure terminological and conceptual consistency across documents before proceeding to
the meta-thematic clustering.

Subsequently, since multiple documents are analysed, a cross-document comparison of
emerging themes across documents is performed. In particular, a meta-synthesis is conducted
to enable a comparative analysis. While the initial coding remained inductive and document-
specific, all of them are subsequently reviewed to detect conceptual overlaps and semantic
closeness leading to clustering of similar themes such as governance and state-building and

institutional resilience into broader meta-thematic categories like Governance and Institutions.
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This process enables the construction of a unified comparative table, where document-specific
framings of resilience could be meaningfully contrasted.

The last methodological step aims to clarify how each of these policies define resilience,
and how these definitions differ from each other. This is reached by posing some fundamental
questions, inspired from Meerow et al., (2016) who asks to consider answering key questions to
provide a definition of resilience in each context: resilience for whom, what, when, where, and
why? This suggestion is adopted and elaborated in this research by the authors based on our
objectives. The six guiding questions proposed here are original elaborations developed by the
authors, explicitly designed for a territorial and EU policy analysis context. More precisely,
Meerow et al. (2016) developed their framework specifically for defining urban resilience,
focusing on city systems and urban governance, whereas the questions proposed here extend
the spatial scope to multi-scalar territorial systems encompassing regions, inner peripheries,
cross-border areas, and rural territories. In addition, unlike Meerow et al. (2016), whose objective
was to clarify what an appropriate definition of resilience can look like, this paper aims to extract
and contextualise the implicit definitions embedded in the selected policy documents and to
assess whether they differ significantly across policy contexts.

More specifically, answering each of these questions allows us to interpret how a policy
document frames resilience, even when the term is not explicitly defined. On this basis, we
propose a meta-definition of resilience as “the capacity of a subject to respond to or deal with a
sort of change by mobilising certain forms of capital or resources, within a specific spatial and
temporal context, and oriented towards a particular objective”. The goalis to lead from this meta-
definition to a contextual definition based on each policy document. The set of guiding questions

together with the example responses are presented in Table 1.

Table 1: Guiding questions for contextualising resilience, developed by the authors, drawing on the analytical logic of
Meerow et al. (2016)

Key contextualising question Responses from the Policy document

1.

Subject: Who or what is expected
to be resilient?

(e.g., an individual, a city, a community, a health
system, a supply chain, an ecosystem)

2. Stressor or Change: Resilienceto (e.g., climate change, pandemic, economic shock,
what? geopolitical conflict, technological disruption, war)

3. Resources and Capacities: What  (e.g., social capital, financial resources, institutional
forms of capitals or assets can capacity, governance, knowledge)
be mobilised?

4. Spatial Context: Where is (e.g., EU, states, regions, or rural vs. urban, local vs.
resilience located or enacted? transboundary, coastal vs. mountainous areas)

5. Temporal Dimension: When does (e.g., during a shock, in recovery, over the long-term,
resilience matter? during planned transitions, across generations)

6. Purpose: Why is resilience being (e.g., stability, adaptation, transformation, justice,

promoted, and to what end?

growth, green transition)

74



European Journal of Spatial Development 23(3)

It is important to note that the proposed guiding questions serve as the primary framework
for contextualising the definition of resilience across selected policies. However, beneath each
of these core questions lie additional, more specific sub-questions that are essential for
addressing broader normative concerns, particularly those related to equity and justice in
resilience-building processes. For instance, under Question 1 (Who or what is expected to be
resilient?), it becomes crucial to ask: Whose resilience is being prioritised, and whose is
neglected? Similarly, Question 3 (What resources or forms of capital are mobilised?) invites
deeperinquiry into who contributes these resources and who bears the costs —whether financial,
social, or political- of resilience-building efforts. These underlying dimensions are especially
important when aiming for procedural fairness and distributive justice in resilience strategies.
Furthermore, Question 6 (Why is resilience being promoted, and to what end?) is key to critically
assessingthe intended outcomes of resilience policies and ensuring that they align with inclusive
and just societal goals. More detailed, procedural justice here, concerns who participates in
resilience-building decisions and whether the most vulnerable territories and communities have
a meaningful voice in shaping policy responses. Distributive justice concerns who bears the
costs and who benefits from resilience investments across territories (Rawls, 1971; Fraser, 1997;
Schlosberg, 2004).

The following section presents the results of both the inductive content analysis of every
single document and the insights extracted from our guiding questions and meta definition.

Afterwards, the comparative analyses across these documents are presented.

Results and Discussions

This section begins by presenting the results extracted from each policy document, first
regarding the thematic coding of the most prominent resilience-related themes, and second the
responses provided by each document to the key contextualising questions which leads to clarify
how the document interprets resilience. After the individual analysis of each document, the
results of the comparative analysis are reported. The definition of meta-themes allows us to
explore the thematic focus of the documents in relation to one another, identifying both the most

recurrent themes and those that are least addressed.

European Union Global Strategy - EUGS (2016)

The thematic analysis of the EUGS reveals a geopolitical understanding of resilience, in line
with the document’s aim to reposition the EU as a capable and credible global actor. A total of
41 sentences containing the word resilience or its lexical variants (e.g., resilient) were extracted
and inductively coded into five thematic categories, based on their dominant contextual focus
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presented in Table 2. The EUGS frames resilience through a geopolitical stability and security-

oriented lens, deeply concerned with the EU’s foreign policy agenda. Although resilience is

described as multidimensional, the text consistently situates it within the context of fragile

states, border regions, migration management, and crisis response. The concept is most often

deployed in relation to state-building, institutional reform, and the stabilisation of the EU’s

neighbourhood. Civil society and democratic values are acknowledged, but they are largely

instrumental to broader goals of regional stability. These framings are tightly integrated with the

EU’s neighbourhood and enlargement policies, where resilience is envisioned as a stabilising

instrument.

Table 2: Thematic Framing of Resilience in the EUGS (2016). Source: Authors' own elaboration

Thematic Category Coding Criteria Frequency

Security and stability References to geopolitical stability, conflict 10
prevention, terrorism, cyber defence, peace

Governance and State-Building Discussions of institutional reform, law, public 10

administration, states fragility

Societal Capacity and Civil
Society Empowerment

Mentions of education, pluralism, democracy, civil 10
society, and public discourse

Sustainable Development /
Climate / Energy

Resilience in relation to climate, energy transitions, 6
environmental sustainability

Migration and Humanitarian

References to refugee origin/transit countries, 3

Policy

migration management

Other / Unclassified

Mentions that are vague or thematically overlapping 2

In addition, raising the key questions presented in Table 3 about resilience helps us go

beyond the quantitative results and helps to contextualise resilience and provide a definition of

resilience in the document based on our meta definition reported in the methodological section.

Table 3: Guiding questions for contextualising resilience for EUGS (2016). Source: Authors' own elaboration

Key contextualising question

Responses from the EUGS

1. Subject: Who or what s The EU itself with its states and institutions
desired to be resilient?

2. Stressor or Change: Conflict, fragility, terrorism, migration crises, cyber threats,
Resilience to what? energy insecurity, and geopolitical instability.

3. Resources and Capacities: Institutional capacity, governance reforms, rule of law, civil
What forms of capital or society, strategic partnerships, and security/military tools.
assets can be mobilised for
resilience?

4. Spatial Context: Where is Mainly in the EU neighbourhood (Eastern Europe, Middle
resilience located or East, North Africa), but also within EU territory, especially
enacted? border regions.

5. Temporal Dimension: When Inthe context of ongoing and anticipated crises, with an
does resilience matter? emphasis on stabilisation and long-term global impact

6. Purpose: Why is resilience To stabilise fragile states, ensure regional security, manage

being promoted, and to what
end?

migration, and secure the EU’s strategic autonomy and
geopolitical influence.
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Based on this information, resilience for EUGS can be defined as the capacity of states and
institutions -especially in the EU neighbourhood and at EU borders- to respond to or deal with
conflict, fragility, terrorism, migration crises, cyber threats, energy insecurity, and geopolitical
instability by mobilising institutional capacity, governance reforms, the rule of law, civil society
engagement, strategic partnerships, and security tools. This capacity is situated within
transboundary and regional contexts, particularly in Eastern Europe, the Middle East, and North
Africa, and is exercised in response to ongoing and foreseeable security crises, with the strategic
objective of stabilising fragile states, managing migration flows, and securing the EU’s

geopolitical interests and strategic autonomy.

European Green Deal (2019)

The European Green Deal is a central policy in this research, since it relates to the Green
Transition policy and Just Transition Mechanism for which investigating the appropriate
approach to resilience is fundamental. The European Green Deal frames resilience in close
connection with climate action, environmental protection, and the just transition agenda.
Although the term resilience (or its variants such as resilient) appears only 9 times in the
document, these references are strongly anchored in the ecological and economic dimensions
of resilience, especially in terms of climate-proofing infrastructure, strengthening nature-based
solutions, and ensuring long-term systemic adaptability to environmental risks. The most
prevalenttheme is Climate and Environmental Resilience, referring to infrastructure adaptation,
nature-based solutions, and climate-proof development. This is followed by Economic and
Financial Resilience, particularly in the context of fiscal policy reforms and financial system
adaptation to climate shocks. Lastly, Just Transition and Global Resilience also emerges, with
emphasis on social fairness and international cooperation to reduce vulnerabilities and prevent

crisis-related displacement.

Table 4: Thematic framing of resilience in the European Green Deal (2019). Source: Authors' own elaboration

Thematic Category Coding Criteria Frequency
Climate and Environmental Climate-proofing, resilient infrastructure, nature- 4
Resilience based solutions

Economic and Financial Fiscal policy, financial system, economic shock 3
Resilience absorptive capacity

Equity, international cooperation, reducing
Just Transition and community vulnerability and displacement risks, focus on the
vulnerability regions and sectors that are most affected by the
transition
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The responses to the key contextualising questions of the resilience meta-definition are

shown in Table 5.

Table 5: Guiding questions for contextualising resilience in the European Green Deal (2019). Source: Authors' own
elaboration

Key contextualising question Responses from the European Green Deal (2019)
1. Subject: Who or whatis Societies, economies, infrastructures, natural ecosystems,
expected to be resilient? financial systems
2. Stressor or Change: Climate change, biodiversity loss, natural hazards,
Resilience to what? environmental degradation,

3. Resources and Capacities:
What forms of capital or
assets can be mobilised?

4. Spatial Context: Where is
resilience located or
enacted?

5. Temporal Dimension:
When does resilience

Nature-based solutions, fiscal and financial instruments,
policy reforms, innovation

Across the EU and globally, Regions, place-based resilience is
implicit in land-use, energy, and infrastructure sectors

Over the long term, especially in anticipation of climate-related
risks and during the transition to carbon neutrality

matter?

6. Purpose: Why isresilience To ensure climate neutrality, sustainable development,
being promoted, and to economic competitiveness, and social justice during green
what end? transitions

From the resilience-related content of the European Green Deal the term can be interpreted
as the capacity of European regions and societies, infrastructures, ecosystems, and economic
systems to respond to or deal with environmental, economic, and financial risks particularly
those related to climate change and biodiversity loss, by mobilising nature-based solutions,
green finance, fiscal reforms, and climate-resilient development strategies. This capacity is
situated across multiple scales within the EU and beyond, and it is exercised with a forward-
looking, long-term perspective. The primary objective is to enable a green and just transition,
enhance environmental sustainability, reduce systemic vulnerabilities, and foster economic and

social robustness in the face of future ecological crises.

2020 Strategic Foresight Report

The thematic analysis of the Strategic Foresight Report 2020 shows a multidimensional
understanding of resilience, which is consistent with the document’s role as a tool for
anticipatory governance and strategic planning. From 91 extracted sentences (we excluded the
appearances in the titles and table of contents) explicitly containing “resilience” or a related
variant, each was inductively coded and seven themes were extracted based on its dominant
meaning (Table 6). The report presents resilience as a broad, future-oriented governance
paradigm. Resilience is articulated as a cross-sectoral concept to support the EU’s capacity to
navigate systemic transitions, particularly regarding the green and digital dimensions and to
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prepare for complex future shocks. The dominant framing centres on resilience as anticipatory

governance, with a strong institutional and procedural orientation. The document emphasises

adaptability, learning, and transformation. The coding reveals that the concept appears most

frequently in the context of governance and institutions, followed by societal and civil resilience

and green/environmental transformation. Mentions of economic and technological resilience

also exist, although less dominantly. This could mean that resilience in the Foresight Report is

less about responding to external threats and more about fostering internal adaptive capacities

and cross-sectoral policy making.

Table 6: Thematic framing of resilience in the Strategic Foresight Report 2020. Source: Authors' own elaboration

Thematic Category Coding Criteria Frequency

Governance and Policy integration, foresight mechanisms, and 18

Institutions institutional coordination

Societal and Civil Mentions of education, public trust, democratic values, 13

Resilience social cohesion, and health

Security and Geopolitics References to external threats, strategic autonomy, crisis 12
preparedness, and cyber defence

Green and Environmental Climate adaptation, biodiversity, ecological 1

Resilience sustainability, green transition

Economic and Internal market stability, supply chain continuity, 6

Infrastructural Resilience financial robustness

Digital and Technological Cybersecurity, digital infrastructure, data governance 3

Resilience

Global and External Development cooperation, multilateral partnerships, 2

Resilience global engagement

Other / Unclassified Abstract or overlapping uses of resilience without clear 26

thematic focus like repeated structural uses “resilience
dashboards” and non-clear mentions like “strengthen

resilience”

In addition, Table 7 presents the results of the second methodological attempt which leads

to the concept definition for the Strategic Foresight Report based on the meta definition

presented in the methodology.
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Table 7: Guiding questions for contextualising resilience in the Strategic Foresight Report 2020. Source: Authors' own
elaboration

Key contextualising question

Responses from the Strategic Foresight Report 2020

1. Subject: Who or whatis The European Union as a whole, including its institutions,
expected to be resilient? economies, societies, and governance structures. There are

also references to sectors (e.g., digital, green, health).

2. Stressoror Change: Systemic risks and shocks such as pandemics, climate
Resilience to what? change, digital transitions, geopolitical instability, economic

disruptions, and long-term structural transformations.

3. Resources and Capacities: Foresight tools, institutional adaptability, innovation systems,
What forms of capital or digital infrastructure, social trust, skills, public investment, and
assets can be mobilised? intergenerational solidarity.

4. Spatial Context: Where is Primarily EU-wide, with emphasis on transnational
resilience located or coordination and systems-level foresight. Place-based
enacted? vulnerability is acknowledged but not deeply explored.

5. Temporal Dimension: over short-, medium- and long-term horizons, especially in
When does resilience anticipatory governance; during transitions and recovery
matter? phases; resilience is treated as a forward-looking and

continuous strategic capacity.

6. Purpose: Why is resilience To ensure strategic autonomy, manage uncertainty, future-

being promoted, and to
what end?

proof EU policies, and enable the Union to shape global
transitions in a sustainable, fair, and inclusive manner.

Based on this information, resilience for Strategic Foresight Report 2020 can be defined as

the capacity of the European Union, its institutions, and societies to deal with systemic
transitions and complex disruptions such as climate change, digitalisation, health crises, and
economic shocks by mobilising foresight policies, institutional coordination, data-driven
monitoring and decision-support tools, and adaptive governance mechanisms. This capacity is
situated across multiple spatial levels -within the EU, among Member States, and in global
partnerships- and is exercised over short-, medium- and long-term horizons. The strategic
objective is to build forward-looking, adaptable, and sustainable systems that can preserve
democratic values, promote economic and ecological transformation, and strengthen the EU’s

strategic autonomy in an uncertain world.

Territorial Agenda 2030 (2020)

The Territorial Agenda 2030 looks at resilience primarily through the lens of place-based
development and territorial cohesion, emphasising the differentiated vulnerabilities and
capacities of regions, cities, and local communities across Europe. Resilience in this context is
described as the ability of places to adapt to long-term transformations such as climate change,
demographic shifts, and technological transitions, while ensuring quality of life across
territories. The document is the first one that explicitly highlights the spatially uneven
vulnerabilities and the need for integrated, locally tailored responses that strengthen territorial

resilience. This thematic focus is confirmed by the coding of resilience-related emerging
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sentences. The most dominant theme is Territorial and Place-Based Resilience, which includes
references to rural and urban contexts, regional governance, and spatial justice. These are
followed by references to Green and Environmental Resilience, where resilience is linked to
climate adaptation and sustainable transitions. Less frequent but still present are mentions of
Economic and Infrastructural Resilience, often framed through access to services and transport

connectivity.

Table 8: Thematic Framing of Resilience in the Territorial Agenda 2030 (2020). Source: Authors' own elaboration

Thematic Category
Territorial and Place-Based

Coding Criteria Frequency
Mentions of local/regional resilience, place-based 8

Resilience approaches, urban-rural dynamics

Green and Environmental Sustainability, biodiversity, climate change, ecological 3
Resilience transitions

Economic and Infrastructural Resilience of economic systems, public services, 1
Resilience transport, digital infrastructure

In addition, the answers of the contextualisation questions of the resilience meta definition

for the Territorial Agenda 2030 are reported in Table 9.

Table 9: Guiding questions for contextualising resilience for Territorial Agenda 2030 (2020). Source: Authors' own
elaboration

Key contextualising question Responses from the Strategic Territorial Agenda 2030

1. Subject: Who or whatis Regions, cities, and local communities, particularly those
expected to be resilient? facing structural disadvantages.

2. Stressoror Change: Climatehange, globalisation, demographic shifts, economic
Resilience to what? restructuring, social inequality, and external shocks such as

pandemics

3. Resources and Capacities: Place-based knowledge, governance capacity at all levels,
What forms of capital or policy coordination, regional innovation systems, natural
assets can be mobilised? capital, and social cohesion.

4. Spatial Context: Where is The spatial dimension is central in the document. It refers to
resilience located or the whole European territory with strong emphasis on place-
enacted? based development, territorial diversity, and spatial justice.

Specific focus on inner peripheries, cross-border regions, and
disadvantaged rural/urban areas emerges.

5. Temporal Dimension: In the long term, to ensure sustainable development,

When does resilience cohesion, and the ability to deal with slow-burn crises and
matter? future uncertainties.

6. Purpose: Why is resilience To reduce regional disparities, enhance territorial cohesion,

being promoted, and to
what end?

foster sustainability and well-being, and support a just

transition in the face of structural and environmental changes.

Based on the information provided in Table 9, the Territorial Agenda 2030 interprets
resilience as the capacity of European regions, cities, and communities, mostly those facing
structural or geographic disadvantages, to respond to or deal with complex socio-economic and

environmental challenges such as increasing pressures on the environment, demographic
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decline, globalisation, and increasing imbalances and inequalities. This is achieved by mobilising
place-based governance, integrated policy tools, local knowledge, natural and social capital,
and cooperative multilevel frameworks of territorial governance. Resilience is situated in diverse
territorial contexts, including rural, peripheral, and cross-border regions suggesting a functional
approach rather than sticking to the administrative boundaries. It is pursued over the long term,
with the objective of promoting spatial justice, territorial cohesion, and sustainable well-being

for all citizens across the European territory.

Recovery and Resilience Facility (2021)

The Recovery and Resilience Facility frames resilience as a central objective for EU
economic and structural reform, especially as a response to the COVID-19 crisis. The conceptis
introduced as both a normative objective and a technical one, guiding national recovery plans
and shaping EU funding allocations for combating the negative pandemic impacts. Resilience in
this context primarily refers to economic and financial robustness, macroeconomic stability,
sustainable public finances, structural reform, and growth-oriented investment. As seen in Table
10, The thematic analysis confirms this framing: the majority of references refers to economic
and financial resilience, including debt sustainability, fiscal reform, and productive investment.
A secondary theme emerges in the form of green and climate resilience, associated with carbon
neutrality, energy transition, and ecological sustainability. Other dimensions, such as social
welfare, institutional capacity, or digital infrastructure are also mentioned in the document but
are comparatively less emergent. The dominance of economic language reflects RRF’s design as
an efficiency-oriented recovery tool, where resilience is measured through quantifiable

outcomes tied to national reform policies and actions.

Table 10: Thematic Framing of Resilience in the Recovery and Resilience Facility (2021). Source: Authors' own elaboration

Thematic Category Coding Criteria Frequency
Economic and Financial Fiscal reforms, economic recovery, macroeconomic 84
Resilience stability, and sustainable growth

Green and Climate Environmental sustainability, decarbonisation, green 13
Resilience transition, and climate adaptation

The guiding questions and corresponding answers to contextualise resilience and provide

the document interpretation of the term are presented in Table 11.
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Table 11: Guiding questions for contextualising resilience for Recovery and Resilience Facility (2021). Source: Authors' own
elaboration

Key contextualising question

Responses from the Recovery and Resilience Facility

1. Subject: Who or whatis Member States’ economies, labour markets, health systems,
expected to be resilient? and public institutions. The EU as a whole is also a target of

increased resilience.

2. Stressoror Change: Economic shocks (especially COVID-19), public health crises,
Resilience to what? climate change, digital transition, social inequality, and

geopolitical disruptions.

3. Resources and Capacities: Financial support via national plans, digital and green
What forms of capital or investments, institutional reforms, social cohesion measures,
assets can be mobilised? and strategic autonomy instruments.

4. Spatial Context: Where is Across all Member States with a commitment to address
resilience located or regional disparities. However, no strict territorial or place-
enacted? based mechanisms are detailed.

5. Temporal D|me.n.S|on: During crisis recovery (post-pandemic), with a forward-looking
When does resilience . .

agenda for long-term transformation and strategic autonomy.
matter?

6. Purpose: Why isresilience To fosterinclusive recovery, reduce vulnerabilities, ensure

being promoted, and to
what end?

competitiveness, accelerate the twin green and digital
transitions, and prepare for future challenges.

The document itself, provides a definition of resilience “the ability to face economic, social
and environmental shocks or persistent structural changes in a fair, sustainable and inclusive
way” However, a deeper reading of the document, together with our analysis presented in Table
11, suggest a broader definition of resilience as capacity of EU Member States’ economies,
institutions, and social systems to respond to and recover from multidimensional challenges,
and specially the COVID-19 pandemic, climate and digital transitions, and social inequalities, by
mobilising financial resources, institutional reforms, and policy instruments aimed at enhancing
strategic autonomy, innovation, and sustainability. This capacity is targeted across the EU, with
an emphasis on reducing regional disparities, although local and place-based vulnerabilities are
not explicitly taken into consideration. Temporally, resilience is promoted as both a short-term
recovery mechanism and a long-term transformative agenda. The overall objective is to foster
the Union’s economic, social and territorial cohesion by improving crisis preparedness, and

growth potential of the Member States.

EU Cohesion Policy 2021-2027 - the Mid-Term Review Communication (2025)

In the Mid-Term Review Communication of the EU Cohesion Policy 2021-2027, resilience is
a guiding principle for evaluating the effectiveness of EU policy responses to recent economic,
environmental, and technological disruptions. The document as presented in Table 12, refers to
resilience mostly through an economic and financial lens, reflecting concerns about the
strategic autonomy of the regions and their ability to overcome shocks while advancing green

and digital transitions. Although resilience is also referenced in relation to climate action, digital
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innovation, and institutional capacity, these are far less prominent. A notable number of
mentions remain uncategorised, reflecting abstract or general uses that are not clearly
associated with a single policy area. Overall, the conceptis used as a performance-oriented tool
to assess whether EU action is delivering stable and forward-looking growth in times of growing

uncertainties.

Table 12: Thematic Framing of Resilience in the Mid-Term Review Communication (2025) of EU Cohesion Policy 2021-2027.
Source: Authors' own elaboration

Thematic Category Coding Criteria Frequency
Economic and Financial Macro-financial stability, inflation management, growth 1
Resilience investment, fiscal balance

Green and Climate Resilience Energy transition, carbon reduction, ecological 3
sustainability, climate adaptation
Digital and Technological Cybersecurity, digital connectivity, Al, digital public 1

Resilience infrastructure

Institutional and Governance Policy coordination, institutional capacity, administrative 1
Resilience reform

Other / Unclassified Vague or general uses not clearly associated with a 6
specific policy domain

It is important to note that Resilience has become a defining pillar of the EU’s Cohesion Policy
2021-2027, under Heading 2: Cohesion, Resilience, and Values, which constitutes the largest
budgetary allocation among the seven Multiannual Financial Framework (MFF) headings and
reflects the EU’s strategic prioritisation of systemic robustness and inclusive recovery across

regions.
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Table 13: Guiding questions for contextualising resilience for the Mid-Term Review Communication (2025) of EU Cohesion
Policy 2021-2027. Source: Authors' own elaboration

Key contextualising question Responses from the Mid-Term Review Communication
2025 of EU Cohesion Policy 2021-2027

1. Subject: Who or whatis Regions and communities across the EU, particularly those

expected to be resilient? facing structural disadvantages or undergoing transitions
(e.g., energy, digital).

2. Stressor or Change: Economic shocks, social inequalities, climate-related
Resilience to what? risks, public health emergencies (e.g., COVID-19), and

technological transitions.

3. Resources and Capacities: Financial instruments, local knowledge, social innovation,
What forms of capital or human capital, infrastructure investment, and place-based
assets can be mobilised? strategies.

4. Spatial Context: Where is Territorial dimension is central: emphasis on less
resilience located or developed areas, border regions, outermost regions, and
enacted? rural areas.

5. Temporal Dimension: When Long-term and anticipatory planning for 2021-2027, but
does resilience matter? also recovery-focused in light of COVID-19.

6. Purpose: Why is resilience To build-back-better, and to reduce disparities between
being promoted, and to what regions, support cohesion and solidarity, enable structural
end? transformation, and foster upward convergence.

According to the responses to the guiding questions presented in Table 13, in the context of
the EU Cohesion Policy 2021-2027, resilience is interpreted as the capacity of European regions
and communities, particularly those facing socio-economic, geographic, or environmental
disadvantages, to respond to or deal with economic disruptions, climate change, public health
emergencies, and EU transitions by mobilising EU financial instruments, local knowledge,
infrastructure investments, and inclusive governance mechanisms. This capacity is exercised at
the territorial, regional and local scale, especially in vulnerable areas, and is framed over both
short-term recovery and long-term transformation horizons. The purpose is to build-back-better
after disasters and at the same time to promote economic, social, and territorial cohesion,

reduce regional disparities, and promote sustainable and equitable development across the EU.

Results of comparative analysis and trend exploration

The comparative analysis which is presented in this section shows a clear conceptual shift
in the EU’s resilience discourse, reflecting its fragmentation based on different policy priorities.
The analysed documents span from security and geopolitical stability to economic,
environmental, and territorial dimensions, revealing both the thematic variety and the internal
tensions of EU resilience discourse. The analysis identifies a set of recurring meta-themes
presented in Table 14, which constitute the core of the EU’s resilience narrative.

The percentage-based analysis of resilience mentions across the six EU policy documents
presented in Table 14 highlights the differentiated emphasis placed on each meta-theme. The

EUGS shows an emphasis on security and stability, while also addressing governance and
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societal resilience, affirming its geopolitical lens. The European Green Deal emphasises
environmental, economic, and intergenerational dimensions of resilience, introducing themes
of systemic change, climate neutrality, and just transition, which extend the EU’s resilience
discourse into longer-term ecological and social transformations. The Strategic Foresight Report
2020 distributes resilience discourse more evenly across multiple domains, particularly
governance, societal capacity, and green dimensions, indicating a broader strategic
interpretation. Territorial Agenda 2030 is dominated by territorial and place-based resilience,
consistent with its spatial focus. RRF centres resilience within an economic and financial
framework, reflecting its performance-driven orientation for post-pandemic development. The
Mid-Term Review Communication of Cohesion Policy 2021-2027 allocates over half of its
resilience-related content to economic concerns, though with some inclusion of governance,

environmental, and digital resilience.

Table 14: percentage-based heatmap of resilience framings across the six EU policy documents. Source: Authors' own
elaboration

Meta themes EUGS (D;::n Foresight T::::‘;I:l RRF c:::i';“
Security and Geopolitical Stability 33% 0% 22% 0% 0% 0%
Governance and Institutions 26% 0% 28% 0% 0% 6%
Societal and Civil Resilience 26% 0% 20% 0% 0% 0%
Green and Climate Resilience 15% 45% 17% 25% 13% 19%
Economic and Financial Resilience 0% 33% 9% 8% 87% 69%
Digital and Technological Resilience 0% 0% 5% 0% 0% 6%
Territorial and Place-Based Resilience 0% 0% 0% 67% 0% 0%
Just Transition and community 0% 2204 0% 0% 0% 0%

vulnerability

Theresultsindicate thattwo dimensions receive the greatestemphasisinthe EU’s resilience
agenda: economic and financial resilience, and green and climate resilience. In contrast,
territorial and place-based resilience is completely absent across the analysed documents, with
the only exception of the Territorial Agenda 2030. Equity-related elements, just transition and
community vulnerability also receive limited attention. This finding is particularly significant
because the two neglected dimension are tied together. The uneven distribution of resilience
capacities and vulnerabilities across European territories means that a policy discourse
dominated by economic and environmental framings, without territorial differentiation, risks
reproducing rather than reducing spatial inequalities, and place-based vulnerabilities.

This tension becomes more visible when examining how practically resilience investments have

been distributed and implemented across territories. As Medeiros et al. (2024) argue, the impact
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of EU Cohesion Policy varies significantly across regions and is shaped by policy design,
implementation efficiency, and the broader socio-economic context, meaning that less
developed regions do not automatically benefit equally from nominally redistributive
instruments. This is compounded by the indicator-driven and performance-oriented logic that EU
policy increasingly imposes on regions. As Demeterova et al. (2020) demonstrate in the context
of cross-border cooperation, such logics put disproportionate pressure on regions with weaker
administrative and institutional capacity, which are least equipped to meet reporting and
measurement requirements, yet most in need of support. Furthermore, Bourdin et al. (2024)
show that policy responses to systemic shocks such as the COVID-19 pandemic have been
asymmetric across European regions, and argue that territorial cohesion policies need to be
explicitly tailored to empower regions and local governments rather than channelled through
uniform national frameworks. Taken together, the dominant framings for resilience operate at
national level or sectoral scale, systematically underweighting the place-based vulnerabilities,

especially in rural, peripheral, and cross-border territories.

Conclusions

Since the adoption of the EUGS in 2016, which brought resilience into the EU policy agenda,
the concept has expanded beyond its originally security- and stability-oriented roots into a
multidimensional but fragmented framework for governance and policy action. Through a
qualitative inductive content analysis of six key EU policy documents, combined with a set of
guiding questions adapted from Meerow et al. (2016) to contextualise how resilience is
interpreted by each document, the paper reveals significant variations in how resilience is
framed, at what scale it is applied, and towards what purpose it is pursued. The results show a
clear conceptual trajectory. In important EU documents -including EUGS and RRF- resilience is
framed primarily as a tool to safeguard institutional capacity, market functioning, and border
stability, reflecting a logic of security and continuity rather than one of inclusive or transformative
change. This contrasts with other policy documents, such as the European Green Deal and the
Strategic Foresight Report, where resilience is articulated as a forward-looking and more
transformative concept linked to long-term sustainability, systemic transitions, and anticipatory
governance.

The comparative analysis shows that EU resilience discourse is dominated by
economic/financial and green/climate framings, while territorial and place-based dimensions,
as well as equity concerns remain comparatively marginal. This is a major limitation, since
resilience and vulnerability are inherently place-based: they depend on how resources,
capacities, risks, and institutional support are spatially distributed across territories (Brunetta et
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al., 2025). Ignoring this territorial dimension means overlooking the fact that regions and
communities do not enter crises or transitions from the same starting point, cannot follow equal
processes, and therefore do not bear costs, constraints, or benefits equally. This also risks
depoliticising the roots of vulnerabilities by translating structural and territorial inequalities into
apolitical measures of self-reliance, efficiency and stability (Mohabat Doost et al., 2023). In
addition, As Adger (2008) argues, systems can be equally resilient while generating vastly
different and unjust outcomes, meaning thatresilience alone is not inherently a positive attribute
when it contributes to the persistence of unjust status quos.

In this sense, advancing just territorial resilience requires moving beyond technocratic
models (towards governance arrangements that explicitly address power asymmetries and
actively include the most vulnerable territories in shaping just and green transition pathways. In
particular, approaches grounded in participatory governance, subsidiarity, and locally
embedded decision-making (Ostrom, 1990) highlight how resilience strategies can better
account for differentiated territorial capacities and vulnerabilities. Similarly, a spatial justice
perspective emphasising equity, democracy, and diversity (Fainstein, 2010) provides a lens to
effectively address issues of representation and redistribution for resilience instruments. This is
precisely where the notion of territorial resilience (Brunetta et al., 2019) becomes conceptually
and normatively relevant. It reframes resilience not only as abstract system performance or
simple shock recovery, but as the place-based capacity of territories to absorb, adapt, and
transform through context-specific, and multi-scalar governance arrangements, thereby offering
a clearer grounding for transitions whose justice dimension often remains insufficiently defined
in policy discourse (Shaker and Berisha, 2025).

Finally, we would like to remark some future research recommendations derived from this work.
The analysis is confined to a selected corpus of EU-level strategic documents, and does not
extend to national recovery plans, regional operational programmes, or sectoral strategies.
Extending the research to such programmes would allow for understanding of how EU-level
resilience framings are translated, adapted, or contested across different governance levels.
Moreover, the scope of the research was not to apply the analysis on empirical case studies at
sub-national level. Empirical case studies at sub-national level —-focusing on how resilience is
concretely enacted in vulnerable territories— would provide the grounded, place-based evidence

that this paper calls for.
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