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Abstract
All over the world, urban communities take initiative in order to cope with the 
COVID-19 pandemic. This study conducts a literature review and an international 
exploratory study in order to identify pathways within which Community Resilience 
Initiatives (CRIs) emerge within different governance contexts. The CRIs target vul-
nerable communities, which are hard to reach. Our study results identify four path-
ways: (1) informal bottom-up community initiatives; (2) formal community initia-
tives emerging out of existing community-based initiatives; (3) initiatives of external 
actors, often NGOs, universities or governments and (4) networks of organisations 
whom together initiate action in response to COVID-19. The pathways lead to dif-
ferent types, scales and complexities of the initiatives. However, all face similar bar-
riers related to funding, weak networks and limited cooperation. CRIs often perceive 
the government agencies to be unreliable and unsupportive which in turn also ham-
pers CRI’s emergence.

Keywords  COVID-19 · Community resilience · Community-based initiatives · 
Community resilience initiatives · Urban governance

Resumé
Partout dans le monde, les communautés urbaines prennent des initiatives pour faire 
face à la pandémie de COVID-19. Cette étude mène une revue de la littérature et 
une étude exploratoire internationale afin d’identifier les voies par lesquelles les ini-
tiatives de résilience communautaire (IRC) émergent dans différents contextes de 
gouvernance. Les IRC ciblent les communautés vulnérables, qui sont difficiles à at-
teindre. Les résultats de notre étude identifient quatre voies: (1) les initiatives com-
munautaires informelles ascendantes; (2) les initiatives communautaires formelles 
issues d’initiatives communautaires pré-existantes; (3) les initiatives d’acteurs ex-
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ternes, souvent des ONG, des universités ou des gouvernements; et (4) les réseaux 
d’organisations qui, ensemble, entreprennent des actions en réponse à la COVID-19. 
Ces voies mènent à des initiatives de type, d’échelle et de niveaux de complexité 
différents. Cependant, elles sont toutes confrontées à des obstacles similaires liés 
au financement, à la faiblesse des réseaux et à une collaboration limitée. Les IRC 
perçoivent souvent les agences gouvernementales comme étant peu fiables et peu 
sources de soutien, ce qui freine également l’émergence du CRI.

Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic constitutes a global health shock, with a death toll of over 
one million and over 33 million people reported ill by 1 October 2020 (WHO 2020). 
The measures taken for its control and mitigation have added a socio-economic 
shock, threatening the livelihoods of people around the world (Kenny 2020). Com-
munity resilience can play a major role in coping with shocks (Magis 2010). How-
ever, it is an ambiguous concept, hard to define and measure (Zamboni 2017). We 
define it as a complex and dialogical process in which communities create, develop 
and/or engage their resources to cope with shocks and its consequent uncertainty 
(Magis 2010; McCrea et al. 2014).

In this article, we focus on the emergence of urban Community Resilience Initia-
tives (CRIs) in the initial recovery stage of the COVID-19 pandemic. Urban com-
munities are likely to be both more vulnerable and more capacitated and networked 
than rural communities in coping with a health shock due to the relatively high den-
sity and proximity of services, actors and resources (Alonge et al. 2019; Nicola et al. 
2020). In the period of April–August 2020, many urban CRIs have emerged within 
a context of overwhelmed (health) services, semi-closed economies and a related 
shortage of services, protective materials and jobs. During this stage of the health 
crisis, CRIs are likely to support communities to adapt, that is: to continue its ‘nor-
mal’ functioning to the extent possible. In other stages of community resilience, 
which we do not study in this article, CRIs may also enable communities to prepare 
for a crisis and/or to enable a community to restore or even transform after the crisis 
(Elmqvist et al. 2019).

To our best knowledge, the emergence of urban CRIs during the COVID-19 pan-
demic is not reported on, nor is much known on how urban CRIs emerge in general, 
except for some international organisation guidelines (Oxfam 2020; IIED 2020). 
Two elements seem to be decisive in contexts of natural disasters (Hawkins and 
Maurer 2009) and health crises (Poortinga 2012). On the one hand, the social capital 
available within the community can dynamise the available resources of individu-
als and communities when facing a shock. On the other hand, the broader govern-
ance context within which the initiative is conceived represents either a catalyst or 
a restraint for CRIs (Creamer 2015; Lebel et  al. 2006). Literature provides some 
insight into how local initiatives emerge (De Moor 2013; Greiner 1989), but we still 
lack clear insights in how CRIs emerge within various governance contexts.

This paper, therefore, raises the following research question: How do urban CRIs 
emerge within different governance contexts amidst the COVID-19 pandemic? More 
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specifically, we answer three sub-research questions: What are the main characteris-
tics of CRIs emerging during COVID-19? What barriers do they perceive when they 
emerge? What different pathways lead to the emergence of CRIs within different gov-
ernance contexts?

The main contribution of the study lies in the exploration of pathways through 
which CRIs emerge during COVID-19. The article first explores pathways in litera-
ture by bringing together literature on resilience, Community-Based Initiatives (CBIs) 
and urban governance. While CBI literature analyses the emergence of CRIs in bot-
tom-up, self-organised processes, literature on health shocks highlights the impor-
tance of collaboration with, and leadership of, health services, international (donor) 
support and other actors (Alonge et al. 2019). We include literature on urban govern-
ance to better appreciate such top-down or networked pathways. We subsequently 
describe the research methods. As the emergence of CRIs is not yet well studied, we 
conduct an exploratory study. The COVID-19 pandemic is unique and uniform; it has 
affected close to all cities around the globe for months in a row. We signal equifinal-
ity, whereby a uniform factor can lead to a similar outcome (community resilience) 
by following multiple possible pathways (CRI emergence) depending on local factors 
and their dynamics. The study conducts an international (non-random) survey with 
open and closed questions, triangulated with secondary data and in-depth interviews. 
Study limitations include that the results cannot be generalised and that we cannot be 
sure whether other pathways exist. Moreover, each pathway is in this explorative search 
rather broadly described and needs more in-depth investigation. The article subse-
quently identifies pathways of CRI emergence and finally we conclude by answering 
the research questions and setting out a policy and research agenda.

Theory

Figure 1 outlines the conceptual framework that is used to understand the emergence of 
CRIs in times of the COVID-19 pandemic. Based on literature, we assume that com-
munity chrematistics, urban governance and starting conditions are potential explana-
tory factors. These factors are expected to interact leading to coherent pathways within 
which CRIs emerge. Literature of CBIs analyses how CBIs emerge in self-organised 
processes within local communities (De Moor 2013; Greiner 1989). At the same time, 
CRIs are expected to operate according to existing government practices and institu-
tions, to reinforce current practices and, above all, to comply with current policy 
arrangements (Healey 1995; Tatenhove et  al. 2010). Urban governance can offer a 
supportive and enabling environment, but may also stifle CRIs (Huitema et al. 2009). 
Based on governance literature, we explore whether and how CRIs are supported and 
may emerge out of hierarchical or network governance.

CRIs: Bottom‑Up Emergence

CRIs can be understood as a branch of Community-Based Initiatives (CBIs), 
which aim to enable a community to cope with a shock by sustaining itself and/
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or transforming its trajectories (Magis 2010). A shock is likely to be a catalyst 
for CRIs to emerge. After the 1995 earthquake in Japan, for instance, over 180 
spontaneous community initiatives emerged (Childs 2008). CRIs are a hybrid 
form of participation, engaged in both service and civic activities. In Arnstein’s 
(1969) ladder of participation, they are often located at the highest level of citi-
zen power, citizen control, meaning citizens being in full charge of a specific 
program or institution.

CRIs, just as CBIs, are expected to start informally in an ad-hoc manner. In 
their early stages, the initiatives are small with few members who work in close 
contact with few rules and procedures. While many CRIs are likely to disappear 
once the crisis is over, a few may mature leading to more complex stages of 
organisational development (Greiner 1989). They create an internal culture, sets 
of rules and procedures; a process which may end up in the creation of the future 
public institutions (De Moor 2013). Formal CRIs have more legitimacy and 
internal cohesion, with strong bonding ties among members of the core group, 
leadership, networks and organisational complexity. The latter relates to a larger 
size of the initiative, multiple resources, larger scale of intervention, more target 
group(s) and a broader scope (Bailey 2012; Igalla et al. 2019).

Community Characteristics

The emergence of CRIs is indicative of a resilient community (Magis 2010). In a 
resilient community, CRIs spontaneously emerge or adapt when a shock happens 
and may disappear when the crisis is over. The factors leading to community 
resilience are thus likely to be the factors leading to the bottom-up emergence of 
CRIs as well. We focus on two factors: vulnerabilities and social capital.

Emergence 
of CRIs

Community 
characteris�cs

• Vulnerabili�es
• Social capital

CRIs condi�ons
• Capacity

• Leadership

Urban 
Governance

• Self-organiza�on
• Hierarchy
• Networks

Fig. 1   Conceptual framework.  Source: Authors, 2020
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Vulnerabilities

CRIs emerge in response to vulnerable situations. Vulnerabilities during the 
COVID-19 pandemic relate to health and socio-economic consequences of the pan-
demic, whereby people are vulnerable to illness possibly without health insurance 
(Kenny 2020), the loss of work and income (Irlacher and Koch 2020), (domestic) 
violence and/or social isolation (Nicola et al. 2020). The emergence of CRIs is ena-
bled by increased community cohesion as the community faces a common threat, 
but it is simultaneously constraint by the depletion of community and household 
resources, as people lose income and may spend more money on health care (Alonge 
et al. 2019).

Communities can only address vulnerabilities on which they have agency, 
whereby the focus is likely to be on immediate and urgent contention, prevention 
and adaption. Poortinga (2012) found that deprived neighbourhoods consistently 
report lower levels of social capital, which reduces their agency. During the Ebola 
outbreak in Liberia, participants felt agency to mitigate the risk of the virus. They 
found ways to reduce EVD risks and employ preventative measures by informing 
communities and changing age-old routines such as burial practices, touching and 
handshaking (Alonge et al. 2019).

Social Capital

Social capital comprises the ‘features of social life—networks, norms and trust—
that enable participants to act together more effectively to pursue shared objectives’ 
(Putnam 1995: 664–665). It facilitates the agency of CRIs, as it enables the mobili-
sation of resources and the coordination of local action (Hawkins and Mauer 2009). 
CRIs rely on social capital because they often depend on voluntary community con-
tributions (Newman et al. 2008). The networks include community leaders, formal 
and informal groups and active citizens, whom interact, establish trust and create a 
basis of joint action.

The three forms of social capital—bonding, bridging and linking—are expected 
to lead to different pathways within which CRIs emerge (Poortinga 2012; Szreter 
and Woolcock 2004). Bonding is associated with self-organised pathways, facili-
tated by leadership, cohesion, kinship and trusted communication channels (Alonge 
et al. 2019; Poortinga 2012). At the same time, communities also bridge with and 
link to actors outside the community to discuss, learn and acquire resources. Poort-
inga (2012) argues that research focuses on bonding, which obscures alternative 
pathways within which CRIs emerge.

Urban Governance

CRIs do not take place in institutional isolation, they are embedded in public, pri-
vate and societal environments (Tatenhove et  al. 2010), which is often coined as 
urban governance (Peters and Pierre 2012). This environment comprises actors and 
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institutions inside and outside the community. Government and especially health 
services is likely to be an important player during a pandemic, because many CRIs 
operate in the public domain and relate to institutionalised processes of service 
delivery, policy and/or decision-making (Brandsen et al. 2017). NGO’s, firms and 
universities also play a role in emergency relief (Alonge et al. 2019).

Scholars have developed an abundance of classifications of urban governance. 
We adopt Williamson’s (1991) classification into (1) self-organisation and markets; 
(2) hierarchy, whereby decisions that influence urban communities are made top-
down and (3) networks, whereby vulnerabilities and their potential solutions are dis-
cussed and pursued by collaborative networks of interdependent public and private 
actors and citizens. We now discuss these three modes of governance.

Self‑organised CRIs

Self-organised CRIs are bottom-up initiatives emerging from bonding capital within 
the community. They may receive various levels of recognition and support from 
the government and other actors, which may ease or restrain their emergence. The 
emergence of CRIs may benefit from the governments’ recognition of their right 
to organise (Ostrom 2005) as well as from (implicit) support mechanisms, ranging 
from tolerating and encouraging citizen initiatives to facilitation, cooperation and 
providing training and resources (Bailey 2012). During a health crisis they may offer 
prevention programmes, community work, social corporate responsibility and vari-
ous forms of health support (Alonge et al. 2019), alongside social economic support.

Negative effects arise if external actors consider CRIs as threats or if failing gov-
ernments ‘delegate’ responsibilities into the hands of communities, under the pre-
text of community empowerment and self-management (MacKinnon and Derickson 
2013). On the other extreme, they may also arise if external actors become overac-
tive and do not work collaboratively but instead take over (Gonzales 2010). Support 
in the form of funding can negatively influence CRIs, because of misaligned time-
frames, bureaucracy (red tape) and local competition (Creamer 2015). Mistrust pos-
sibly exacerbated by weak governance, corruption and weak community leadership, 
may render governance support as ineffective (Alonge et al. 2019). Thus, external 
intervention comes with a price tag, with red tape and exhaustion being examples of 
negative side-effects that can impede the emergence of CRIs.

Hierarchical Governance

In top-down modes of governance, the emergence of CRIs depends on the initia-
tive and leadership of external actors. Hierarchy may be attractive during a health 
pandemic because coordination is efficient, response is swift and work is focused 
on getting things done as soon as possible. It enables a quick organisation of vital 
community services. Alonga et  al. (2019) mention a successful example where 
health services engage community health volunteers in surveillance, messaging and 
quarantine activities during the Ebola pandemic. Chang (2013) describes how the 
Chinese party-state engages local residential committees in social service delivery 
to tackle social problems resulting from rapid socio-economic change. The risk 
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of top-down approaches is however that urban managers and planners do not have 
enough information during a pandemic. Such top-down approaches are further-
more unlikely to increase the level of community participation and empowerment. 
While discouraged, self-organised CRIs may still emerge in a hierarchical system. In 
China, for instance, self-organised CRIs emerge within the limited spectra defined 
by the governments (Chan 2013).

Network Governance

In network governance, multiple actors collaborate on equal footing in support of 
vulnerable urban communities, thereby enabling communities to deal with uncertain 
situations and wicked problems (Adger et  al. 2009). The networks discuss devel-
opmental choices and initiate CRIs (Folke 2006; Huitema et  al. 2009). It enables 
quick, legitimate and flexible adaptations to emerging situations (Bruner et al. 2005; 
Lebel et al. 2006; Varda 2011). Michener et al. (2020) and Heimer et al. (2020), for 
instance, report on multiple initiatives in the USA in response to COVID-19, SARS 
and Aids which arise out of networks.

Wrap Up

CRIs are the (temporary) expressions of a resilient community within a support-
ive or restraining governance context. The interaction of community characteris-
tics, capacities of CRIs and governance is likely to lead to multiple pathways within 
which CRIs emerge. Literature on CBOs discusses self-organised processes, most 
likely starting off informally and spontaneous. These initiatives may receive various 
levels of support or hindrance within the wider urban governance context. However, 
governance literature and experiences from previous (health) crises show that not all 
CRIs emerge from below. We identify networked and hierarchical pathways within 
which CRIs emerge. However, the evidence is sketchy and anecdotal, often banking 
on a few case studies and literature nor related to resilience.

Methods

The study explores the pathways within which CRIs emerge in the initial stage of 
the CIVID-19 pandemic. We conduct an international survey of CRIs, supplemented 
by in-depth interviews with experts and secondary data on urban CRIs, including 
searching websites of the CRIs. The unit of analysis are the CRIs. The survey com-
bines open and closed questions to describe the emergence of CRIs and the factors 
leading to it. First, we distributed a self-administered online questionnaire among 
our network of 40,000 urban professionals. To complement these efforts and given 
the difficulty in gathering responses, we relied on computer-assisted interviews for 
global outreach as well as interviews conducted by community researchers. This 
ultimately resulted in 90 responses (unit of analysis) operating in 42 cities in 32 
countries. As we aim for detailed feedback on the emergence of CRIs in an unknown 
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situation, the questionnaires included open questions. This resulted in detailed infor-
mation, but also in a relatively small sample and high non-response rate. Due to our 
non-random sampling strategy, we provide only descriptive statistics which offer a 
general picture of CRIs. In order to improve internal validity, we added seven semi-
structured interviews with key experts of universities and local government (in some 
cases with groups of experts) and a literature and website survey of articles and 
websites. However, external validity is low due to the sampling method.

We group CRIs using a fuzzy set analysis. In first instance, we identified three 
groups based on theory (bottom-up, hierarchy and network). However, the data 
revealed a large variety within bottom-up CRIs. We subsequently tried out different 
ways to group the data, achieving the best results by splitting up bottom-up initia-
tives in spontaneous and pre-existing CRIs. This builds on the anticipated evolution 
of CBIs, whereby mature CBIs have more capacity and networks to undertake activ-
ities (Greiner 1989). The four pathways (Table 1) are identified based on differences 
in main stakeholders (within or outside the community), leadership styles (commu-
nity leader, group decisions or hierarchical leadership) and the level of formality 
of an initiative (formally organised versus informal and spontaneous). We antici-
pated the scoring of indicators for the four pathways based on theory (truth table), 
whereby various scores are not yet known (Table 2). After the CRIs were grouped, 
the research team calibrated and triangulated qualitative and quantitative data, after 
which the different pathways were compared among themselves and with theory.

Findings

Comparing Pathways

The four pathways described in the method section range from 20 to 24 CRIs each 
(Fig.  2). This section compares the pathways, after which each is described in 
greater detail.

The factors leading to the emergence of CRIs differ significantly (Table  3). 
The pathways are determined based on differences in the initiator and main stake-
holder, whether the initiatives are formal or not and whether the CRI has one 
leader, whom possibly decides alone, or not. If the initiator is the community, the 

Table 1   Pathways

Source: Authors, 2020

Categories Main stakeholder(s) Leadership Level of formality

1. Bottom-up informal 
pathways

Community, community 
member

Community leader or 
group

Informal

2. Bottom-up formal 
pathways

Community, community 
member

Community leader or 
group

Formal

3. Hierarchic initiatives One external stakeholder Hierarchical leadership Formal/Informal
4. Networked initiatives More external stakeholders Group leadership Formal/Informal
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initiative may be an informal and spontaneous activity of (a group of) residents or 
an initiative of an existing formal CBI. Leadership of informal bottom-up initia-
tives is likely to be spontaneous, with different people involved in different activi-
ties, while formal bottom-up initiatives and hierarchical initiatives are likely to 
be led by one leader with a formal decision-making structure. In those cases, the 
leader(s) manage(s) the staff and community volunteers and maintain(s) the net-
work. Almost half of the initiatives of external actors and especially of universi-
ties, NGOs and firms are perceived to be informal, because they are outside the 
scope and mission of the organisation. A network offers a variety of leadership, 
whereby most respondents state they are unsure of decision-making processes. 
Informal bottom-up CRIs are also less likely to align to government policies and 
programmes than other initiatives, as they primarily respond to vulnerabilities of 
vulnerable groups.

The four pathways lead to differences in target group, activities and complexity of 
operations (Table 3). Bottom-up informal and hierarchical initiatives are more likely 
to work across a city, while bottom-up formal and networked initiatives are more 
likely to focus on one neighbourhood. Qualitative data reveal that the first are also 
more likely to focus on a specific target group and that the latter groups benefit from 
knowledge and network volunteers across target groups within a settlement. We also 
find significant differences in the type of activity. Bottom-up informal CRIs are more 
likely to support communities to adapt, whereas other CRIs are more likely to con-
tent and prevent the crisis. Informal bottom-up CRIs are less likely to use complex 
technologies. Networks deal with most actors, increasing organisational complexity. 
Respondents finally perceive that bottom-up initiatives are significantly more likely 
to satisfy communities.

There are also similarities between pathways (Table 3). CRIs report similar vul-
nerabilities and perceive to be held back by similar barriers: lack of funding, govern-
ment bureaucracy, unwillingness, lack of capacity of governments and weak pro-
activeness of their network are found in all pathways. Study findings show that the 
number of staff ranges from 1 to 200 does not differ significantly between the four 
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Fig. 2   Pathways (number of CRIs).  Source: authors
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categories because of large differences within each pathway. Most CRIs cater for 
more than 80 beneficiaries.

The remainder of this section describes each pathway in greater detail.

Bottom‑Up Informal Pathways

Informal initiatives started in between March and April 2020 most likely to adapt 
to the hardships of the lockdown. Poor and informal workers are priority target 
groups for, respectively, 79% and 63% of the respondents, while others target stu-
dents and kids (R 1, 48, 72), traders (R 45) and surrounding rural communities (R 
15). Respondents distribute food (R 34, 37, 75), sanitary products (R 11, 54, 77), 
raise awareness (R 5, 57) and/or address the rise of criminality and gender violence 
(R 67, 54). Respondents note that communities are risk-informed, but the provision 
of information and response awareness are often incomplete. Sanitary products are 
available but in short supply and when community members can access sanitary 
products, their financial capacity does not ensure continuity.

Many initiatives emerge in low-income settlements, often characterised by high 
densities, insufficient public and private space and sometimes unsafe drinking water 
and inadequate sanitation. Following COVID-19 measures is perceived to be diffi-
cult, if not impossible (Friesen et al. 2020).

The emergence of bottom-up CRIs is linked to social networks within the com-
munity (Morgner et al. 2020), often also linked to existing CBIs. In some cases, new 
and existing initiatives crate informal temporary networks to help community mem-
bers. In Kenya, an individual initiative brought three CBOs together to:

utilise skills, strengths, and stories to engage individuals with different capa-
bilities to build sustainable change while providing 18 families […] with food 
relief for three months’ (R. 45).

In Italy, individuals work with CBIs to distribute food and hygiene products (R. 
37, 38). Each participating organisation contributes expertise and networks to diver-
sify the relief response, and community engagement is reported as high. Within 
these networks, leadership is spontaneous and shared among a group of people.

In Colombia, informal community initiatives came together to raise funds. They 
are:

committed to a heterarchical structure, in which its members act autonomously 
and responsibly, and where relationships are continuously transformed. Deci-
sions that affect the collective as a whole are made in assembly and consensus, 
while operational decisions and decisions in the territory are made individu-
ally or in small working groups (R.15).

The role of government support during the pandemic is controversial. Local gov-
ernment has established online portals to share information, food hand-outs and sys-
tems for distribution of masks and sanitisers, often through NGOs already well-con-
nected in communities. However, 87% of our bottom-up informal CRIs respondents 
rank government reliability, capacity, community engagement and willingness to 
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cooperate with CRIs as very low. None have received government funding, instead 
they act on filling a gap:

It covers the lack of information on critical services that governments have not 
provided in the middle of the quarantine (R 4).

The emerging CRIs vary in size from 5 to 30 staff members. They focus on emer-
gency relief and therefore foresee a duration linked to the duration of the pandemic. 
Other characteristics are that they have weak links with government, low financial 
availability and limited technical, legal and organisational complexity, unless they 
work in (temporary) networks. The main reported bottlenecks are funding shortages 
for 70% of this type of CRIs and fragmented networks and partner’s disengagement 
for 33%, threating the continuity of activities, as in the case of R. 74 in Mexico:

We lack a lot of exposure. […] At the same time, we lack a lot of resources 
and the demand for help is extremely high. […] The team is disintegrating. All 
the projects we have are going to be closed and we are just going to be work-
ing in what we do best: linking the demand with the offer of help (R. 74).

Bottom‑Up Formal Pathways

CRIs which emerge out of existing community-based initiatives benefit from (1) 
deep (tacit) knowledge of (a) specific target group(s) and/or neighbourhood, (2) a 
skillset, (3) the existing organisational capacity and (4) existing networks. This gives 
them a head start.

Most pre-existing CBIs target vulnerable people. For instance, respondent 31 in 
Guyana offers specialised mental support for migrants. As most migrants lost their 
jobs due to the pandemic, they started offering food and basic services. Respond-
ent 43 in Nairobi has a very specific target group: it works with youth in a football 
club in an informal settlement. During the pandemic, they start offering awareness 
raising on social distancing and hygiene. The target group thus informs the CBI of 
COVID-19-related vulnerabilities, and the CBI subsequently offers targeted resil-
ience initiatives.

The targeted vulnerable groups are often difficult to reach. Their local networks 
and tacit knowledge enable them to reach out. Respondent 53, for instance, supports 
about 200 teenage mothers with saving schemes, loans, training and support to start 
a small business. During the lock-down, they support starting businesses to deal 
with the pandemic. Various CBIs are working with youth gangs and/or unemployed 
youngsters in order to combat crime. CRIs engage in reporting cases of violence (R 
47), creating a local art hub (R 62), organising (sport) activities in order to engage 
the youth (R 62) or employing youth to distribute food, masks and sanitisers (R 51, 
60).

A few CRIs follow an area-based approach: they first identify specific vulner-
able groups in surveys, then lobby for assistance to this vulnerable groups of people, 
and/or provide food, information and a wide variety of other services to cope with 
COVID-19. They benefit from a network of volunteers and financial support of an 
NGO (R. 3, 4, 44, 50). As respondent 3 notes:
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[Our organization] is consistently working in this locality for the last five 
years as a non-political social welfare organization. So when pandemic 
started, we felt our responsibility to work for the community especially 
those who are affected by this situation anyways.

A second factor influencing the emergence of CRIs is the skillset of CBIs, such 
as counselling, conducting surveys or offering microfinance. Respondents 44, 56 
and 83 are specialised in community mapping, which enables them to map vul-
nerabilities within the local communities. Their community volunteers are trained 
as mappers or community researchers. Respondent 44 notes:

When COVID-19 hit our country and cases began to rise the team members 
decided to focus all their efforts to help the community to identify the gaps 
(vulnerabilities) with facts.

With a focus on food, water and COVID-19 prevention, the CRI identified 
587 households that were extremely vulnerable, including single young mothers, 
elderly and food-insecure households. They now among others supply food for 87 
household and lobby for more support.

Existing CBIs also make a head start due to existing leadership and organisa-
tional capacities. Respondent 4 notes:

We as an organization had to do many things to fight the pandemic. We have 
enough volunteers and goodwill in this locality (…). Our organizational 
arrangements helped a lot to take immediate initiatives.

Community leaders motivate volunteers and attain technical and financial sup-
port (R. 51). This also enables moving to scale. It enables respondent 58 to install 
221 hand washing and information points staffed by volunteers and to distribute 
3,255 food packages, 400,000 bars of soap and 256,471 hand sanitisers and direct 
cash transfers of $30 USD equivalent per month for three months to vulnerable 
families.

The networks of the leaders also enable CRIs to scale activities during the pan-
demic. The most frequent networks are with other CRIs, NGOs and donor organi-
sations. For respondent 64, donors pay the cleaners fee during the pandemic in 
order to create employment for the youths and clean the neighbourhood. Some 
CRIs receive support from firms (R. 59, 66 and 70). Most CRIs align their activi-
ties to government policies and about half receive support in the form of training, 
information or promotion. Respondent 31 connects migrants to local government 
for employment and housing support.

Networking may lead to temporary networks. Respondent 35, 49 and 70 report 
of local networking of CRIs, which enable them to bundle resources. Respondent 
35 offers a network of committee representatives, NGO representatives, and slum 
dwellers set up in 2008, which includes ward and area committees, Resident Wel-
fare Associations, issue-based collectives and associations of women, migrants 
and sex workers. The network of CRIs enables.
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a holistic approach (…) to balance out the impacts and remedies for the situ-
ation created due to COVID-19; enabling the local citizens as well as vulner-
able groups to sustain the complex dynamics with nature (R. 35).

Similarly, respondent 49 reports how organisations come together to organise a 
virtual festival in support of 500 small businesses run by vulnerable women. Net-
working can lead towards a situation akin of hierarchical governance. Respondent 
59 and 66 both support digital apps and platforms as social corporate responsibility 
of large firms to enable underprivileged youth to learn and equip with technical and 
business skills.

Hierarchical Pathways

External actors initiating CRIs include universities or research institutions (25%), 
the government at national (20%) or local (15%) level, NGOs (15%) and the pri-
vate sector (10%). This pathway is characterised by an asymmetrical relationship 
among the stakeholders, with leadership and resources concentrated in the external 
actor and community members working as volunteers. Respondents note a low level 
of bonding. The CRIs instead benefit from linking social capital. The hierarchical 
structure may sometimes resemble a network structure, because 50% adopt partici-
patory decision-making structures.

In 55% of all CRIs, the external actor has institutionalised community develop-
ment. For instance: ‘We have a philosophy inspired by a Bantu proverb “Ubuntu” 
which means (…): I am open and available for others’ (R. 17). The expertise and 
resources of the institution determine the scale of intervention of the initiative. There 
is an inclination for acting on the long-term adaptation to the effects of the crisis 
(47%) as well as on prevention and contention (26%). A wide variety of actions are 
included here, from the creation of booklets and didactic/informative material (R 20, 
17, 29) to public policy insights (R 8), advocacy (R 71) and reports of the first stage 
impacts of the crisis (R 9). The number of initiatives that have been dedicated to 
immediate relief (R 13, 34) is therefore modest.

45% of the respondents identify their initiative as informal because they operate 
outside the institutional mandate. The actions are instead initiated by groups or indi-
viduals within the institution. Respondent 13 reports of a voluntary initiative within 
a university:

When the pandemic was officially declared on 15 March, our volunteering pro-
gramme stopped working in its normal mode as well (…). For two weeks we 
re-evaluated ourselves and asked what we could do there? (…). We started to 
see that people started putting red scarfs on their windows to show that they 
had nothing to eat. We saw the need and began to seek advice from other 
organisations that have worked in immediate relief (…). At first, we thought 
about going out on our own, in a personal way, without the university (…) but 
then we decided to talk to the university to see if there was institutional coop-
eration.
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External actors may offer their ‘normal’ services to communities or adapt ser-
vices. Research centres (R 2, 8, 9) offer their usual institutional support to urban 
communities:

The Observatory is a broker of scientific knowledge that informs thinking and 
decision-making about inequalities in income, opportunity and quality of life 
[therefore we] ensure that the issue of inequalities remains on the agenda, in 
particular inequalities linked to the pandemic (R.8).

Interviewees in Shanghai and Wuhan informed us that the Chinese government 
has institutionalised hierarchical CRIs since a National Emergency Management 
structure was established after the SARS outbreak in 2013. The structure enables 
quick and decisive government action based on emergency plans across municipal 
departments and government levels. The response is staggered, cutting the contagion 
chain at three main levels, from individual-infected people to community and high-
risk areas, defining precautionary measures for each. This institutionalised structure 
is applied during the COVID-19 outbreak as well. In Shanghai and Wuhan, neigh-
bourhood committees oversee taking the temperature of the people at the entrance 
of each residential compartment as well as providing support services, such as driv-
ing people to hospitals, providing food and arranging volunteers (den Hartog 2020). 
The spatial structure of neighbourhoods, with a limited number of entrances, and 
the neighbourhood committees enable a decentralised health control system. The 
Chinese neighbourhood committees enable active residents to contribute to public 
health but can also be perceived as an intrusion on individual liberties. Audin (2015) 
refers to the structure as participative bureaucratisation.

Networked Pathways

Horizontal coordination may lead to the emergence of CRIs as well. Networks are 
especially triggered by food and income insecurity and weak health infrastructure. 
Respondent 86, in the Philippines, for instance offers national and local networks to 
create employment and services in metropolitan regions other than the overcrowded 
Metropolitan Area of Manila. There is variety in the outreach of networks, whereby 
a few networks have a very large outreach: respondent 19 reaches out to 15,680 peo-
ple for food and sanitary products in Dominique republic, and respondent 14 offers 
a network spanning across 158 municipalities to offer food and sanitary relief in 
Colombia.

Networked CRIs are able deal with the complexity of diverse stakeholders (7.3 
out of 10), target groups and funding agencies (6.7 out of 10) by bundling resources. 
However, the networks are vulnerable to a break in trust (R. 84, 90), with 34% report 
that partners are disengaging. About half of the networks report a lack of funding 
(52%).

Most networks align with and receive in-kind support of the government:

We are working in alignment and close coordination with local and national 
government stakeholders that have expertise in outbreak response protocols 
and referral procedures (R. 67).
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However, only two networks (R. 87, 89) have received financial government 
support. Moreover, respondents perceived government willingness and capacity to 
networks and to include communities in their decision-making as very low. Never-
theless, the government is seen as a key stakeholder and networks therefore aim to 
inform or lobby with the government:

[our] objectives are both from a perspective of organisational strengthening 
and social transformation. They are also set in a context where the government 
will need evidence to adapt the measures in its next government action plan for 
community action to the real needs of organizations [after Covid] (R. 9.).

Lima, Peru (R 84) is the only network initiated by government: the mayor reac-
tivated a dormant network of neighbourhood councils, enabling 460 CBIs to join a 
government campaign to prevent the spread of COVID-19. The reach of the initia-
tive is limited to the city centre, because of restrictions in the jurisdiction and weak 
collaboration among government levels.

Networks have a tendency towards hierarchy, especially when institutions exter-
nal to communities lead the network. Communities may be perceived as benefi-
ciaries rather than agents, with relatively low level of participation and community 
empowerment. In South Africa, respondent 87 is for instance critical of the net-
work’s decision-making structure and argues that homeless community should form 
part of the steering committee.

Discussion

The theory section has identified three pathways within which CRIs emerge: self-
organised, hierarchical and networked. Our study findings confirm these pathways 
and find that these constitute, respectively, 52%, 22% and 26% of the non-random 
sample. The study adds two issues to theory. First, the analysed identified a fourth 
pathway by splitting self-organised CRIs into informal and formal initiatives. They 
have a similar size in the sample but differ significantly in both the way they emerge 
and characteristics. Second, we add a deeper description of factors leading to CRIs 
and resulting activities for each pathway. Of particular relevance is that in all path-
ways the CRIs perceive barriers related to governance factors, such as willingness to 
cooperate and financial support received. This will be taken up in the conclusions. 
We now discuss the pathways, highlighting additions to theory.

The first pathway resembles the initial phase of CBI development (Greiner 1989), 
with most likely spontaneous leadership, low technological complexity and initia-
tives not aligned with government programmes. Individuals within a community 
establish an informal CRI in direct response to a vulnerability. We find that such 
activities often focus on a target group such as migrants or youth and not necessarily 
a neighbourhood. The initiative is likely to support the target group to adapt to the 
crisis. The study confirms that informal CRIs may emerge out of bonding networks 
within communities and often in cooperation with existing CBIs (McCrea et  al. 
2014; Putnam 1995; Bailey 2012). This results in temporary networks of actors sup-
porting a vulnerable group or neighbourhood. Greiner (1989) argues that informal 
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and small CBIs may ultimately grow into formal and large CBIs, but in this study 
CRIs perceive their initiatives as temporary.

A second pathway is that CRIs emerge out of existing CBIs, whereby resilience 
initiatives benefit from existing knowledge of neighbourhoods and target groups, 
organisational capacity and leadership, skills and networks (Greiner 1989). These 
CBI’s already have formal recognition, organisational capacity and bonding, bridg-
ing and linking networks (Putnam 1995). This allows them to handle a larger num-
ber and greater complexity of partners, target groups, activities and funding sources 
than the previously mentioned informal CRIs (see also Bailey 2012). Respondents 
expect community satisfaction to be higher for both forms of bottom-up initiatives 
than hierarchical and network initiatives.

A third pathway, which is not often studied, is that of CRIs hierarchically initi-
ated by governments, NGOs or universities. These external actors are institutional-
ised and capacitated, connecting to a community due to previous or ongoing activ-
ities, mandates or staff (or student) linkages. Such linking social capital connects 
external knowledge and resources to communities, potentially enabling initiatives 
of a larger scale and complexity. This pathway associates with hierarchical govern-
ance (Edelenbos and van Meerkerk 2016; MacKinnon and Derickson 2013). Study 
results show a wide variety in outreach, ranging from relatively small voluntary 
initiatives of a university to institutionalised hierarchical CRIs throughout China, 
where local governments actively neighbourhood committees in resilience activities 
(Audin 2015; Den Hartog 2020). This pathway is likely to lead to lower levels of 
participation and possibly even to tokenism and manipulation as there are many con-
ditions and rules set to the way and to what extent engagement can take place (Arn-
stein 1969). Paraphrasing Healey (1995), hierarchical governance can be an effec-
tive mode of governance for short-term recovery, but it is less effective in dealing 
with long-term wicked transformations as it needs more and continued collaborative 
efforts of the many stakeholders involved.

The fourth pathway comprises CRIs initiated by a horizontal network of actors 
resembling adaptive polycentric governance (Adger et  al. 2009; Brunner et  al. 
2005). We find multiple examples of horizontal networking among NGOs, CRIs, 
community members and associations, bundling resources to target multiple vulner-
able groups in one or more settlements (see also Michener et al. 2020 and Heimer 
et al. 2020). Our study findings confirm that networks can deal with a lot of technical 
and organisational complexity and can increase the scope for community resilience 
(Brandsen et al. 2017; Lebel et al. 2006). The government is often absent or mis-
trusted in these networks, or its bureaucracy limits impact. This finding contradicts 
Klijn and Koppenjan (2016), whom argue that governments increasingly take active 
part in networks. By contrast, study results show that the sampled CRIs perceive 
governments to be unwilling and unable. The limited role of governments in net-
works is however problematic as many resilience activities are in the public sphere 
and relate to public services (see also Brandsen et al. 2017). As the leading actors 
of networks are often outside the vulnerable community, we also note a tendency for 
hierarchical decision-making, at a cost of community empowerment.
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Conclusions

This study draws light on the multiple pathways within which urban CRIs emerge 
within different governance contexts amidst the COVID-19 pandemic. It has 
answered three research questions based on an international survey of 90 CRIs, 
secondary data and in-depth interviews.

The first question is: What are the main characteristics of CRIs emerging dur-
ing COVID-19? Study results show that CRIs are more likely to be temporary 
than CBIs (Greiner 1989) because they address temporary vulnerabilities arising 
due to the pandemic. They often align to government regulations (Healey 1995), 
but spontaneous CRIs are likely to focus on a target group without considering 
alignment. They target vulnerable groups and areas, which are difficult to reach, 
most likely reaching out to over 80 beneficiaries. The staff size ranges from 1 to 
200 persons. The capacities and resources come from within the community in 
about half of the CRIs. Otherwise CRIs offer a mixed back of organisations, with 
different characteristics and pathways within which they emerge.

Second, the study has studied perceived barriers to the emergence of CRIs. 
The main perceived barriers are a lack of funding and materials, weak partner-
ships and weak networks. The government is often seen as unreliable and absent, 
uninterested in collaboration with or funding CRIs. The findings confirm that 
governments may ‘delegate’ their responsibility (MacKinnon and Derickson 
2011), at least partially due to a lack of capacity to cope with the pandemic. Con-
trary to theory on network governance (Klijn and Koppenjan 2016), government 
is often absent in or unable to actively contribute to networks, partially due to 
bureaucracy. While scholars recommend actions to recognise and support com-
munity initiative (Alonge et  al. 2019, Bailey 2012; Ostrom 2005), governments 
seem to offer little recognition and support to CRIs during the early stages of the 
COVID-19 pandemic.

Third, the study has explored pathways leading to the emergence of CRIs. 
Study results confirm that CBIs may emerge in self-organised bottom-up pro-
cesses. We also confirm the emergence of CRIs in hierarchical and networked 
pathways (Brunner et al. 2005; Varda 2011) and therefore agree with Poortinga 
(1012) that literature on CRIs should look beyond bottom-up initiatives by pay-
ing more attention to initiatives of other actors. The study adds a fourth pathway 
to literature by splitting the bottom-up pathways into informal initiatives versus 
existing CBIs which use their resources and networks to initiate CRIs. These two 
bottom-up pathways differ significantly and lead to different CRI characteristics. 
The study also adds a deeper description of factors leading to CRIs and resulting 
activities for each pathway.

This exploratory study leads to a research agenda and generic policy recom-
mendations. We strongly recommend further substantiation and validation of the 
pathways found, especially because the study had a small and non-random sam-
ple: Are these the most dominant pathways of CRI in times of (COVID-19) cri-
sis? A study with a larger dataset, more cases and the inclusion of other stages of 
community resilience may point towards other (subsets of) pathways. In-depth 
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process tracing case studies may furthermore analyse more deeply how CRIs 
evolve within dynamic local contexts, thereby unearthing deeper mechanisms 
underlying the emergence of CRIs.

The study leads to three generic policy recommendations. First, we recommend 
governments and other actors to support CRIs, as our respondents note a lack of 
resources, networks and partnerships. Our findings concur with Alonga et al. (2019) 
that efforts to proactively strengthen community resilience do not attract as much 
support, as it deserves. Second, we recommend strengthening horizontal networking 
with CRIs linked to support mechanisms. Establishing polycentric networks is time 
consuming and we therefore recommend network development in preparation of a 
next crisis or second or third wave of COVID-19. We also recommend a stronger 
role of governments in horizontal networks. Third, we recommend considering all 
four pathways within cities, depending on local context, in order to benefit from 
their different advantages and disadvantages. In times of uncertainty, it is recom-
mended to keep development options open.
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