
Executive
Summary
Introduction
This executive summary is a supplement to the project report, “Community Resilience in
Rural Aberdeenshire in the Face of Severe Weather and Climate Change” by Meredith
DiIoia at the University of Aberdeen. This report was in partnership with Vattenfall Unlock
our Future Fund and Foundation Scotland.

Overview of Executive Summary

This research project was about community resilience in rural Aberdeenshire, Scotland,
especially concerning severe weather, climate change, and energy systems. The aim was to
understand what the current and future of community resilience looks like in Aberdeenshire
in relation to internal and external forces. 

Key Objectives

 Identify the characteristics of smaller, rural communities in Aberdeenshire and
consider how these characteristics influence resilience to the impacts of climate change,
severe weather, and disruption to energy systems.
 Compare the characteristics of rural communities with the characteristics of larger
urban areas.
 Identify opportunities, key players, capacity, and assets for improving community
resilience related to climate, weather, and energy systems.

1.

2.

3.

Key Findings
Major findings included that rural communities' isolation and smaller size created better
opportunities to initiate resilience plans and practices compared to urban areas where nearby
emergency services and fewer impacts from severe weather reduced the need for community
resilience in that sense. However, urban areas seemed to be lacking a general sense of
community and community members and local authorities both noted strained relationships
between each other which requires strengthening for increased resilience. Opportunities
identified for improving community resilience are communities engaging with one another to
learn from each other and get assistance from communities with more experience in building
resilience. Also, communities need more support to increase their technical knowledge
around resilience and support to help individuals increase their resilience. 
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 Themes From Literature

Climate Change and Sustainability Transitions

Recent storms in Scotland and Aberdeenshire 

Community Resilience

Climate change is forcing communities to make drastic transformations to adapt, and
sustainability transitions help shape these transformations in a way that is just,
holistic, and lasting. Storms like the extratropical cyclone, Storm Arwen, which
kickstarted the need for research on community resilience in rural Aberdeenshire will
continue to threaten the energy systems that so many rely on (Shaw et al., 2016).
Sustainability transitions objectives include focusing on the current systems and
sectors in place that contribute to the challenges being faced and proposing
alternative paths and adaptations to those systems that are more sustainable and just
(Markard et al., 2012). As shown by the Sustainable Development Goals,
sustainability transitions address multiple levels of society and by justly transitioning
economic, social, and environmental aspects of society it creates a more resilient
society (Schilling et al., 2018). 

Storm Arwen, the storm that prompted discussions about community resilience in
Aberdeenshire, had extreme damages that included more than 100,000 homes losing
power for multiple days and even weeks (Met Office, 2021). Other storms since Storm
Arwen that have had large impacts as well include Storm Malik, Storm Corrie, and
Storm Otto. Storm Malik and Storm Corrie in 2022, had wind gusts up to 92mph,
and falling trees from these storms led to power outages for tens of thousands of
homes and several schools had to close (Met Office, 2022). Storm Otto in 2023,
caused overnight power outages and fallen trees which blocked roads (Met Office,
2023). There was also damage to buildings and over 100 schools were closed in
Aberdeenshire (Met Office, 2023). All of these storms, and other severe weather
conditions like flooding, heat waves, droughts, and snow have caused damages that
have put pressure on Aberdeenshire’s resilience. 

To make energy systems sustainable, and recover from extreme weather, requires
community resilience. There are varying definitions of community resilience, but
most research brings in economic, social, and ecological aspects of community
resilience (Adger, 2000; Mackinnon and Derickson, 2013; Wilson, 2012). Wilson
(2012) defines community resilience as the development and engagement of
community resources to flourish in an unpredictable environment. Adger (2000)
mentions that social resilience demonstrates a community’s ability to withstand
pressure on its social infrastructure. LeDuc (2006) points out the need for an
immediate response but also the restoration of the affected community through
activities and programs that were previously developed, and mitigation measures. 
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Community resilience in Aberdeenshire contains a variety of research opportunities that need
to be developed to create a holistic report. There is primary data and secondary data like
first-hand experiences and general town characteristics. At the beginning of the research
design, the key data collection methods were established as interviews and surveys for
primary data. A literature review and collection of secondary data supplement the process by
adding previous data and publications to provide context and help justify primary data.

Methodology

Survey Data

The study area for the surveys was rural and urban communities in Aberdeenshire. The main
goal of the survey was to make sure that data was collected from individual community
members, not just the key stakeholders who were interviewed. In total, there were 101
responses between both surveys with 62 rural responses, 15 small-town responses, and 24
urban responses. Survey questions were designed around the project objectives and centred
around questions like how community members defined community resilience, how
community members experienced impacts of severe weather and what type, and who
community members saw as responsible for resilience planning and recovering from severe
weather. 

The survey was created through Snap Surveys and included multiple forms of questions,
including multiple-choice, open-ended, rating, and a Likert scale. The survey had an
introduction that explained how data would be used and got consent from respondents, as
per ethical requirements. After both surveys were closed, the data was uploaded onto Excel
for analysis. Pivot Tables were created from each sheet to represent each question.
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Interview Data

The focus area of the qualitative approach was interviews both in Aberdeenshire and
Aberdeen. Both were included to get data from both rural and urban perspectives. The
qualifying criteria for the interviewees were that each interviewee must have a position in
each stakeholder group and have some experience with community resilience. 21 interviews
took place, and the Interview Identification Table on the next page shows which stakeholder
group each interview falls under. When it came to interviewees who discussed technical or
academic topics regularly, the ten main questions remained the same except for the location
distinction changing from rural to urban when necessary. However, when interviewing
community groups, the questions were edited to relate more to the specific work that the
groups were doing without sacrificing the integrity of the original questions. 
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The secondary data used for research was collected from a variety of sources and in diverse
formats. The data ranged from reports, raw data, and video recordings. 

Secondary Data



Interview Identification Table

Interview Group Identification Number

  Rural Community Groups
  

Interviewee #1
Interviewee #2
Interviewee #3
Interviewee #4
Interviewee #5

  Urban Community Group
  

Interviewee #6
Interviewee #7
Interviewee #8
Interviewee #9
Interviewee #10

  Rural Local Authorities
  

Interviewee #11
Interviewee #12

  Urban Local Authorities
  

Interviewee #13
Interviewee #14
Interviewee #15
Interviewee #16

  Non-governmental Organisations
  

Interviewee #17
Interviewee #18

  Academic
  

Interviewee #19
Interviewee #20

  Service Provider
  

Interviewee #21
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Limitations and Delimitations

Time constraint was a limitation during the research because of how expansive
Aberdeenshire is, and how many different characteristics there were to explore about each
community. Continually, how extensive, and complex resilience and recovery was difficult
to convey in just a few months. The main delimitation was a limited scope because as
previously stated, resilience and communities can encompass many different variables.
These different variables can include social, economic, environmental, external, and internal
variables all of which influence a community and individual’s ability to be resilient.
However, it was important to focus on severe weather impacts and only an overview of the
above-mentioned variables rather than a possible in-depth analysis which each could have. 
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Interview data was collected after transcription and anonymised. Coding was used in NVivo
software. The codes were based on the objectives and the aim of the project. From the
codes, key concepts and words were identified based on either being mentioned repeatedly
across interviews, or concepts and words that were also discussed in the secondary data.
This figure shows the codes that were used and from these codes, data was split into rural
and urban data.



"It's browbeaten, morale is low. It's a collective consciousness. It is not as
engaged as it might be. There are smart people,, hardworking people, but there's
a lot of people who... they've got children to look after, they've got rent to pay,  
and they haven't got time." (Interviewee #9)

"Money, education, and the ability to influence the network really helps. I also
think that the some of those very articulate enable communities to draw some
energy away from other communities...I think there's a little bit of institutional
apathy around some of these areas that hinders their opportunities to develop
resilience." (Interviewee #15)

"It's really difficult to get community resilience groups together in a city
environment because they don't have the natural community." (Interviewee #13)

Community engagement

Severe weather impacts

Urban Communities
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Characteristics
One major characteristic of urban communities that came up was tension around community
engagement.

Urban community survey respondents were asked how often they experience severe weather.
Respondents were also asked how severe weather impacts their access to energy.

The next sections discuss the different characteristics identified by interviewees, survey
findings, and secondary sources, split into three different sizes of communities: urban, small-
town, and rural. The last section looks at how interviewees and survey respondents
understand the current resilience plans and recovery processes, and assistance that they have
identified they need to grow in resilience and recovery. 

Research Findings

When ranking key impacts from severe weather, urban respondents ranked flooding as the
highest and water supply issues as the lowest, as seen on the next page. 



Barriers
Current barriers in Aberdeen that were identified by interviewees included concerns like
pollution from large industry areas, budget cuts to councils, and relationships between
councils and communities. 

When discussing future barriers, interviewees’ concerns included the fiscal impacts of the
private sector declining in Aberdeen, reliance on an electric energy system, and maintaining a
strong community spirit.

8



Opportunities
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A couple of interviewees mentioned current opportunities they see in Aberdeen for their
community groups. For example, Interviewee #6 talks about saving energy with sustainable
adjustments to the community hall while reducing their environmental impact, “So, we were
trying to save energy and that has certainly helped, and it’s reduced our bills and it’s
obviously reduced the amount of carbon and all the rest that we produce as a community
hall”. There are also a few future opportunities identified by Interviewee #15. 

Small-town Communities

Small-town respondents were also asked about how often they experienced severe weather.
The majority stated they sometimes had severe weather, with ten respondents, three said
rarely, and never and often had one each. 

Severe weather impacts

The key impacts for severe weather that were identified by small-town respondents were
energy/power outages being ranked with the highest impact, and damage to infrastructure
being ranked the lowest, as shown in the table on the next page. 
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When small-town respondents were given the opportunity to write examples of severe
weather impacts nearly all that chose to do so discussed Storm Arwen. They also listed other
storms like Storm Frank, Storm Otto, and Storm Corrie. They also mentioned flooding from
rivers near their towns, like River Ythan. One respondent mentioned specific impacts like
electric and communication blackouts. Another respondent mentioned damage to the
physical environment like high winds damaging nature reserves and National Trust
properties. 

Urban and Rural Communities

Takeaways

Rural and urban interviewees were asked about the differences and similarities between
urban and rural communities, especially when it came to community resilience. A common
trend across responses was that rural communities are more resilient than urban
communities. Reasons that came up often for this were the size and location of rural
communities made it easier and rural communities must be more resilient, because of both
more severe impacts and less access to resources and help in emergencies, as shown by the
interview quotes on the this, and the next page. 

Another element that was looked at was other possible barriers that both urban and rural
areas face across different social issues. According to the Scottish Index of Multiple
Deprivation (SIMD) 2020, Aberdeen City was one of the areas with the largest increase in
deprivation (Scottish Government, 2020). Aberdeenshire in the SIMD 2020 had no data
zones ranked within the 5% of most deprived areas but had nine data zones within 20% of
most deprived areas (Aberdeenshire Council, 2020). 
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Rural Communities

Characteristics

According to the 2022/23 Aberdeenshire Strategic Assessment, on average Aberdeenshire
residents are more likely to be economically employed and economically active (Birnie and
Watson, 2022). However, with the ‘cost-of-living crisis’, the impacts of an ageing population,
and reduced resources combined with an increase in demand pose possible challenges for the
area (Birnie and Watson, 2022). When discussing community engagement in rural
communities, interviewees pointed out that rural communities are willing to help one another
including within the community but also across communities, however, some people within
communities are not willing to or do not have the time to engage. 



12

Severe weather impacts

A little over half of the rural respondents stated they sometimes experience severe weather at
thirty-four responses, with the second highest being they often have severe weather at fifteen
responses. Thirty-two rural survey respondents also indicated that severe weather sometimes
impacts their access to energy or electricity, while both often and rarely had thirteen
responses respectively, and always had four. No respondent selected that severe weather has
never impacted their access to energy or electricity, as indicated in the table on the next page. 

The overall severe weather impacts on their community were energy/power outages which
was ranked the highest, and droughts which were ranked the lowest. 

Rural respondents were also given the opportunity to write examples of severe weather
impacts and like previous respondent groups, they mentioned Storm Arwen, Corrie, Malik,
Frank, and Barra. Many rural respondents also listed power, water, and communication
outages. They also mentioned high winds, flooding, droughts, being snowed in, and intense
rain. The severe weather impacts that the rural respondents discussed are similar to the ones
that were brought up by rural interviewees, shown on the next page. 
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Barriers
Future barriers that were identified in interviews were long-term planning and an ageing
population. 

According to rural interviews, three main barriers that rural communities in Aberdeenshire
face include top-down government, cost of energy, social issues, and lack of resources and
technical resilience knowledge. 



Opportunities
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Current opportunities that rural interviewees discussed were community growth and building
resilience.  

Interviewees were also asked about what future opportunities they identified were alternative
communication methods when technology is impacted by severe weather and backup storage
for power during outages and energy production. 



Resilience Plan
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Current resilience plans

First, survey respondents were asked how prepared they felt their community was to
withstand severe weather and its impact on energy systems. Urban survey respondents
mainly felt sometimes prepared. Most small-town respondents selected rarely prepared, with
sometimes prepared being a close second. Most rural respondents stated somewhat prepared,
with prepared being second. 

When looking at current resilience planning in Aberdeenshire and Aberdeen, across all
survey respondents the national government was ranked number one as the stakeholder most
responsible for resilience planning. Resilience planning included providing infrastructure,
funding, and development in terms of planning for severe weather events. Common themes
across all the areas are councils being near the top of most responsible and community
groups, NGOs, and road works being near the bottom as the least responsible. Interviewees
were also asked about resilience planning. Urban interviewees brought up planning for warm
spaces in the winter during the cold and increased cost of living “[our community hall] is a
popular spot in the winter for community members to gather for warmth” (Interviewee #6)
and “[we created] warm rooms and spaces and all that kind of thing to do with cost of living
and fuel crises” (Interviewee #19). Rural interviewees stated the importance of building up
individuals first, and then the community. Another interviewee also discussed the concern
about spending too much money on items that would be used unpredictably, “So it’s a lot of
money being spent on these generators are going to sit in the back of hall without doing very
much…” (Interviewee #5). 



Survey respondents were also asked what resources their community currently has that they
are aware of for withstanding severe weather impacts. 
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Recovery process
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Survey respondents ranked what stakeholders were responsible for assisting in the recovery
process. As seen in the table all the respondents had an almost identical top five, but the
order was slightly varied. Interviewees talked about the importance of communication and
preparation and how willing community members were to help each other during the
recovery process.



Assistance

Survey respondents identified resources that their community would require to become more
resilient in the table below. Interviewees discussed increasing skills and training, assistance on
the ground to help with technical information and logistics and increasing community energy
production. 
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Discussion and Conclusion
In conclusion, severe weather will continue to increase in severity and frequency across the
world, particularly in Scotland because of climate change (Adaptation Scotland, 2021). The
impact of severe weather requires an increase in resilience to protect communities and
individuals. After Storm Arwen hit Scotland in 2021, gaps in the resilience of energy systems
and communities became more evident, especially in rural Aberdeenshire where some
communities were out of power for nearly two weeks (Scottish Government, 2022). The
purpose of this project was to identify in Aberdeenshire, how rural communities’
characteristics influence their resilience, the differences between rural and urban communities
when it comes to their resilience, and opportunities to improve community resilience. The
project aimed to understand what the current and future of community resilience looks like
in Aberdeenshire. 

Rural communities’ characteristics influence on resilience

Rural communities’ characteristics that influence resilience in Aberdeenshire, include that
many communities are far away from helpful and necessary services which are crucial in
severe weather situations. These services include emergency services, and workers restoring
power during outages. Continually, this distance, and the fact rural communities have
smaller populations than small-town and urban communities, means that these rural
communities are usually the last to have their power, technology, or water services restored
because the urban areas require a quicker response. However, rural communities are very
resilient because of their size and geographic isolation from other communities, which allows
them to have a strong sense of community that helps in times of crisis. There also are
community spaces available that allow community members central places to go if assistance
is needed. Given there is more land and key locations that build resilience in these rural areas,
it puts the communities in a good position to consider off-grid energy solutions to reduce
dependency on delayed services and ensure warm spaces for community members through
severe weather or other disturbances on energy systems. 
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Opportunities for improving community resilience

Opportunities that came up in the research for improving community resilience included
creating situations and conditions where communities can meet and learn from one another.
Many community groups that were interviewed were very willing to work with other
community groups across different areas and assist with their resilience needs. Additionally,
survey respondents and interviewees brought up the importance of individual resilience, but
the fact that resilience requires a certain amount of money to self-fund, and there are other
pressing social issues means that individual resilience can be hard for community members to
pursue. Another opportunity that was brought up was adding more training and support on
the ground in communities to help teach the skills and technical knowledge required for
community resilience and distributed energy resources. 

A common theme that came up multiple times in interviews was that rural communities have
a more natural route of creating community resilience given their isolated features and the
fact they must be resilient being in more remote areas. Urban communities, on the other
hand, can find it difficult or unnecessary to build community resilience, because communities
are not as easily definable, and because of how readily available emergency services are in
urban areas. Data also shows that urban communities have felt less of the impacts of severe
weather compared to rural communities. Most urban interviewees stated they had less severe
experiences with storms, like Storm Arwen, than the rural communities in Aberdeenshire.
Urban survey respondents listed flooding as their most severe impact, while rural
respondents listed energy and power outages. 

Rural communities compared to urban communities
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Recommendations

Final Remarks
In conclusion, this report aimed to understand what community resilience looks like in
Aberdeenshire, both currently and in the future. Climate change will continue to increase the
severity and frequency of severe weather and requires adaptations and community resilience.
Sustainability transitions is one way that resilience and adaptations, like distributed energy
sources, should be looked at to ensure that a just and holistic approach is taken that includes
the many communities and individuals that will be impacted. As shown, by the number of
responses to the surveys and the number of interviewees, resilience is a very prevalent topic
that many people are interested in. Future engagement and research on this topic will be
imperative to protecting communities against severe weather and climate change. 
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Future Research

Funding Stakeholders 

Policy

A more in-depth study that incorporates spending time in the communities being
researched and focuses on even more remote and rural areas that are not identifiable on a
map. 
Research more technical ways that rural communities can incorporate distributed energy
systems into their community halls and use energy generation not only in cases where
power is disrupted. 
Research how accessible individual resilience is for rural communities and gauge how
willing community members are to take on the responsibility of individual resilience. 
Urban communities could also be researched further to look at how their characteristics,
location, and politics influence community resilience in the sense of community integrity
and longevity of the community. 

More national policies that support community-created energy sources since the process
has become more difficult in recent years. 
Regionally, councils should continue to encourage resilience planning with the addition
of creating more roles on the ground to assist communities with technical knowledge and
help the current staff cover the large area of Aberdeenshire. 

Support community programs that work on reducing social issues to help reduce
everyday concerns for community members, so they have the capacity to consider long-
term resilience.
Support small-scale resilience projects like emergency grab bags alongside large-scale
projects like community energy generation.
Advocate locally, regionally, and nationally for more resilience and energy policies that
will help communities strengthen their resilience.
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