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ABSTRACT 

Current global sustainable development dilemmas imply efficient and effective dealing with complex phenomena in 
process of local territorial development governance. Climatically responsive planning actually focuses on the complex 
and dynamic, integral, meta phenomena being driven by the interaction of the environment, economy and society. 
Wide range of issues should be taken into consideration in process of local strategic thinking - from climate change 
adaptation strategies and actions to the socioeconomic regional positioning. In developing and transitional countries, 
such as Serbia, this is a big challenge for local authorities and governing institutions. Even if there is national political 
and strategic determination and local understanding of importance of territorial cohesion, there is usually lack of 
human knowledge and institutional capacity to perform and act within aggravating circumstances of overlapping 
problems and insufficient assets. Since the potential risk situations are more and more pronounced, local 
communities face a challenge of changing toward different collective action, short-term efficient as well as long-term 
effective. That means transformation, evolution of local human systems structures and building the capacities of all 
local urban-rural subsystems to strengthen resiliency to the global dynamics. The success of local planning and 
management process, is directly dependent on the quality of the collective knowledge on which it relies. Experience 
has shown that the traditional quantitative approaches to inform planning do not provide sufficient quality of reality 
cognition necessary to formulate effective collective actions. Therefore, there is a need for an compass, an efficient 
instrument to integrate and structure complex cognitive dynamics both in quantitative and qualitative way. Starting 
from the assumption that Integral theory AQAL model to comprehend the complexity of reality could support and 
improve local collective cognitive process we performed several case studies with aim to identify how this new 
methodological approach could change and deepen planning collective perspective in Serbian local communities 
enabling immediate and more prominent effective actions.  
 
Keywords: resilience, collective cognitive process, Integral theory AQAL model 
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INTRODUCTION  

 

In this article we underline our stand point that the complexity of achieving resilience  requires developing and 
implementing a sufficiently complex response at all government scales and down to the household and individual 
levels. Focusing on the efforts to adapt to the impacts of inevitable climatic changes, while at the same time raising 
preparedness for possible shocks and dealing with long term stresses, will require social transformations at a rate 
and scale that is unprecedented in human history. This transformations require societies to adapt to not only new 
biophysical conditions, but also to new understandings of human-environment relationships. This wider interpretation 
calls for a more integral approach, including both objective and subjective dimensions of adaptation and mitigation, 
and can inform both planning theory and practice. We argue here that, planners and policy makers first need to change 
knowledge base and perspective to be enabled to fully understand the nature of the problem that are dealing with. Our 
stand is that Integral Theory (Wilber K.) offers an innovative framework that can contribute this processes, since its 
rigor, inclusivity, breadth, and depth offer a promising way forward to addressing complex issues.  

INTEGRAL THEORY RESILIENCE REALITY 

Integral theory as response to global “calls” for an end to the age of fragmentation in human sustainable development 
and seeks for a synthesis of the best of pre-modern, modern, and postmodern thinking (Esbjörn-Hargens S. , 2009). 
The essence of integral approach is based on a assumption that with a perspective large enough, everyone is partially 
right: all definitions address an important dimension of reality, each approach focuses on a necessary area, and all 
justifications are valid within their context. According to post-postmodern position of integral theory, and AQAL critical 
realism methodological approach  there are at least four irreducible domains of reality, called quadrants: 
subjective_individual, intersubjective_cultural, objective_behavioural, and interobjective_social systemic. They must 
be consulted simultaneously in an integrated way when attempting to fully understand any issue or aspect of reality, 
in contrast to approaches that explicitly or inadvertently reduce one quadrant to another (Esbjörn-Hargens S. , 2009). 
Resilience is a complex concept rooted in a complex phenomenon of climate change that is enacted by multiple 
methodologies from various disciplines (ARUP, 2014). Climate change and resilience as its direct paradigm response 
is not simply an environmental problem, it is about human capacity of individuals and communities to respond to 
threats, closely related to how humans perceive themselves in the world, how humans both create and respond to 
change, how we sustain our development in balance with nature (O’Brien & Hochachka, 2010), it requires societies 
to adapt to not only new biophysical conditions, but also to new understandings of human-environment relationships 
(Esbjörn-Hargens S. , 2005)]. No single method by itself can “see” or reveal resilience issues in its entirety (Esbjörn-
Hargens S. , 2010). This raises the issue of the ontological status of climate change and all related concepts: to what 
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degree are the data from methodological traditions pointing to a singular or multiple object. Integral perspective on 
climate change is not assuming single reality that most everyone presumes, but it sees it as a multiple_integral 
object: an ontologically distinct phenomenon that is a combination of first, second, and third person dimensions 
whose enactment is rooted in Integral Epistemological Pluralism (Zimmerman, 2010) (Figure. 1.). 

  
 

ontological positions methodological pluralism enactment process

Figure 45  -  

The emphasis here is that epistemology is connected to ontology (the what) via methodologies (the how). While 
modernity emphasizes ontology (the what), and postmodernity often emphasizes epistemology and interpretation (the 
who), Integral Theory emphasizes the role played by methodology (the how) in linking and integrating ontology and 
epistemology through the enactment, constitution, or performance of the phenomenon being investigated. But each 
of named positions has characteristic view of ontology, and in each case, the ontology associated with each 
worldview is the result of where it places its focus. Integral approach emphasis on methodology, lends itself to a 
pluralistic view that emphasizes the multiplicity of objects: many objects are neither simply a positivist one or a 
relativistic many, but a hybrid of both (Figure. 1.) (Esbjörn-Hargens S. , 2010). According the integral perspective, 
while climate change it is a multiple object, it does not imply that reality is fragmented or that the integral inquiry is 
undertaken from a relativistic stance. By treating climate change as single object “out there,” we blind ourselves to 
the many strategic leverage points that become more obvious and accessible when its multiplicity is recognized 
(Zimmerman, 2010). 

Starting from the integral theory position that climate change have to be explored as a multiple object with a high 
degree of ontological complexity, given the degree of epistemological distance, local to global, it is impossible to be 
“seen” directly and therefore there are many competing perspectives on it, so methodological variety is needed, 
numerous social and natural science disciplines are needed to describe it (Figure 2.).There is an emphasise that 
usually a process of confusion and reduction occurs, resulting in the fact that too many environmental explanations 
have confused discursively constructed global problems with universal biophysical facts, and paid insufficient 
attention to discursively constructed local problems (Esbjörn-Hargens S. , 2010). Therefore, depending on whether 
people, for example in case of specific urban resilience, enact the problem of climate change as a condition or as a 
process, they are going to propose different solutions. Acknowledgement of ontological pluralism arouses key issue 
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of ontological ethics in local politics and strategies: due to the fact that we can enact different realities, which ones 
do we want to either keep in focus or erode? (Zimmerman, 2010).  

 

 
 

Integral Enactment Theory _ Integral pluralism Integral Pluralism and climate change 

 -  

According to integral theory and integral ecology, inclusiveness is needed to ensure that an adequate set of 
perspectives is called upon to allow a given state of affairs to manifest itself in all its complexity. Scientists can provide 
important information about what a particular problem is, but third-person scientific methods-perspectives cannot 
replace insights drawn from first- and second-person perspectives, including basic value considerations.  

. Therefore, a transdisciplinary approach is now called for, whereby disciplines 
do not compete with or dismiss one another, and instead act in concert and create synergy. 

METHODS AND TECHNIQUES TO SUPPORT INTEGRAL COGNITION OF RESILIENCE  

There are at least two ways to use the AQAL model (Figure 3.): 1) as dimensions - quadratic approach, 
comprehending  various realities that one individua can perceive as a result of his own embodied awareness, or as 
2) perspectives – quadrivia approach, refers to four ways of seeing particular reality. “The quadrants represent the 
native ways in which we experience reality in each moment and quadrivia represent the most common ways we can 
and often do look at reality to understand it” (Esbjörn-Hargens S. , 2009). Therefore, according the integral approach 
each of the perspectives associated with the four quadrants of reality cognition can be studied through two major 
methodological families: - inside, a first-person perspective, or - the outside, a third-person perspective. 
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AQAL quadrants to comprehend reality quadratic approach quadrivia approach 

-  

This results in eight distinct zones of human inquiry and research. These eight zones comprise what integral theory 
calls “integral methodological pluralism  which includes such approaches as phenomenology as an exploration 
of first-person subjective realities, ethnomethodology as an exploration of second-person intersubjective realities, and 
empiricism as an exploration of third-person empirical realities (Figure 4.).  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4: I  - -  

Because integral theory acknowledges and includes all the major insights from valid forms of research, it emphasizes 
the importance of including all zones in its efforts to understand anything in a comprehensive way and there are 
“schools of thought” that specialize in using the methods, practices, and techniques associated with each zone. “An 
integral approach must include all eight zones or it risks leaving out important aspects of reality that have a bearing 
on effective solutions to the problems facing our communities and our planet. In other words, the more of reality we 
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acknowledge and include, the more sustainable our solutions will become, precisely because a project will respond 
more effectively to the complexity of that reality. We cannot exclude major dimensions of reality and expect 
comprehensive, sustainable results” (Esbjörn-Hargens S. , 2009).  

CASE STUDY OF SERBIA – ROAD TOWARD BELGRADE’S RESILIENCE

The Global Alliance for Urban Crisis, was initiated during the World Humanitarian Summit in 2016 as a global, multi-
disciplinary and collaborative community of practice, ‘network of networks’ working to support the implementation of 
the broader Agenda for humanity which encompasses a number of international processes (Sendai Framework for 
Disaster Risk Reduction, 2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, UN Framework Convention on Climate Change, 
outcomes of Habitat III in Quito) all considered as critical to achieve genuine change in the way humanitarian 
assistance is delivered, and risk and vulnerability reduced. It resulted with globe’s largest association of local 
government partnerships: a network of over 3,300 cities, towns and local governments, with numerous strategic 

 Resilience launched (2014), Cities Alliance (2016), UNISDR, 
ICLEI - Local Governments for Sustainability, C40 Climate Leadership Group, 100 Resilient Cities, The World Bank 
Group, Inter-American Development Bank, Rockefeller Foundation, and the Global Facility for Disaster Reduction and 
Reconstruction. The ambition is to increase the membership to 5,000 local governments by 2020, and to have at 
least 500 local resilient strategies developed (CRPP 2016). 

Following the Balkan 2014 floods experience, with major post shock disasters worst manifested in Serbia within 
Belgrade region, significant efforts toward resilience have been undertaken on a different governance levels almost 
simultaneously: interregional basin of Sava project initiated, several Serbian national documents adopted, City of 
Belgrade several regulatory and normative changes have been undertaken. But the overall public critical discourse 
opened around whole national and local social systems unpreparedness was fertile ground for Belgrade’s resilience 
initiative to be to seeded. City of Belgrade officially applied 100 Resilient Cities (100RC) in 2014 and was selected as 
the first city in Eastern Europe from among 300 city applicants to participate in the second 100RC challenge. Following 
100 RC Str  Belgrade started overall collaborative process of Resilience strategy enactment. 
So far the first phase – Preliminary Resilience Assessment  is finished and wrapped up in a working document sent 
out for institutional approval. As we ware the part of the process, we felt the urge to look at the process through 
integral AQAL lenses in order to assume critical realistic position of whole process and may be contribute to the 
cognitive deepening and comprehension in the next phase.  First thing that should be underlined in this case study is 
that all 100RC cities in partnership share common framework, methodology, tools and techniques (ARUP, 2014) 
provided by the program which is very important because essentially establishes common integral enactment 
approach enabling the all cities processes to be compared and analysed. The resilience strategy methodology  is 
offered as a “dynamic roadmap to build resilience in the city: It articulates the city’s priorities for building resilience 
through specific initiatives for immediate implementation as well as the city’s longer-term future, and it triggers action, 
investment and support within city government and from outside groups. The process of building a city’s resilience 
is not linear but iterative as the city’s resilience priorities and opportunities evolve - a city’s efforts will be reinformed 
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as new shocks or stresses are experienced, initiatives are implemented, new data becomes available and 
opportunities for collaboration are revealed” (100RC, 2015). In its essence, this methodology is road map to integral 
methodological pluralism described before (Figure 5.).   

 
Figure 5:   

Preliminary Resilience Assessment (BGPRA, 2017) is a critical first marker on the road to a collaborative and effective 
strategy to improve Belgrade’s resilience. This document describes the significant work completed to date to build a 
baseline of facts and deepen our understanding of Belgrade’s key resilience challenges, approaches and opportunities 
now and into the future. Than, PRA outlines recommended Discovery Areas – specific themes around which deeper 
analysis and broader stakeholder engagement will be undertaken. At the end, PRA describes the next steps that will 
be undertaken to develop a final Belgrade Resilience Strategy. Following table summarizes the 100 RC methodology 
and used tools and key findings following each stage of the PRA process of integral collaborative comprehension of  
Belgrade resilience: 
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Table 14: City of Belgrade Preliminary resilience assessment methodology  

 Tools (100RC, 2015) key findings 
unique city profile No specific tool Contextual information to determine the City’s 

powers to take action on building resilience 
analysis of actions and 
plans 

Action Inventory tool  Efforts by the City government structures, 
academia, civil society groups and other 
partners : What we are doing? 

stakeholders perceptions 
of Belgrade’s strengths 
and weaknesses 

Perceptions 
assessment tool 

How stakeholders perceive state of main 
resilience drivers: What we think we are doing? 

preliminary asset scan Assets & Risks Tool Identification of the significant assets that exist 
in Belgrade, which contribute to the City’s 
physical, economic and social resilience

review and analysis of 
shocks and stresses 

Identification of the most significant shocks and 
stresses that affect Belgrade today, or which are 
anticipated to affect it in the future 

integrated analysis of 
goatherd deliverables   

City Resilience 
Framework  

Identification of discovery areas and defining 
next steps for collaborative process of strategy 
enactment  

In order to evaluate quality of enactment process in comprehending the complexity of Belgrade’s resilience issues we 
developed overview of used methods and techniques using AQAL methodological zones (Figure 6.).   
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Figure 6: ess  

Trough AQAL analysis of the 100RC methodology – methods and techniques applied in Belgrade’s PRA enactment 
process it can be concluded that integral methodological pluralism comprehended. The focus of the PRA process 
was actually AQAL quadratic approach comprehending  various realities that different stakeholders perceived as a 
result of their own embodied awareness. Over 1,000 citizens – of which over 800 students that will become future 
leaders of urban development in the city – have been engaged with the process throughout this first phase of work. 
As discussed previously the quality of the collective reality cognition depends on the number and chosen participants. 
That was very difficult and mostly responsible task for Resilient Belgrade Office and help of strategic partners who 
have experience from allover the world was  invaluable. However, from the critical realism point of view it is impossible 
to have certainty on this matter. How successful was performed stakeholder analysis and engagement plan would be 
tested in a next second phase of Belgrade’s resilience strategy enactment. PRA document actually resulted with five 
discovery areas identified as important for deeper understanding and exploration. In Phase II, in the context of the 
working groups that will be formed from the further development of the Discovery Areas collaborations will multiply 
in an effort to create a common approach and strategy for the city with the active participation of the different 
stakeholders. In this phase AQAL quadrivia approach will be implemented for each discovery area and its details.   
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CONCLUSIONS  

Each discipline dealing with the complex phenomena or problems in a collaborative way should have clear picture of 
methodology applied in order to ensure the quality results of the process. As shown from this case study research 
Integral AQAL model could be used as a collaborative “checkboard” toward  integral collective cognition. It could also 
be developed as a planning process evaluation tool that helps to tailor monitor and asses quality of collaborative 
process performed.   
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