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The increasing threat and damages caused by wildfire in the United States has spurred the 

development of a number of policies and programs that encourage communities in the wildland 

urban interface (WUI) to reduce their vulnerability and increase their resilience.  Efforts have 

been made to delineate and define WUI vulnerability using primary biophysical variables, but 

there has been little or no analysis of the interactions between demographic, structural and 

emergent elements of social context and their impact on community ability to adjust to the risk 

and reality of wildfire.  We argue that current assessments of social vulnerability or resilience to 

hazards do not fully take into account the adaptive capacity of communities.  For instance, they 

rarely recognize the impact of place-based knowledge/experience, interactions/relationships 

between local community members, structural/demographic characteristics, and macro-scale 

assessments of resources, not strong indicators of emergent community characteristics or social 

context that affect adaptive capacity.  Our proposed research agenda would address this 

conundrum while at the same time contributing to theoretical discussions of hazard-resistant 

communities and the long-term sustainability of social-ecological systems.  More specifically, 

we argue that emerging fire and hazard literature should further adapt and expand the concepts of 

adaptive capacity, resilience and vulnerability to the study of wildfire.  It will help make sense of 

results derived from the wealth of recent case studies on efforts to reduce wildfire risk to human 

settlements.  It will also provide new insights into the theoretical relationships between adaptive 

capacity, resilience and vulnerability by integrating critical elements of community social theory.  

We also argue that researchers need to better identify, quantify and describe the social 

characteristics of human communities important to such adaptive capacity relative to wildfire.  

We built from established theory and research in an effort to further define adaptive capacity as a 

critical element in the performance of hazard-resistant actions and the reduction of vulnerability 

to wildfire or other hazard events. 













































 



 


