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ABSTRACT: Extreme flooding events are increasing in frequency and severity due to climate change, challenging the effectiveness 
of traditional, infrastructure-centric flood management strategies. A key gap remains in the lack of spatially explicit and process-
based frameworks for assessing and enhancing flood resilience at the watershed scale, which hinders the development of integrated 
and adaptive management solutions. This study proposes a conceptual framework for evaluating watershed flood resilience (WFR) 
by integrating resilience theory with the “source-flow-sink” paradigm from landscape ecology. It applies it to the post-disaster 
reconstruction of the Sishui River Basin following the 2021 Zhengzhou flood in China. The framework quantifies WFR through 
pre-event resistance capacity and intra-event adaptive capacity using hydrological modeling and loss curves. It systematically 
analyzes the effects of targeted interventions across source, flow, and sink areas. The results demonstrate that the proposed approach 
significantly improves WFR in the Sishui River Basin, with source interventions generally outperforming flow and sink interventions 
in the simulated cases, and compensatory effects observed among different intervention types. The findings confirm the operational 
feasibility and effectiveness of the proposed framework, including nature-based solutions and spatial planning in watershed management, 
which could provide support for future holistic and adaptive flood resilience strategies addressing climate change. 

Keywords: Watershed flood resilience; Flood risk management; Resilience assessment; Nature-based solutions (NbSs); Sponge 
city; Zhengzhou 
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1. Introduction 

Accelerating climate change has fundamentally altered hydrological regimes, with precipitation variability now 
exceeding the design thresholds of conventional flood control paradigms [1,2]. Although “standard” and “risk-based” 
models have long been the foundation of flood management, their dependence on static probability distributions and 
isolated engineering solutions has proven insufficient, especially in the face of recent compound and extreme flood 
events from the global to local scales [3]. This highlights the urgent need for a paradigm shift towards resilience-based 
flood governance [4], moving beyond traditional structural defences and addressing the latent risks associated with the 
“levee effect” [5], to enhance the adaptive capacity of infrastructure, cities, and regions [6]. 

The resilience paradigm has evolved through advances in sustainable flood management [7]. Early approaches, 
such as the best management practices (BMPs) and low-impact development (LID) in the U.S, sustainable drainage 
systems (SuDSs) in the UK, and water-sensitive urban design (WSUD) in Australia [8], marked a shift from drainage-
centric to storage-centric strategies [9], emphasizing onsite runoff retention through ecological measures. China’s 
Sponge City initiative exemplifies the global trend of transforming “resistant” into “resilient” cities [10], which 
emphasizes urban water retention, infiltration, and ecological restoration [11], and shares common goals with 
international frameworks such as the EU Floods Directive mandating integrated flood risk assessment and management 
at the river basin scale [12] and the U.S. FEMA’s flood risk management policies promoting community-based resilience 
and risk reduction [13]. However, there still remain gaps in how to scale up the urban-focused solutions to address 
watershed-level challenges [14]. Recent policies and practices in China, such as the 2021 Sponge City pilots, have 
explicitly called for “systematic watershed implementation” [15] to prevent urban flood disasters through the 
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establishment of watershed protection systems [14] and applied the “sponge watershed” approach in post-disaster 
reconstruction projects to cope with flood issues beyond urban areas and rivers [16]. These trends reflect a broader shift 
from site/urban-based to watershed-based resilience frameworks [17], catalyzing the need for defining the concept of 
watershed flood resilience (WFR) [18]. 

However, the development of WFR faces both theoretical and methodological challenges. Compared to urban flood 
resilience [19,20], WFR research started later [21] and is constrained by the complexity of watershed systems and the 
abstract nature of resilience theory [22]. Watersheds are coupled natural‒economical systems [21], integrating hydraulic 
infrastructure, land use, and urban/rural settlements [23], making it difficult to define and measure WFR [24]. Moreover, 
the flooding process involves multiple subprocesses, including rainfall, runoff, and inundation [25], which requires 
coupled modelling and complicates the operational assessment of WFR. Therefore, there is a pressing need for spatially 
explicit frameworks that integrate ecological, engineering, and planning perspectives [26] to increase flood resilience 
at the watershed scale [27–29]. 

This study proposes a spatially process-coupled framework for WFR assessment, which quantifies resilience by 
combining resistance and adaptation capacities derived from hydrograph and loss curve analysis. The framework 
leverages the “source-flow-sink” paradigm from landscape ecology to analyze the spatial impacts of watershed elements 
on WFR. Using the Sishui River Basin reconstruction program after the 2021 Zhengzhou “7·20” flood as a case, this 
study validates and applies the framework to optimize watershed-scale flood prevention planning, demonstrating 
significant improvements in WFR. This operational approach bridges the gap between resilience theory and spatial 
practice, supporting climate adaptation in watershed management. 

2. Conceptual Framework of WFR 

2.1. The Resilience Paradigm in Watershed Flood Processes 

The evolution of the resilience concept has undergone three major paradigm shifts [27,30]: (1) Engineering 
resilience, focusing on a system’s ability to return to equilibrium after disturbance; (2) Ecological resilience, introduced 
by Holling in the 1970s, emphasizing an ecosystem’s capacity to absorb and withstand disturbances before shifting to 
an alternative state; and (3) Socio-ecological or evolutionary resilience, which emerged in the 1990s, highlighting the 
adaptive and transformative capacities of coupled human-natural systems [31]. Despite the existence of over 70 
definitions of resilience regarding different contents, groups, and issues [22], a transdisciplinary consensus has gradually 
formed around three temporally related phases: resistance and response, tolerance and adaptation, and recovery and 
reorganization [32,33]. These phases correspond to the stages of a system’s functionality–time curve under disturbances 
(Figure 1). In the resistance phase, the system attempts to prevent the disaster and maintain its function; in the adaptation 
phase, it adjusts to changing conditions; and in the recovery phase, it restores or even enhances its original function 
[34]. The area under this curve quantifies system resilience and is usually used as a measurement indicator [35]. 

 

Figure 1. System functionality-time curve during disturbance events. 

Correspondingly, watershed flood disasters can be divided into three temporally sequential and causally linked 
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phases: resistance (pre-event), adaptation (in-event), and recovery (post-event). The resistance phase involves the 
hydrological regulation process, where atmospheric precipitation transforms into terrestrial runoff through surface–
subsurface interactions, and hydraulic infrastructures such as reservoirs and levees enhance the system’s ability to buffer 
floods. The adaptation phase focuses on mitigating impacts through measures like urban planning, blue-green 
infrastructure, flood-resilient designs, and emergency preparedness, aiming to reduce losses to infrastructure and human life 
[36,37]. The recovery phase centers on socio-ecological restoration, with outcomes influenced by socio-economic capacity 
and governance [38]. These phases form a sequential chain, allowing for targeted interventions at each stage [39]. 

2.2. Key Attributes and Implications of WFR 

Extending resilience theory to flood management has established flood resilience as a key indicator in disaster 
mitigation strategies [36]. From a system perspective, resilience is reflected in the system’s resistance, adaptation, 
recovery, and self-learning capacities in response to flood events [40]. Corresponding to this, WFR is defined by a 
watershed’s ability to withstand, adapt to, and recover from extreme precipitation and flooding [18] (Figure 2). 

 

Figure 2. Conceptual framework of water flood resilience (WFR). 

WFR’s resistance capacity primarily manifests through hydrological processes and flood attenuation, influenced 
by watershed morphology [41], soil and geological conditions, land use, and infrastructure such as artificial retention 
facilities [42]. Adaptation capacity reflects the ability of socio-ecological elements to mitigate disaster impacts, mainly 
depending on the vulnerability and exposure characteristics of urban/rural settlements and farmlands in floodplains[36]. 
Recovery capacity represents the non-structural dimension of resilience and involves post-disaster rehabilitation, 
relying on governance [43], social capital [44], and community organization [45]. 

Unlike urban flood resilience, WFR operates across broader spatial scales and includes more complex mechanisms. 
Urban resistance relies mainly on engineered infrastructures, such as levees and floodwalls, while watershed resistance 
is governed by rainfall-runoff dynamics and integrated land use, reservoirs, and nature-based solutions (NbSs) [46]. 
Adaptation at the watershed scale must address vulnerabilities across both ecological assets and human settlements [47]. 
Recovery in urban areas focuses on built-environment rehabilitation, whereas watershed recovery requires both 
hydrological infrastructure restoration and socio-economic reconstruction. 

3. Assessment Methodology for WFR 

3.1. Measurement Framework for WFR 

3.1.1. Dimensions of Resilience Measurement 

Although many methods exist in the resilience measurement area [48], they can be broadly categorized into 
process-based and state-based paradigms [49]. The process-based approach focuses on the dynamic evolution of system 
functionality, recovery capacity, and resilience over time, typically utilizing functionality-time curves or temporal models to 
capture these changes. In contrast, the state-based approach treats resilience as an inherent property of the system, focusing 
on its capacity to resist, adapt to, and recover from disturbances [50]; it typically relies on quantifiable performance metrics 
[49], such as the case using the proportion of floodable land in flood-prone areas to evaluate flood resilience [10]. 

Although functionality-time curves have been extensively validated in infrastructure resilience quantification, such 
as in urban water supply and drainage systems [51], their direct application to WFR measurement entails practical 
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complexities due to the complexity of socio-economic factors and governance structures within the watershed, 
particularly the recovery-phase trajectory [52]. In contrast, the resistance and adaptation phases are more amenable to 
mechanistic modeling, as they are directly linked to physical processes: the rainfall-runoff relationship for resistance, 
and the inundation-damage relationship for adaptation. By leveraging hydrological and inundation analyses, it becomes 
feasible to develop spatially explicit and physically grounded resilience metrics (Figure 3). Therefore, the proposed 
framework quantifies WFR by integrating resistance and adaptation capacities, capturing both spatial heterogeneity and 
process determinism. 

 

Figure 3. Physical processes in a watershed flood event. 

3.1.2. Process-Based Metrics and Equations 

With the intensification of climate change, extreme precipitation events are projected to become more frequent and 
severe, resulting in higher peak flows within watersheds. As shown in Figure 4a, a rightward shift in the rainfall-flow 
(r-f) curve signifies a more pronounced hydrological response to rainfall events; and when the peak discharge exceeds 
the flood control capacity of vulnerable zones, the resulting inundation triggers a upward shift in the flow-loss (f-l) 
curve as shown in Figure 4b, indicating an increased potential for flood damage. Variations in watershed resistance or 
adaptation capacity are manifested as changes in the shape of the r-f and f-l curves, respectively, which provide a robust 
basis for characterizing and quantifying WFR (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4. Conceptual diagrams of WFR with subprocess curves: (a) Rainfall-flow (r-f) curves, (b) Flow‒loss (f-l) curves, (c) 
Combined effects of resistance and adaptation, and (d) WFR state space and iso-resilience curve. 
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Resistance Capacity of a Watershed 

The resistance capacity, also referred to as flood regulation capacity, measures the ability of a watershed to buffer 
and attenuate extreme rainfall and flood events. As shown in Figure 4a, higher resistance capacity is indicated by a 
lower peak flow (f) for a given rainfall intensity (r), corresponding to an upward or leftward shift of the curve (e.g., 
from r-f1 to r-f4). The area enclosed by the r-f curve and the vertical axis is a quantitative indicator: a smaller area 
denotes greater resistance capacity. This relationship is formalized as follows: 

𝐷𝑒𝑓௜ ൌ
1

𝐴𝑟𝑒𝑎௏௜
 (1)

where 𝐷𝑒𝑓௜ represents the resistance capacity of the watershed in the i-th state, 𝐴𝑟𝑒𝑎௏௜ represents the area enclosed by the 
r-fi curve and the vertical axis within the 0-r0 range in the i-th state, and r0 represents the maximum rainfall considered. 

Adaptation Capability of Vulnerable Zones 

Adaptation capacity refers to the ability of vulnerable zones, such as settlements, farmlands, and critical 
infrastructure, to reduce flood-induced losses through both engineered and nature-based interventions. As shown in 
Figure 4b, enhanced adaptation capacity is reflected by a lower loss (l) for a given peak flow (f), resulting in a downward 
or rightward shift of the curve (e.g., from f-l1 to f-l4). The area under the f-l curve and above the horizontal axis serves as a 
metric: a smaller area indicates higher adaptation capacity. This relationship is mathematically expressed as: 

𝐴𝑑𝑎௜ ൌ
1

𝐴𝑟𝑒𝑎ு௜
 (2)

where 𝐴𝑑𝑎௜  represents the adaptation capacity in the i-th state, 𝐴𝑟𝑒𝑎ு௜ represents the area enclosed by the f-li curve 
and the horizontal axis within the 0-f0 range in the i-th state, and f0 represents the maximum peak flow considered. 

Integrated Measurement of WFR 

As shown in Figure 4c, a comprehensive resilience assessment matrix can be constructed by spatially coupling 
hydrological regulation (r‒f curves) with adaptation in the vulnerable zone (f‒l curves). This integrated system enables 
the calculation of composite WFR, accounting for the synergistic effects of both resistance and adaptation capacities. 
Figure 4d shows the combined metric, which is visualized as a trajectory in state space 1, and the product of resistance 
and adaptation capacities (i.e., the area of the shaded region in Figure 4d serves as a robust indicator of overall WFR: 

𝑅𝑒𝑠௜ ൌ 𝐷𝑒𝑓௜ ∗ 𝐴𝑑𝑎௜ (3)

where 𝑅𝑒𝑠௜ represents the WFR in the i-th state, 𝐷𝑒𝑓௜ represents the resistance capacity in the i-th state, and 𝐴𝑑𝑎௜ 
represents the adaptation capacity in the i-th state, with 𝐷𝑒𝑓௜ > 0 and 𝐴𝑑𝑎௜ > 0. 

The indices for resistance (𝐷𝑒𝑓௜), adaptation (𝐴𝑑𝑎௜), and overall resilience (𝑅𝑒𝑠௜) are dimensionless and function 
as relative performance metrics. For cross-system or cross-watershed comparisons, these indicators can be normalized 
to a 0–1 scale using the min-max normalization. Besides, iso-resilience curves 2 represent combinations of resistance 
and adaptation that yield equivalent WFR, illustrating that different intervention strategies can achieve similar resilience 
outcomes. This framework thus provides a theoretical and practical basis for evaluating and comparing watershed flood 
management strategies. Notably, only resistance capacity is relevant for flood resilience assessments in natural 
watersheds without vulnerable zones (e.g., uninhabited catchments). 

3.2. Analytical Framework for WFR 

3.2.1. Influencing Factors in the “Source-Flow-Sink” Paradigm 

To systematically identify and analyze the factors influencing WFR, this study adopts the “source-flow-sink” 
paradigm from landscape ecology 3. Originally developed as the “source-sink” theory, this framework classifies 
landscape elements based on their roles in ecological processes: “sources” promote the initiation and propagation of 
processes, “sinks” inhibit or delay them, and “flows” represent the pathways of transmission [53]. This analytical lens 
enables the investigation of material and energy dynamics across spatial and temporal scales [54]. The paradigm has 
been widely applied in research on nonpoint source pollution, soil erosion, urban heat islands [53], and stormwater 
management, such as the spatiotemporal evolution of watershed “source” and “sink” landscapes [55], the factors 
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influencing watershed runoff and sediment [56], regional stormwater processes [57], and urban flood management [58]. 
Importantly, the classification of spatial units as sources, flows, or sinks is both scale-dependent and functionally relative; 
a sink in one process may act as a source in another, underscoring the need for clear analytical boundaries in WFR 
studies [59]. 

In the context of watershed hydrology, the “source-flow-sink” paradigm enables the functional classification of 
landscape units according to their roles in flood processes. Source areas, such as forests, farmlands, and artificial 
retention structures, act as primary interfaces for precipitation reception and runoff generation, where rainfall is 
partitioned via vegetation interception, soil infiltration, and storage in surface depressions or reservoirs. Flow areas, 
mainly rivers and drainage channels, facilitate the downstream transport of runoff, with their hydraulic properties (e.g., 
river length, width, slope, cross-section, and roughness) influencing flood propagation. Sink areas, typically comprising 
settlements and floodplains, represent zones where floodwaters accumulate and interact with socio-ecological systems, 
leading to potential disasters when protective thresholds are exceeded. 

Additionally, watershed systems are inherently organized as hierarchical, multiscale networks of nested subbasins, 
each integrating source, flow, and sink components. This spatial configuration is analogous to the modular structure 
used in semi-distributed hydrological models [60]. By strategically reconfiguring the connectivity and function of these 
components, planners and managers can proactively enhance flood resilience. For example, interventions may include 
constructing distributed detention structures in source areas, optimizing channel geometry in flow corridors, or restoring 
floodplains in sink zones [61]. These targeted modifications, as conceptually illustrated in Figure 5, highlight the 
practical value of the proposed framework for adaptive watershed management. 

 

Figure 5. Watershed network configurations: (a) Source–flow–sink hierarchy, (b) Strategic interventions for WFR. 

3.2.2. Strategic Interventions for Enhancing WFR 

Building on the “source-flow-sink” paradigm, intervention strategies for enhancing WFR can be systematically 
classified into three complementary categories. Source-oriented interventions focus on upstream water retention and 
infiltration, employing measures such as retention ponds, afforestation, terracing, sediment-retention dams, and 
rainwater harvesting. Flow-oriented interventions target the hydraulic properties of rivers and channels, including 
channel widening, meander restoration, embankment construction, and landform diversification, to optimize flood 
conveyance and reduce peak flows. Sink-oriented interventions aim to improve downstream flood adaptation, for 
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example by developing floodplains, elevating critical infrastructure, and implementing flood-resilient architectural 
designs. The spatial allocation of these differentiated interventions should be informed by watershed characteristics 
such as river network structure, slope, and land use patterns [16]. 

As shown in Figure 6a, enhancing watershed flood resistance is primarily achieved by strategic modifications of 
landscape patterns in source and flow areas, while adaptation-based optimization is achieved primarily via sink 
interventions in vulnerable zones. The system starts with identical WFR values from iso-resilience curves, and moving 
a state point above this curve signifies successful resilience optimization. This process can be visualized using the “cup-and-
ball” model, as shown in Figure 6b, where post-intervention dynamics stabilize the system (the “ball”) in a deeper, more 
stable basin (the “cup”), thereby increasing the threshold for catastrophic state transitions and reducing flood risk [62]. 

 

Figure 6. Optimization framework for WFR: (a) State improvement under different interventions, (b) “Cup-and-ball” model of resilience. 

4. Case Study: Optimizing WFR in the Sishui River Basin 

4.1. Study Area and Background 

The Sishui River, a major tributary of the Yellow River, traverses Gongyi City, Shangjie District, and Xingyang 
City in Henan Province (Figure 7). The main channel is 46.74 km long, draining a catchment area of 373.28 km2 [63], 
with about 190 km2 within Gongyi’s jurisdiction. The basin has a typical temperate continental monsoon climate, with 
most rainfall occurring from July to September. The region is characterized by mountainous terrain and limited alluvial 
plains, concentrating urban development along river corridors and tributary junctions. The prevalence of collapsible 
loess soils in mountainous headwater regions, combined with intense rainfall, results in rapid floods that carry large 
amounts of sediment and rocks, causing severe erosion and damage when flooding occurs in this basin. 
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Figure 7. Study area of the Sishui River Basin: (a) Location, (b) Land use, (c) Aerial view of flooding, and (d) Damaged infrastructures. 

Mihe Town is located at a critical downstream confluence where the Sishui River joins the Mihe, Fanpo, and Shensi 
Rivers. During the extreme rainfall event on 20 July 2021, this mountainous region of western Zhengzhou suffered 
catastrophic flooding, resulting in the destruction of 28 roads and bridges, 406 houses, and extensive damage to drainage, 
power, gas, and communication facilities [64]. The post-disaster reconstruction of Mihe Town serves as a case study to 
quantitatively evaluate the impact of various interventions on WFR in the Sishui River Basin. This implementation 
provides a practical demonstration of the proposed framework’s effectiveness in integrated watershed management. 

4.2. Modeling Approach and Intervention Design 

The upstream area of the Sishui River Basin above Mihe town was selected as the site for hydrological modeling, 
encompassing 33 subbasins delineated by hydrological boundaries. The rainfall-runoff process was simulated using the 
Soil Conservation Service Curve Number (SCS-CN) method and the SCS unit hydrograph approach to estimate 
discharge at each subbasin outlet. Flood wave propagation through the river network was modeled using the 
Muskingum–Cunge channel routing method, resulting in peak discharge hydrographs at the Mihe confluence. A 2-D 
hydrodynamic flood inundation model was constructed in HEC-RAS, utilizing a high-resolution digital elevation model 
(DEM) derived from topographic survey data. Model calibration was achieved by comparing simulated inundation 
extents with observed data from 20 July 2021, Zhengzhou flood (Figure 8). To evaluate the effects of WFR interventions, 
the calibrated model was run with 24-h design storms for 10-, 20-, 50-, and 100-year return periods, based on the 
historical precipitation records in Zhengzhou (Table 1). Further details on model parameterization, calibration, and 
hydraulic parameter selection are available in Peng et al. (2022) [16]. 
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Figure 8. Flood modeling and calibration process: (a) HEC-HMS model schematic with control point, (b) HEC-RAS water table 
profile (EG: Energy grade, WS: Water surface, Crit: Critical depth), and (c) Observed (satellite) vs. simulated flood extent (adapted from 
the reference [16]). 

Table 1. Information about rainfall scenarios. 

Scenario Frequency (Year) Total Rainfall (mm) Duration (h) 
1 10 135.4 24 
2 20 162.6 24 
3 50 198.6 24 
4 100 226.7 24 

Drawing upon established flood risk management concepts, such as the source-pathway-receptor (SPR) model and 
consequence analysis [65], a suite of intervention measures was developed within the “source-flow-sink” framework [16]: 

(1) Source interventions: Expansion of runoff retention capacity in subbasins by constructing small reservoirs and 
ponds, targeting storage of 15% of runoff volume under the 50-year rainfall condition. 

(2) Flow interventions: Modification of riverbanks (both earthen and hardened) to support vegetated embankments, 
uniformly increasing Manning’s n to 0.05 to enhance flow resistance. 

(3) Sink interventions: Implementation of flood protection in urban areas based on the “return space to rivers” principle, 
including widening river channels, relocating buildings from flood-prone zones to create riverine parks, and 
installing floodable recreational facilities. 

These intervention measures can be applied individually or in combination to adjust system parameters within the 
WFR framework, enabling quantitative assessment of their effectiveness. 

4.3. Evaluation of Intervention Effectiveness 

Model simulations were performed for four rainfall scenarios, corresponding to 10-, 20-, 50-, and 100-year return 
periods. Results indicate that peak discharge increases with rainfall intensity. Among the interventions, source measures 
generally outperformed flow measures under moderate rainfall, but under extreme (100-year) events, flow interventions 
became more effective, highlighting the event-dependence of intervention efficiency (Figure 9a). For sink interventions, 
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a notable reduction in flood inundation area was observed in the town, especially when peak discharge ranged from 500 
to 2000 m3/s (Figure 9b). 

 

Figure 9. Hydrological response curves for interventions under different rainfall scenarios: (a) Rainfall-flow curves, (b) Flow-loss curves. 

The positions of different intervention strategies in the WFR state space were determined using the corresponding 
rainfall-flow and flow-loss curves (Figure 10). All interventions contributed to improved WFR, but their effectiveness 
varied. In this case, source interventions were generally more effective than flow interventions, and both were less 
effective individually than when combined. Sink interventions outperformed flow interventions but were less effective 
than source interventions. Notably, the combined effect of source and flow interventions was comparable to that of 
combined flow and sink interventions, suggesting a compensatory relationship among intervention types. For example, 
increasing upstream storage can yield benefits similar to expanding downstream flood protection. These findings 
provide a foundation for cost-benefit trade-off analysis in watershed management. 

 

Figure 10. State points and iso-resilience curves of interventions in WFR state space. 
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5. Conclusions and Future Work 

5.1. Conclusions 

Watershed flood resilience (WFR) is a comprehensive attribute reflecting a system’s capacity to resist, adapt to, 
and recover from flood events. It is expressed through both spatial dimensions, such as flood regulation and adaptation 
capacities, and nonspatial dimensions, such as socio-economic and institutional factors. This study primarily quantified 
the spatial dimensions of WFR using process-based curves, establishing a WFR state space. By applying the “source-
flow-sink’ framework, this study systematically analyzed how different landscape elements influence WFR. The post-
disaster reconstruction of the Shishui River Basin following the “7·20” extreme rainfall event served as a case study, 
where the implementation of source, flow, and sink interventions demonstrated significant improvements in resilience 
metrics. These results confirm the operational feasibility and effectiveness of the proposed WFR framework for guiding 
integrated watershed management and climate adaptation. 

5.2. Limitations and Future Work 

Despite the demonstrated effectiveness of the proposed framework, several limitations and future directions remain. 
First, the current study focuses mainly on spatial and process-based metrics, while post-disaster recovery’s socio-
economic and institutional dimensions require further quantitative research. Future work should develop robust, 
practical indicators (e.g., GDP recovery, housing construction rate) for these aspects, and explore alternative, simplified 
approaches for WFR assessment to enhance applicability. 

Second, the current study relies on the availability of high-resolution meteorological and topographic data to 
calibrate and validate the process-based models, which may be limited or of low quality in less-developed or data-scarce 
regions. Besides, the modeling approach assumes uniformity in certain parameters (e.g., Manning’s n, soil properties) 
and may not fully capture local heterogeneity or complex socio-ecological interactions. These can introduce 
uncertainties in model parameterization, reduce the accuracy of resilience metrics, and constrain the transferability of 
the framework. Future research should explore the use of remote sensing, citizen science, or data assimilation techniques 
to address data gaps and develop simplified or proxy-based assessment methods suitable for data-limited contexts.  

Third, integrating and optimizing multiple intervention strategies should be systematically evaluated using cost-
benefit and multi-criteria analyzes to support decision-making in watershed management and spatial planning. For 
example, source interventions (e.g., ponds, terraces, check dams) are generally cost-effective for moderate rainfall 
events and can be implemented incrementally, but their effectiveness diminishes under extreme rainfall due to storage 
limitations; flow interventions (e.g., river widening, increasing roughness) require more substantial investment and may 
involve significant land acquisition or ecological trade-offs, yet they become increasingly important for managing peak 
flows during severe events; sink interventions (e.g., elevating structures, creating floodable parks) often entail higher 
upfront costs and urban planning adjustments but provide the greatest reduction in flood loss, especially for built-up 
areas at risk. In future practice, the optimal strategy should be selected based on a combination of cost, expected benefit, 
and site-specific constraints in a quantitative manner.  

Finally, in the context of climate change, resilience should be regarded not only as a safety indicator but also as a 
guiding principle for the holistic and adaptive optimization of territorial space [66]. Interdisciplinary integration of 
watershed hydrology, hydraulic modeling, and spatial planning is essential to advance from traditional flood control to 
comprehensive territorial resilience. 
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Footnotes 

1. State space refers to a mathematical or graphical representation of all possible states of a system in systems theory, defined by 

key variables (such as resistance and adaptation capacities in flood resilience). In this study, the state space is used to visualize 

and assess the combined effects of different interventions on watershed flood resilience. 

2. Iso-resilience curve is a conceptual line or contour in a state space diagram along which the overall resilience of a system 

remains constant, despite changes in its underlying components (such as resistance and adaptation capacities). In the context 

of watershed flood resilience, points lying on the same iso-resilience curve represent different combinations of system 

properties that yield the same level of resilience, which helps to visualize trade-offs and optimization paths for resilience 

improvement. 

3. “Source-flow-sink” is a conceptual framework derived from landscape ecology, representing the spatial process of material or 

energy movement from the starting to the ending. Taking the water movement in a watershed as an example, “source” refers 

to areas where runoff is generated (e.g., headwaters, hillslopes), “flow” denotes the pathways and channels through which 

water is conveyed, and “sink” indicates zones where water is stored, absorbed, or utilized (e.g., floodplains, wetlands, and 

urban areas). This framework helps to systematically analyze and manage flood processes across the entire watershed. 
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