TOOLS for
CATALYSTS

M

any of us seeking to increase well-being in our communities
are eager to find clear-cut pathways and strategies for doing
so. However, the work of catalyzing positive local change is never simple

or linear. No community is like any other, and so there will never be “one way” to tackle
a local issue or to realize a commonly shared dream. The good news is that there are
common practices, habits, and principles that people working in and with communities
have found useful, which we can draw from and build upon as we chart our own paths.
One beginning principle is that to catalyze
community, we must know our community.
This includes the highly-visible and wellestablished organizations, coalitions and
leaders as well as the rich activity brewing
“under the radar” at the granular level of
local life: informal, trusted neighborhood
leaders and connectors, small communityembedded businesses, and local clubs
or groups through which community
members join together around things
they care about or love to do (often
meeting in living rooms, places of worship,
parks, playgrounds or coffee shops).

As we come to know the assets, care and capacity
that exist in our community, our work as catalysts
often evolves into finding ways to connect, amplify,
and build upon them. We can spark particularly
powerful change when we seek to do this in
ways that enables everyday residents to play the
role of leaders, creators, and producers, with the
backing of local institutions and organizations.
We can help ensure that everyone can participate
by always seeking and inviting contributions from
those community members whose passions and
skills are hidden under labels of deficits or need.
In 2017, IMLS challenged libraries and museums
to catalyze community action in their own towns
and cities across the US. The resources shared
here represent a snapshot of some of the
tools and practices adopted and adapted by
grantee teams who accepted that challenge.

We invite you to learn from their work and to
borrow, adapt and build upon these tools and
practices in your own adventures in communitybuilding!

ASSET MAPS

Asset Mapping is a tool for identifying local assets that one can use
to build relationships for activating, connecting and building upon a
neighborhood’s abundant assets and capacities. The mapping process
helps reveal what resident assets already exist in neighborhoods — ie. What
residents can do or are already doing themselves — and clarify where these
assets might be complemented by those of institutions and their staff.

LOGIC MODELS

Like a recipe for cooking, a logic model can help you think through ways
to make you and your group’s sought after goals the inevitable outcome of
the work you plan to do. This tool also creates a space for considering what
and how existing local assets may be creatively utilized through your work.

Best used:

• After a first round of
asset-mapping (ideally
by/with residents)
• As part of ongoing shared
planning with residents
and associations as active
participants and decisionmakers in the process.
• As a “sketch” rather than a
fixed blueprint, which you
can adapt and adjust based
upon your learnings with
community members.

Best used:

• At the very beginning of a project
or effort to engage with your
community (before creating a
logic model), then at frequent
intervals throughout your work
• As a guide to drive relationshipbuilding and the mobilization
of assets — especially those of
local residents, associations,
and labeled people (not as a
one-time resource inventory)
• By residents, with organizational
staff playing a supportive role as
needed or desired by residents

www.imls.gov/link to come

www.imls.gov/link to come

JOURNEY MAPS

POWER LADDERS

Rooted in Human-Centered
Design, journey maps are
depictions of a group or
individual’s unique path. When
engaging with community —
 an
unpredictable, emergent process —
journey mapping provides a way to
creatively and visually capture and
build group unity around your story
thus far, harvest learnings, and gain
clarity on how to move forward.

A tool to help you build resident
power in relation to your work
or organization. Using the Power
Ladder, groups can clearly
visualize current, past and potential
decision-making and leadership
roles community members play
and explore ideas for new ways
to support this leadership.

Best used:

• At the very beginning of a project or a new effort to engage with your
community;
• At frequent intervals throughout your work as a shared tool for reflection,
evaluation, and celebration!
• With residents, organizational partners, and other staff at your
organization interested in supporting community momentum and power.
www.imls.gov/link to come

Best used:

• Several months to a year you launch a project or effort to engage with
community;
• At frequent intervals throughout your work as a shared tool for
reflection, evaluation, and celebration!
• In combination with efforts to share your story, such as a communications
strategy
www.imls.gov/link to come

A CATALYST’S PATH
While catalysts’ paths vary, we can visualize

them as moving in one direction toward greater
community and resident power. For people working

in paid roles within organizations, this often looks like
a continual shift in action, attitude, and our relationship
with community from “Expert” to “Alongsider/
Animator;” stepping away from a social service or
charity mindset (doing “for” or “to” residents) and into
an asset-based, citizen-centered mindset in which
paid staff work to “with” residents to ensure that as
much as possible is done “by” residents.

8 Touchstones to Asset-Based
Community Development
“Having spent over 20 years learning at the feet of citizens,
I have come to notice eight recurring practices. They are not

present in all instances, and they are not a set of steps, but they keep
cropping up. I don’t offer these reflections as a how-to guide, but
rather as a ‘how others have tried and are still figuring out’ guide;
it may be that in their efforts you might find the bread crumbs that
lead you home or onto new lands and adventures.” ~ Cormac Russell

1. Discover and connect an
initiating group of residents

Who are the unsung heroes in the community?
Who are the individuals that are good
at discovering what people care about
and where their assets can be used? How
can this group be engaged? (more)

2. Recruit a community animator
Not someone who sets the agenda, but
helps people get organized. A champion in
the community, who is a natural communitybuilder and willing to try new things. (more)

3. Host community conversations

ADDITIONAL RESOURCES for catalyzing community
Discovering, Partnering with, & Hiring Connectors

https://abcdinaction.org/april-doner/file/26/discovering-partnering-with-hiring-connectors

Learning Conversations

https://abcdinaction.org/april-doner/file/27/unlocking-the-power-within-neighborhoods-through-learning-conversations

Tips for Working with Neighborhoods

https://resources.depaul.edu/abcd-institute/resources/Documents/TipsWorkingWithNeighborhoods.pdf

Building a Resident Leadership Team

https://abcdinaction.org/april-doner/file/28/designing-a-resident-leadership-team-handout

“The Catalytic Role of An Outsider”

https://resources.depaul.edu/abcd-institute/faculty/Documents/T.%20Bergdall%20Catalytic%20Role%20of%20An%20
Outsider%202.13.18.pdf

Index of Community Engagement Techniques

https://www.tamarackcommunity.ca/library/index-of-community-engagement-techniques

There is a lot of value in the simplicity of a
conversation. Host a series of conversations
in your community and think about
shifting the focus of the conversation to
discoverables not deliverables. The basis
of the conversations should not be about
what is wrong, but about what is strong!
(more)

4. Engage community groups
and organizations
The great capacity building that exists in
communities can often be found in local
clubs, associations and informal groups.
These are places where people come
together and support each other. (more)

5. Build connections and
social interactions

Connector and Animator roles should
focus on creating interactions - not
just planning events and hoping the
community will come - but creating
spaces that are welcoming and create
shareable moments. (more)

6. Visioning & planning

Once a strong connection is built with
the community, it’s time to look to the
future and envision what it could look like
in ten years. Start by asking these three
questions: What can we do? What do we
need outside help with? And, what do
we need outside agencies to do for us?
(more)

7. Implement change

Take action and begin to do what you
believe needs to happen. This allows
people to reconnect and take back the
function of the community. (more)

8. CELEBRATE every
step of the way!

Throughout the process, celebrate every
effort. Believe in everyone’s gifts! (more)

SEE MORE at: www.tamarackcommunity.ca/latest/eight-touchstonesto-asset-based-community-development
“The eight touchstones” was developed by Cormac Russell. This description draws on his definitions as well
as a summary of the eight touchstones by Heather Keam of Tamarack Institute following Cormac’s learning
podcast with Tamarack on the Eight Touchstones. More can be learned about the eight touchstones in
Cormac’s upcoming book: Rekindling Democracy: A Professional’s Guide to working in Citizen Space.

BACKGROUND
In 2016, an IMLS town hall and report focused on
“Strengthening Networks, Sparking Change” revealed
a demand among libraries and museums for tools
and approaches that could increased their capacity
in community engagement. Starting in October 2017,
24 organizations were awarded IMLS Community
Catalyst funding and launched projects with the goal
to become catalysts of change in their communities.
Funding recipients varied widely in their organization
type and size, community, and the issues upon which
they focused. Though diverse, the grant recipients
shared a common goal of catalyzing communities
by forging and/or supporting powerful partnerships,
discovering and complementing existing momentum
among residents, and supporting community leadership.

The Community Catalyst Initiative
by fostering resident-driven action with the support of
local organizations and agencies through identifying
the skills, talents and knowledge of local residents.
Developmental Evaluation (DE) is founded on the
notion that evaluation and evaluators should function
primarily to support learning and innovation of
program decision-makers-- those “doing the work.”
The approach is ideal for dynamic environments
involving uncertainty, nonlinear paths of action and
development, that is, the types of diverse spaces where
the IMLS grant recipients work. DE utilizes trained
consultants to provide continual reflection, sense-making,
and assistance with producing measurements that
innovators can use immediately for decision-making.

CCI grant recipients also received training, coaching
and peer learning facilitated by DePaul University
(DPU) and consultants from the Asset-Based
Community Development (ABCD) Institute.

AUTHORS & CONTRIBUTORS

Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD) is an
approach to community engagement that promotes
existing local assets and the capacities and leadership
of local citizens and associations as the starting point
for creating sustainable community development. The
approach focuses on improving community wellbeing

ABCD Evaluation Team composed of Faculty from the

DePaul University
Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD) Institute

seeks to inspire and challenge
museums, libraries, and their partners
to transform how they collaborate with
their communities. It is led by the Institue of

Museum and Library Services.

To learn more, visit www.imls.gov/cci and follow
#CommCatalyst on Twitter.

The Asset-Based Community Development Institute (ABCD) is at the

center of a large and growing movement that considers local assets as
the primary building blocks of sustainable community development.
Building on the skills of local residents, the power of local associations,
and the supportive functions of local institutions, asset-based community
development draws upon existing community strengths to build stronger,
more sustainable communities for the future. The Institute is housed at
DePaul University’s Irwin W. Steans Center. To learn more, visit www.
abcdinstitute.org and follow on www.facebook.com/TheABCDInstitute

Grantee Teams

The Steans Center is a university-wide community engagement center

at DePaul University in Chicago, IL. Reflecting the Catholic, Vincentian
and Urban mission of the university, the mission of the Steans Center is to
develop mutually beneficial relationships with community organizations
to engage DePaul students in educational opportunities grounded in
Vincentian values of respect for human dignity and the quest for social
justice. Asset-based Community Development is at the core of the
Center’s approach to promoting community engagement of faculty, staff
and students. To learn more, visit www.resources.depaul.edu/steanscenter-community-based-service-learning.

The Institute of Museum and Library Services is the primary source of federal support for the nation’s libraries and museums. We advance, support,
and empower America’s museums, libraries, and related organizations
through grantmaking, research, and policy development. Our vision is a
nation where museums and libraries work together to transform the lives
of individuals and communities.
To learn more, visit www.imls.gov and follow on Facebook at www.facebook.com/USIMLS, and Twitter at www.twitter.com/us_imls.

