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Across the country, community builders are refocusing attention on
capacities and assets, and are inventing new methods for mobilizing
neighborhood residents. Most often, however, these efforts concentrate on one or two local assets, generating new relationships and
influence for a particular school, or church, or park,
or community organization. Before us lies the challenge of a more comprehensive asset-based strategy,
one which might involve virtually the entire community in the complex process of regeneration.

INTRODUCTION

What might such a process look like? What are the
basic building blocks which, when fully mapped,
would constitute a more or less complete inventory of
a community's assets? How might these building
blocks be combined into a strong and dynamic community building strategy? How do the disciplines of
community organizing, community economic development and community-based planning inform this
whole community strategy? Who might be appropriate
conveners for this process, providing it with the
leadership which invites investment and vision?

Five Steps Toward Whole Community Mobilization
The following five steps do not presume to add up to a complete
blueprint for asset-based community development. Rather, they are
intended to identify some of the major challenges facing community
builders, and to point at least toward the beginning of a walk down the
path that would mobilize an entire community's assets around a vision
and a plan. Such a path would cover at least these five basic steps:
Mapping completely the capacities and assets of
individuals, citizens' associations and local institutions.
Building relationships among local assets for mutually
beneficial problem-solving within the community.
Mobilizing the community's assets fully for economic
development and information sharing purposes.
Convening as broadly representative a group as possible
for the purposes of building a community vision and
plan.
Leveraging activities, investments and resources from
outside the community to support asset-based, locallydefined development.
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Taken together, these five steps begin to point the way down a community building path which is, in fact, asset-based, internally focussed
and relationship driven. Let us examine each of these steps in a little
more detail.

Step 1-Mapping Assets
The commitment to mapping an entire community's assets is the
place where this path begins. Once begun, however, the process of
locating and making inventories of the gifts and capacities of individuals, of citizens' associations and of local institutions must be ongoing.
Because the fully mobilized community is one which always begins to
address its agendas and challenges with the question, ''What resources
do we have to solve this problem ourselves?" community builders need
a continually updated "map" of those resources.

Step 2-Building Relationships
Building strong relationships among the community's assets constitutes the second step down the community building path. The community becomes stronger and more self-reliant every time local residents, and particularly the "strangers" within, are linked with others for
problem solving purposes; every time an association of citizens connects with a local school or park to take on tasks together; every time a
local business builds ties with the youth of the community. Communities discover that a new set of expectations begins to take root in the
neighborhood, that people come to believe that they are capable of
acting as effective problem solvers, and that their community is filled
with much greater capacity for self-direction than they had ever suspected. And gradually, as the web of ties among assets inside the
community is rebuilt, and as the demonstrations of local competence
multiply, residents cease to look first toward the outside for help in
addressing the most important local concerns.
Each of these first two steps-mapping local assets and building strong
ties for problem solving purposes-has been emphasized throughout
the guide. It may be helpful here to bring together some of the approaches covered in earlier chapters, and to combine them in summary fashion. The following six-point "Community Asset Check List"
will help both to provide a guide for the construction of inventories,
or maps, and to summarize some of the major challenges involved in
beginning to build relationships among a community's assets. Community builders can use this check list as a guide to building their own
unique path toward regenerating an entire community.
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Community Asset Check List
Have We Found and Mobilized:

V"

The Capacities of Individuals

v

The Gifts of "Strangers"

V"

The Associations of Citizens

V"

Local Private, Public and Non-Profit Institutions

V"

The Community's Physical Assets

V"

The Capacity Finders and Developers

Capacities of Individuals
How might the gifts and talents of every individual in the community
be discovered? Community builders may want to adapt or modify the
"capacity inventory" in Chapter One of this guide, or to construct one
of their own.
Once collected, how might the gifts of individuals be activated in
community building work? In particular, how might these capacities be
connected with each other to enhance the work of local associations
and institutions, and of the whole community development process?

Gifts of Strangers
Who are the "strangers" in this community? A community which pays
particular attention to locating and mobilizing the gifts of the strangers
in its midst is one which clearly welcomes the contributions of all its
members to the community building process. Whether these
marginalized citizens are young people or older residents, or various
kinds of labelled people, the fact that they too are involved not as
clients or recipients but as citizens and contributors can help to define
this path as one which everyone can travel.
Once the strangers have been identified, the community builders will
want to begin to connect them with other individuals, associations and
institutions in the community. Where are those points of connection?
Who might begin to do this important work?
Again, the challenge of finding the gifts of strangers, and of reconnecting them as contributors to the community mainstream, is anything
but a one-time challenge. This work is ongoing, and becomes fully a
part of the community building process only when it becomes virtually
habitual.
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Associations of Citizens
What associations are present in the community? Some, such as
churches or ethnic associations, will be easy to locate. But others,
often informal and less public, will be more difficult to map. Since
citizens' associations represent such a wealth of untapped resources
for community building, constructing this inventory will be well worth
the effort. Methods for uncovering the associationallife of the community are outlined in Chapter Two.
Once the local associations have been located and mapped, the process of mobilizing them for the additional purposes of community
building can begin. How might they be connected with each other, or
with the institutions in the community, or with the community's
strangers? What other roles might they consider taking on in the
community? Can some associations begin to contribute to the economic development agenda? Might some be useful as part of a revitalized local communications and information-sharing system? Since the
very essence of an association of citizens is its voluntary nature, these
groups will want to play a major role in defining their own revised and
expanded agendas. They also represent a constantly renewable source
for finding new leaders who are willing to step into the larger community building arena.

Local Institutions
Once again, the first step involves mapping. What public institutions,
not for profits, and businesses are located in the community? In some
areas, listings will be readily available, and many local institutions will
be highly visible. In many instances, however, no reliable inventory of
local businesses or other institutions exists. The methods used for
locating these institutions will be similar to those used in mapping
local associations.
As noted in Chapter Three, the physical presence of an institution
within the community does not necessarily indicate its responsiveness
to community agendas. So the process of involving institutional leadership in community building efforts must begin with the challenge of
resident control, or at least of serious resident input into the institutional agenda.
Once the local institutions have committed themselves to the tasks of
community building, the steps toward involving them further are
familiar. How might these institutions reach out to a variety of individuals in the community, especially the strangers? How can these
organizations be connected to each other, and to local citizens associations, for mutually beneficial problem solving?
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Perhaps most importantly, how might these local institutions expand
their roles in rebuilding the neighborhood economy? Can they begin
to purchase more goods and services locally, hire more local residents,
invest in the community, contribute to training and education agendas? Can they provide resources which enhance the community's
capacity for discussion and planning? And can they begin to use their
relationships with resources outside the community for community
building purposes? Clearly a community whose local private, public
and nonprofit institutions are mobilized and committed to cooperative
efforts is well positioned for community building success.

Physical Assets of the Community
Mapping the physical assets of the community presents another obvious starting point for the community building process. What are those
assets? What does the community have in terms of land, buildings,
streets and transportation systems, infrastructure, etc.?
There are at least two purposes for mapping a community's physical
assets. First, residents can begin to appreciate, value, enhance and
mobilize what is already there. And second, if the inventories of physical assets pay special attention to those parts of
community which
are underused, such as vacant land or abandoned residential or industrial buildings, new agendas for putting these assets to productive use
will begin to emerge.
Thus, after mapping the physical assets, community builders will want
to raise some familiar challenges: How might these assets be connected to individuals, associations and institutions in the community?
How might the community begin to imagine and institute new uses for
underused assets? Who might best be able to use the land, or the
buildings, and who can begin to put the redevelopment process in
motion? Again, as many neighborhood groups have discovered, a
successful effort to reclaim what was once an eyesore or even a danger
can provide inspiration for an entire community building effort, and
can be a powerful signal of a community which is seriously on the
move to rebuild itself.

Capacity Finders and Developers
Perhaps the most important challenge facing community builders
involves leadership. Building a team of community leaders who are
dearly oriented toward finding and mobilizing the already existing
gifts and capacities of residents and their associations is crucial to the
success of the community building enterprise. Since many current
leaders are much more accustomed to "playing the deficit game," to
gathering resources from the outside based on the community's needs
and problems, new leadership will inevitably be needed. Fortunately,
every community is blessed with residents who are fundamentally
committed to what might be called a capacity-oriented view of the
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world. These are the folks who understand well the fact that the
proverbial glass is both half empty and half full, but who insist always
on focussing first on the fullness, on the gifts and capacities of their
families, friends and neighbors. These are the folks who must now be
brought into the community building process. These are the local
leaders who can commit themselves to constantly expanding the
numbers and kinds of people involved in various forms of leadership,
and who can explore all of the ways in which the community's power
to find, enhance and build upon capacities can be strengthened.
Finding the capacity finders-that is a crucial step along the path to
rebuilding community.

Step 3-Mobilizingfor Economic Development and
Injonnation Sharing
Beyond locating and beginning to build relationships among the six
basic categories of community assets, the path toward rebuilding the
entire community involves mobilizing all of the community's assets for
two important purposes, developing the local economy and strengthening the neighborhood's capacity to shape and exchange information.

Developing the Local Economy
A community which has fully mobilized the economic power which it
already possesses is in a good position to grow its local economy even
more vigorously. As this guide has emphasized before, this challenge
involves first, locating and mobilizing all of the skills of individual
residents which can be used for economic development purposes.
Then each local citizens' association and institution must be urged to
begin making its own set of contributions to the neighborhood
economy.
Finally, the asset-based community developer will begin to take a new
look at the possibilities of the local market. What markets can be
developed by simply connecting existing institutions and activities?
And, to revisit economist Jane Jacobs' sage advice about rebuilding
urban communities, the community builder will want to ask, what
goods and services might this community export? How can this neighborhood provide more for itself and decrease its imports?
Clearly these challenges are offered not as a full and exhaustive treatment of community economic development, but as an asset-centered
addition to the excellent work already being done by community
development groups across the country.
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Controlling Community Information
Any community which is seriously engaged in the work of regeneration
simply must assume more control over the images which help to
define it, and over the flows of information upon which the success of
local plans and strategies depend.
As this guide has noted, ancient villages often centered their lives
around the "village well." The well was much more than a place which
offered water; it was a nerve center for the entire community, a place
where gossip, stories, and information of all kinds were exchanged.
Obviously, the capacity to exchange information is central to the
success of the community building project. So it is very important that
community builders first locate all of those places and circumstances
within the community where communication of at least a semi-public
nature already takes place. Who are the local communications leaders?
How might the current places of information exchange-beauty
parlors and barber shops, churches and dubs, even taverns and street
corners-be validated, strengthened and expanded?
Then, as an integral part of the community building agenda, plans for
increasing the capacity of the community to exchange its own definitions and plans and vital stories must be set into motion. Already
thousands of local communities continue the tradition of producing
their own newspapers. More and more localities have access to lower
watt radio stations, while others explore cable and video potentials.
Strengthening the village well rebuilds the central nervous system of a
community, without which the process of restoring health and wholeness becomes unimaginable.

Step 4-Convening the Community to Develop a Vision
and a Plan
Who are we in this community? What do we value most? Where
would we like our community to go in the next five, ten, twenty years?
These simple but compelling questions He at the heart of the community building challenge. For without a commonly held identity and a
broadly shared vision the hard work of regenerating community is very
difficult to sustain.
In many communities, a process of community based planning provides the vehicle for defining and developing a local vision, and for
attaching that vision to strategies which begin to move toward making
the vision a reality. Community planning models and approaches
abound and even more are being developed as localities recognize the
usefulness and power of a consensus building process which leads to a
plan.
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Clearly, some version of a community planning effort is an integral
part of the process of asset-based community development. It is well
beyond the scope of this guide to outline a particular community
planning model, and since a number of technical assistance providers
have already produced very helpful guides, it is unnecessary as well.
(One recent and very useful example, From the Bottom Up: Building
Communities From Within, is available from the Community Workshop on Economic Development, 100 S. Morgan, Chicago, IL 60607)
For the asset-based community builder, the community planning
process presents a marvelous opportunity to set the tone for the entire
regeneration effort. From the very beginning, an orientation toward
finding and mobilizing local capacities should form the core of the
process. In fact, three simple commitments, agreed to at the inception
of the planning process, will help to ensure that the community
planning effort becomes a magnet which attracts and coordinates the
full array of local capacities.

Commitment 1-Begin with assets. Start the process with a thorough inventory of the individual, associational and institutional capacities of the community. From the beginning, attempt to set a tone
which is filled with promise and potential. "We really do have a surprising array of assets here in this community. This place is well worth
preserving and improving." Avoid the temptation to begin with a
traditional"needs survey," since this will lead inevitably to a strategy
largely dependent upon outside help. (Even the more neutral sounding "barriers and opportunities" exercises can result in an unproductive emphasis on roadblocks, especially when introduced before a full
sense of local capacity has taken root.)
Commitment 2-Expand the table. Many community planning
efforts achieve limited results because only the recognized, visible
leaders of the community are invited to participate. One result is that
since the full range of local problem-solving potential is not at the
table, the planning leaders are constantly pulled toward a dependence
upon only external resources.
An alternative approach attempts not only to make the planning
process as open and participatory as possible, but also to pay particular attention to including people as representatives of community
assets. Thus an expanded community planning table would include
many participants not normally thought of as community leaders.
These participants would each, in a sense, be bringing the assets of his/
her own group to the table as part of the larger community problemsolving capacity. A table which included business owners and local
association representatives, along with people representing the school,
library, police, community college, park and church-such a table
would represent a great wealth of local resources which could be used
to move agendas and solve problems without first turning to the
outside for help. And dearly, if a broadly representative table such as
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this can reach consensus around a vision for the community's future,
that vision will assume a powerful role in the life of the community.

Commitment 3-Combine planning with problem-solving. Sometimes a planning process can float away from the reality of everyday
life, becoming a totally future-oriented, abstract exercise. But if community planning contains at its core a commitment to finding and
mobilizing local capacities for problem-solving purposes in the here
and now, the longer range strategizing will remain connected to the
present, and citizens will experience concrete results from their participation.
In one of the most powerful and creative community planning efforts,
the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initiative in Boston, the leaders
recognized from the beginning the necessity to combine planning with
what they referred to as "organizing." As a result, neighborhood residents experienced small but significant concrete victories based on
their ever increasing confidence and capacity-illegal trash dumping
halted, streets and lots cleaned up, new efforts to involve young
people in community building. These smaller but very tangible products lent a sense of concrete reality to the larger community planning
process, and gave DSNI the credibility to win from the City of Boston
the power of eminent domain. This story is reported in Streets of
Hope: The Fall & Rise of an Urban Neighborhood, Peter Medoff &
Holly Sklar, South End Press, Boston, MA (1994).
A planning process which solves problems as it evolves can mobilize
an entire community around its own capacity and vision. Such a
process, built solidly on a community's strengths and involving the
broadest possible array of participants, can successfully propel a
community down the path of regeneration.

Step 5-Leveraging Outside Resources to Support
Locally Driven Development.
What is most important about this step is that it comes last in the
asset-based community development process. Only when all of the
capacities of local individuals, associations and institutions have been
inventoried thoroughly; only when these local assets have begun to
look first to their relationships with each other for solving problems;
only when the local economic development potentials have been
released and information is flowing freely; only when a broadly representative group of citizens have begun to solve problems together, and
to hammer out a shared vision and set of strategies-only then should
the community begin to consider leveraging resources from the outside.
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Clearly a community which has mobilized its internal assets is no
longer content to be a recipient of charity. Rather, this mobilized
community offers opportunities for real partnerships, for investors
who are interested in effective action and in a return on their investment. Let it be said once again that the task of attracting outside
resources continues to be very important, particularly for lower income communities. Relegating this task to the last of our five steps is
not, therefore, a judgment about its relative importance, but a statement about the necessary relationships between outside help and
inside capacity.
Traditionally, any number of neighborhood-based groups and institutions have been focussed on the challenge of attracting outside resources. Both multi-issue community organizations and local community economic development groups in particular have scored valuable
successes. If these groups can add to their own well developed perspectives and strategies a renewed commitment to finding and mobilizing the full range of local community capacities, their continuing
leadership in community building can only be strengthened. The
bridges and relationships which they have already built with outside
public, private and non-profit resource providers, when combined
with the relationship to the outside which local institutions such as
churches, schools, parks and libraries have as part of their larger
identity-these bridges can contribute invaluable support to the
community building process.
The next section explores further some of the ways in which "outsiders," particularly in philanthropy and government, can provide assistance to the asset-based community development process.
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