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It’s a way of seeing the world  

 “We can’t do well serving communities… if 
we believe that we the givers, are the 
only ones that are half-full, and that 
everybody we’re serving is half-empty… 
there are assets and gifts out there in 
communities, and our job as good 
servants and as good leaders… [is] having 
the ability to recognise those gifts in 
others, and help them put those gifts into 
action.” 

 
First Lady Michelle Obama  

www.abcdinstitute.org/faculty/obama 



The glass is half full  

… rather than half empty  

 Asset models emphasise the positive abilities, 
skills, knowledge and capacities of individuals and 
communities to activate solutions. The aim is to 
promote the self esteem and efficacy of 
individuals and communities as active agents in 
their own lives 

 Deficit models focus on identifying problems and 
needs that need professional resources to fill the 
gaps and fix the problems. People can come to 
feel disempowered and over-dependent   

 In reality, both assets and needs are important -  
need to redress the balance between the more 
dominant ‘deficit model’ and the less well known 
(and understood) ‘assets model’ 
 



What is an asset?  

 A factor (or resource), which enhances the ability of 
individuals, communities and populations to 
maintain and sustain well-being and health 
 Skills, capacity, knowledge, passions,  
 Networks and connections –social capital – in a 

community  
 Effectiveness of local associations – formal and 

informal 
 External resources that are accessible and 

available to support a community 
 Physical, economic and environmental resources 

that enhance wellbeing 
 Operate at the level of the individual, family and 

community 
 Any kind of community: geography, identity, interest  

 
 



An asset approach…. 

 

 People are a resource – rather than a problem 

 Identifies and connects the assets in a community that can 

enhance wellbeing  

 values what works well in an area and identifies what has the 

potential to improve health and well-being 

 sees citizens and communities as co-producers of their health and 

well-being, rather than the recipients of services 

 promotes community networks, relationships and friendships that 

can provide caring, mutual help and empowerment 

 supports individuals’ health and well-being through self esteem, 

coping strategies, resilience skills, relationships, friendships, 

knowledge and personal resources 

 empowers communities to control their futures – capacity 

releasing 

 creates tangible resources such as services, funds and buildings. 



So what does this mean for our policies 

and practice? 

 Asset mapping and connecting  

 Appreciative tools: listening, inquiry 

 Asset based community building –bottom 
up  

 Neighbourhood based working – 

   care by and in the neighbourhood  

 Facilitating problem solving and 
leadership  

 Improving resilience and wellbeing  

 Data & analysis ….. 

 

 

 



Intentional strategies to enhance 
resilience, strength, connections, 
capability   

 Resilience : “the ability to react and adapt positively 
when things go wrong”  

 Capability: the “ability to achieve certain lifestyles” 
(Sen)   

 Sustain networks – for individuals who are alone, 
isolated and living with limited capacity.  

 Connection with friends and family provides 
meaning, purpose – translates into taking better 
care and fewer risks 

 

     Being lonely is as bad for health as 15 cigarettes or being 
an alcoholic. Researchers found a 50% better survival rate 
if people belonged to a wider social group 

(Holt Lunstad / Plos Medicine quoted Guardian 28/7/2010) 

 



Community “releasing” 

   “communities have never been built on 
their deficiencies. Building communities has 
always depended on mobilising the capacity 
and assets of people and place”  

Kretzman & McKnight (1993)  
Building Communities from the Inside Out 

 

 Mapping and connecting assets  

 Appreciative techniques of involving residents and 
communities – what is working well? What have 
they achieved that can be built on?  

 Capacity releasing - communities take the lead as 
agents of change 

 Actively promote networks that can generate action 
and resources  e.g. timebanks, mutual help, micro-
providers 

 



Co production : “Services do not 

produce outcomes – people do” 

 “Equal and reciprocal 
relationship between  
professionals, people 
using the services, their 
families and 
neighbourhoods”  

 Explicit recognition of the 
role of individuals, 
families and 
neighbourhoods in 
producing  outcomes  
 Map the ‘assets’  

 Support and sustain 
those assets?  

 

 

 



Transforming what we do: 

 “Good public services enable and encourage people 
to maintain social relationships but badly provided 
ones can create isolation” (Bartley (2006) 

 
 Public services that build and sustain caring 

neighbourhoods and networks  - social capital, 
reciprocity, empowerment, resilience.  
 

 Replace top down initiatives with locally generated 
initiatives 
 

 Rethink and reshape the relationship between 
citizens and professionals  services  
 

 Implications for skills and organisations 
 

 
 
 
 



Recognising and releasing capabilities: 

   Services must rid themselves of the 
legacy which sees those in hardship and 
poverty as being in deficit, and of less 
moral and social worth. Services that 
provide opportunities for clients to build 
self-esteem and confidence, and identify 
skills and aptitudes that would otherwise 
have gone unrecognised, are essential 
for improving life chances and individual 
well-being. 

 

Bartley 2006 

 



A glass half full: how an asset approach can improve community 
health and wellbeing (IDeA 2010)   
http://www.idea.gov.uk/idk/aio/18410498 
  

http://www.idea.gov.uk/idk/aio/18410498


References  

 Capability and Resilience: Beating the 
Odds. Ed Mel Bartley (2006) How do we 
support resilience?  

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/capabilityandresilience/beatingtheoddsbook.pdf 

 Only a footstep away – Hudson & Henwood. 
Skills for Care June 2010.  

 Skills for neighbourhoodism and community 
development. 

 

 NEF & Nesta “Right Here, Right Now” 2010 
How organisations will have to change. One of three 

publications on CoProduction  

http://www.ucl.ac.uk/capabilityandresilience/beatingtheoddsbook.pdf

