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What Community

Asset Mapping Can
Teach Us About
Power and Design
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As designers and researchers in HCI, it’s our nature

to solve problems. We work hard to spot pain points
and user frustrations, and we develop the skills to fix
deficiencies within our software, our devices, and even
within the smallest interactions of our everyday lives.
When we broaden our design scope from individuals
interacting with technologies to communities
interacting with sociotechnical systems and apply the
same approach of “uncovering” problems, we tend to
take a deficit approach. Using this approach, we seek

to uncover “needs,” thereby positioning designers

as “fixers” rather than facilitators of a collaborative
process that centers the communities’ expertise, lived
experiences, strengths, capacities, and assets [1]. Given
that a deficit approach is embedded in research and
design methodologies and mentalities, we ask: How can
we support designers in shifting from a deficit approach

to one that collaboratively and intentionally leverages a
community’s assets to further their self-defined goals?
Furthermore, what should the role of the designer be
in an assets-based community development [2] process
and how can we shift the power and process to allow
those who are not formally trained as designers to
reimagine what it means to lead the design of systems
and practices in their communities?

This question emerged throughout our work with a
team of assets-based community development (ABCD)
[3] experts and community leaders in Chicago. Working
as a collaborative group of academic researchers and
community organizers, our academic team partnered
with the Goldin Institute, a Chicago-based nonprofit
organization that supports community grassroots
leaders from across the globe to organize community
action using an assets-based approach. These leaders

Insights

Designers that support community-led approaches to asset mapping should focus on the process [e.g., building trust and

community relationships).

As designers, it's our responsibility to consider the role of power in our work and decenter ourselves in the process by

designing ourselves out of new tools and methods.
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Figure 1. Onboarding Booklet.

are part of the Goldin Institute’s Peace Fellows
program, which provides educational resources and
support through an established community of assets-
based practices to further their existing community
work. Taking an assets-based approach is central to
the Peace Fellows program; however, few digital tools
exist to scaffold the process. For this reason, the Goldin
Institute leaders approached our team to collaboratively
design and build an interactive, digital tool that the
fellows could use during their process of building an
asset map (i.e., a shared document of community-
defined and -identified resources, strengths, and
capacities that can vary in form) of their neighborhood.
Our partnership began during the inaugural cohort of
Chicago Peace Fellows, which gave us the opportunity
to interview and learn from the Peace Fellows about the
ways in which some of them were already developing
asset maps. We interviewed over 25 professionals who
are experts in assets-based community development,
many of whom are a part of and lead community-based
organizations. Each person we spoke with had previous
experience with creating an asset map—some took
a digital-mapping approach, while others preferred
to hand-draw their neighborhoods. The fellows made
it clear that identifying assets on a map wasn’t the

challenge we

thought it was.
Ronny Andrade
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looking for ways to
communicate with
their organizations
and members of
their communities
about why they
should develop
amap in the

first place. They
wanted tools that
could support
community
conversations and
get input from
other voices, not
simply a new
digital tool to
collect data and/

[The main challenges include:]
lack of familiarity outside the US.
In Australia, where | am based,

no one knows about it. The more
people become familiar, the more
theory/practice can be refined and
extended. Australia is on a road to
reconciliation with its Aboriginal
people. This would be such a great
space to implement assets-based
methodologies.
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or develop a map. We used this finding as the bedrock
for our design, reconsidering what an asset-mapping
tool could look like. Additionally, after hearing about
constraints on access to technology faced by Peace
Fellows and Chicago grassroots leaders and their
communities, we pivoted from our original goal of
designing a digital tool to instead designing an analog
toolkit to scaffold conversations for uncovering assets
and understanding the asset-mapping process. What
we took away from our initial interviews, literature
reviews, and early analysis is that asset mapping is

an ongoing, collaborative process that relies on trust
to support relationship-building and is driven by
conversation. We also learned that organizations
engaging with asset mapping don’t always rely on a

map or technology

to begin their
Maya Hernandez
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helped us forge an
alternative path from
creating a digital
tool. Throughout
our process, we met
with Peace Fellows
multiple times to
gather input on our
prototypes, working
the feedback we
received into new
iterations. From this
work, we codesigned
an assets-mapping
toolkit consisting

of five tools. The purpose of each tool is to help
community leaders facilitate conversations around
identifying assets, inviting insights from neighbors,
setting goals and intentions for creating an asset map,
as well as developing a shared and common language
among organizations and their communities.

[Key questions include:] What
strengths of a population (in my
case, ethnically diverse groups of
adolescents) would enable design
to be accessible and meaningful?
Who are the stakeholders actively
involved in the process of assets-
based design?

DESIGNING OURSELVES OUT

We struggled through our process of designing the
asset-mapping toolkit. Not only did we wrestle with
the decision to move away from our original goal

of creating a digital product, but we also reflected
critically on the power we held as designers and
academic researchers in this process. During our
conversations with the Peace Fellows, we learned that
many of our participants had prior experience engaging
in academic research, though their experiences

were not always positive. As a team of academics

and community partners, we understood that our
experiences examining the role of power in HCI [4]
requires that we address power in our design outcomes.
In order for us to hold ourselves accountable, we
considered what our roles in the toolkit would look
like long-term and questioned how we could design

a tool that challenged power dynamics where there

is a formally trained designer facilitating the design
process. The community leaders who brought the
issues of institutional power to the forefront of our
conversations helped us realize that we would need
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HOW TO
OBTAIN
AN ASSET
MAP

+
WHAT TO PUT ON
YOUR MAP
IT ONCE YOU
HAVE ONE!

Technology for Social Good Lab

MAP INSTRUCTIONS

Google Maps

Capturing
Assets
Capturing information about

the assets on your map will
help drive conversions about
the ways your community
organization can leverage
existing resources. When
identifying an asset on your
map, consider the following
questions.

| (K

MAPSCorps

Public Institutions
& Spaces

* Who uses this institution?

What are their hours?
Where is it located?

* How accessible is it to people in

the community?

* Who manages this institution?

Do they have community
programming?

* What type of organizations or

associations gather here?
How long has it existed?

City of Chicago

People
& Relationships

What role does this person
play in the community?

Who is this person connected
to?

How does this person support
the community?

How long has this person
been a member of the
‘community?

Is this person connected to
other communities and
organizations?

Health & Wellness

Services

What type of services are
offered here?

Where is it located?

What are their hours?
‘Who uses this service(s)?
What age groups are these
services for?

Do they offer free services?
How accessible are these
services to the people in the
community?

Do they have outreach
programs?

Private
Institutions
& Spaces

Who uses this space?

* Who owns and manages this

space?

* Whereis it located?

What are their hours?
Is it welcoming to all people?

* Who do we know that is

connected to this space?
How long has it existed?

Figure 2. The Road Map.

to better understand our own capabilities as a team
of designers with limited time and resources, and
find a way to decenter ourselves from the process. i
In other words, in order for our design engagement BREAKERS
to be successful, the toolkit should not require
a formally trained designer to facilitate its use.
Instead, we designed the toolkit such that it is owned
by the communities who use it, where community
members could confidently lead effective community
conversations about local assets without assistance.

Another finding that was critical to our work was
that in Chicago (where this work took place), as well
as the rest of the U.S. and across the world, inequities
in access to the Internet and technology remain high.
Our community partners reminded us that just a few reseinsen
miles from where our institution sits—where our
school is filled with access to computers, technology,
the Internet, and classes—Chicago residents navigate
their daily lives with limited access to the Web and
technological devices; therefore, our design should not
be exclusively based on technology access.

These two findings informed our decision to “design
ourselves out,” meaning that the toolkit was designed

to be used without

KNOW YOUR
COMMUNITY

Gonversation cards

T How can we
What use existing
community resources
resources get to reach our
used the most? goals?

What type of
organizations and
associations

are active in the
community?

Where's the
best place to
get breakfast
in this
neighborhood?

Knowyour community

o breakers

Figure 3. Community Conversation Cards.

(e.g., after our eventual exit, whether in three years or
20 years).

WHAT’S INSIDE THE TOOLKIT

e )

D! Follow

The kit includes:

* An onboarding booklet that explains the tools and
asset-mapping process as well as provides support on
working with community data, such as prompts to think
through who owns the data and how it will be shared,
distributed, and stored
harm and negative * A road map of instructions to print and create a
impacts we could map, along with questions to consider when identifying
potentially cause assets
if we were the + A deck of conversation cards that steer community
ones to facilitate conversions through the process of both identifying and
the toolkit’s use activating assets

our facilitation
or guidance. This
was an important
step in our design
process, as we
considered the

Wendy Roldan
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[When | think of assets-based
design] | think about methods
and theoretical perspectives
that center the assets of people,
organizations, and community.
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Figure 4. Key Terms exercise.

OF RESOURCES

mmmmm

WHAT IS A RESOURCE

Whatis a resource?

Aresource is Used to provide
communities with information that can

assist
community knowledge and help to

facilitate
arganizations.

Resources are Used for the purpose of
finding helpful information for your
community. Within this resource list you
will find information thot relotes to

o
" community data and community

These weroi to not only provide

d your
asset mapping process.

Figure 5. Resource List.

» A language exercise that lets groups of people come
together over defining a key term (e.g., the word asset)

« A list of data resources available to communities in
Chicago (where this research was based).

Onboarding Booklet. To use the toolkit, a
community organization or group begins with the
Onboarding Booklet (Figure 1). In speaking with
the Peace Fellows, we learned that a challenge with

community asset mapping is having enough information
to get started. We tried to address this by providing this

booklet as a guide that orients the toolkit’s users and
provide support along the way. The booklet includes
steps for getting started, background information on

1) Follow

Krithika Jagannath
kjaganna(@uci.edu

Contexts involving young
adolescents [could benefit more
from an assets-based design
approach]

Sept 2022 Reply % Favorite

ABCD, a group of
writing prompts
to define goals,
definitions to help
people understand
common terms,
and tips for
collaborative
work. The booklet
is designed not
only to help folks
integrate with the
toolkit, but to also
be a resource for
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whenever further
help is needed.

Road Map. In
the early stages of
our work, we quickly
learned that not all
organizations will
create their map in
the same way and no
single process could
address the needs of
organizations with
different sizes, goals,
and communities.
Rather than develop
a one-size-fits-all
approach to using
the toolkit, the Road Map (Figure 2) offers a suggested
path for working through the tools while providing
additional considerations for an organization to think
about. Here, one can also find ideas for obtaining a large
map of the community’s area (e.g., hand-drawn, printed,
online maps). We note that while a map is not necessary
or required to move through each of the tools, it can
be helpful to visualize the space in which assets will be
mapped in the future. The Road Map asks participants
to consider details when identifying assets, such as:
Who owns this asset? How is it used by the community?
Who has access to this asset?

Community Conversation Cards. If a community
group only uses one tool in the whole kit, we’d
recommend the Conversation Cards (Figure 3).
Throughout our research, we heard from different
organizational leaders that there was a need for a
tool to help communicate the goals and process of
asset mapping with their communities, which we
tried to address through this deck of cards. Designed
to help shape meaningful conversations that build
over time, the Conversation Cards lead communities
and organizations through a range of topics, from
ice breakers, to identifying community resources, to
developing strategies for activating assets.

We developed this idea after hearing from one
community leader who used a candy jar and hand-
written questions to help lead discussions. The candy
jar held small pieces of paper with a question written
down on each one and was used to kick off each meeting
in small group settings. The questions asked things like
“Do you use social media?” and were created to get to
know everyone before diving into the meeting’s agenda.
Our team was inspired by this idea and focused on
putting community-defined assets at the center of the
conversation.

Kep Terms. The Key Terms exercise (Figure 4) is
designed to help members of an organization develop
a shared understanding of words and concepts that
may be important to the asset-mapping process. In
this activity, we’ve offered a term (e.g., community
wealth) and a definition, with space and instructions
for participants to rewrite the definition in their
own words. Once different members of the same
organization work through the exercise, they can share

Robin Breewer

rnbrew(@umich.edu

[Key questions include:] How to
implement assets-based framing

methodologies and approaches?
For example, is there space for
an assets-based approach in

build on assets while recognizing
weaknesses or aspirations?

Sept 2022 Reply

across different types of research

quantitative research? Also, how to

% Favorite



their definitions and understandings. It’s our hope that
this tool supports collaboration among community
members by helping them overcome barriers related

to varying language that may be used in community-
building conversations, including conversations
around community-owned data practices. During our
interviews, Peace Fellows suggested terms such as
community resources, assets, and community leader to
explore through this exercise.

Resource List. Finally, the last tool in the kit
(Figure 5) is designed to better support communities
based in Chicago (the city in which our research took
place); however, we hope it will inspire community
organizations in other locations to think about ways in
which they can use publicly available data to support
their goals. As an academic research team, we were
made aware of the importance of public data early in
our academic careers, and as designers who focus on
equity, we wanted to share this knowledge and explain
how it could be used by communities whose residents
share common goals.

CONCLUSION
Around the time we developed a working prototype
to test with the Peace Fellows, we received news that
Chicago would be going into lockdown as a safety
measure against the Covid-19 pandemic. As a result,
we were unable to test the toolkit in-person, as we
originally planned; however, we evaluated its use with
community leaders over several virtual sessions and
learned that providing language and tools around the
process of asset mapping was helpful for community
organizations in the early stages of their work. We also
received feedback that in order for the toolkit to be
successful, we’d
need to develop

A IX{ Follow a way to support
""A} organizations who
. engage with the

toolkit over an
extended period
of time. Based

on this feedback,
we’ve created a
website where we
can share these
tools more broadly
with the public
(https://tsg.
cdm.depaul.edu/
asset-mapping-
project/). We
hope to create
arepository in the future, where teams of academic
researchers and community-based organizations can
design and share their asset-mapping tools, processes,
and takeaways with others. We learned that the process
of engaging in asset-mapping is as critical as the data
collected. There are several ways of creating an asset
map that are just as valuable as the map itself, and

Carla Griggio

carlaldcs.au.dk

The first time | heard about it, |
thought it was something more
technical, as in the images/
backgrounds/media in the design
of software. But now | think of

it as "designing to support the
strengths of a community instead
of trying to solve their problems.”

we hope to someday uncover new ways to share this
experiential knowledge.
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