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What is the Asset Based Community Development 
Model ?

Development and community growth are often approached 
from a needs-based perspective. An assessment is often 
conducted looking at the problems, challenges and shortfalls 
of a particular system or community.In 1993 an alternative 
model called the Asset Based Community Development 
(ABCD) Model was devised by Jody Kretzmann and John 
McKnight of the ABCD Institute at Northwestern University 
in Chicago. The Model is a grassroots driven method of 
development which relies on, as its key drivers, the strengths, 
assets and resources available to the community. It focuses 
on maximising  what is readily available in the community. 
The model is peculiar in that it does not dismiss the fact that 
every community is likely to have problems and challenges 
which may affect the manner in which services are delivered 
or the relationships between members. It however, places 
emphasis on the fact that juxtaposed to this ‘community 
in crisis’ phenomenon, communities are also equipped with 
resources and assets that can be harnessed for their own 
growth and development. There is therefore the inclination 
to choose to focus on and give more attention to that which 
contributes to the positive growth of the community. The 
model illustrates that, ‘if we ask people to look for deficits, 
they will usually find them, and their view of situations will 
be colored by this. If we ask people to look for successes, 
they will usually find them, and their view of situations will 
be coloured by this

Some scholars have also proposed that the model be called 
asset-based community-driven development or asset-
based citizen-led development, given its grounding in the 
active role of community members. This is also based on its 
emphasis on the importance of championing local resources, 
local knowledge, local culture, skills and processes.The basic 
principle of the model is to highlight the benefits of a broad 
view when considering the various assets (human, social, 
financial, natural, and physical) that are available. It is driven 
by the understanding that external interventions are often 
designed without understanding the lived realities of those it 
seeks to help. As a result, ‘projects and programmes, therefore, 
often are unsustainable, inappropriate, and unresponsive to 
local realities and priorities. Kretzmann and McKnight have 
argued that the ABCD model is built on four foundations as 
follows:

1.It focuses on community assets and strengths rather than 
problems and needs.

2.It identifies and mobilises individual and community assets, 
skills and passions.

3.It is community driven – building communities from the 
inside out. 

4.It is relationship driven.
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ABCD Model in Action

The principles and practices set by the model have been 
adopted by local and international organisations and asso-
ciations to strengthen their work and achieve impact. On 
a project implemented in Ethiopia, community driven de-
velopment was defined as ‘a process whereby a group of 
people in a community, motivated by an issue or opportuni-
ty, self mobilises to undertake an activity without any direc-
tion from an external organisation. The group uses only its 
own resources (at least initially) and maintains control even 
when external organisations do get involved.8 For instance 
in Ethiopia, community members mobilised themselves into 
groups and worked together to create maps of physical as-
sets identifying new or improved infrastructure and chang-
es in the use of natural resources within their communities. 
These maps were then used to stimulate conversations 
about how these developments had occurred

Another example is how the ABCD model was successfully 
implemented in the Lake Victoria Basin of Western Kenya. 
Community members in Tebbo developed systematic 
mapping of not only the assets within the community 
but also the relationships citizens have to their assets. 
Community members also collaborated with local 
development institutions to ensure the sustainability of 
the program through capacity training on geographic 
information technologies.10 This was done by bringing 
farmers from the three catchments together to identify and 
share mutually beneficial strengths and activities to improve 
relationships between the catchments, thus leading to more 
collaborative and fair stewardship. In these two instances, the 
model provided opportunities for collaborations amongst 
community members andcreated viable opportunities for 
growth.

How can Civil Society Organisations (CSOs) 
Adopt the ABCD Model?

The ABCD model is flexible and can thus be adapted to 
suit the needs of its users. Civil society organisations can 
benefit from the model by recognising that different 
organisations and entities are made up of individuals that 
possess different expertise and skills. Recognising these 
capacities provides human resources that can be leveraged 
to design programming strategies that address the needs 
of the communities they serve. For instance, individuals who 
have expertise in strategy development will understand the 
resource gap that may come as a result of lack of financial 
support from external sources. They will conduct an analysis 
of how projects can be focused on behavioral and mindset 
shift to assist young people who would have run away 
from home to live in the streets. This may produce more 
sustainable results compared to designing responses that 
may for example require more financial resources such as 
starting a detergent- making business for them. The model 
therefore allows for sustainability and positive shifts to be 
a marker of success.
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Further, CSOs can leverage the wealth of knowledge 
and understanding that communities possess, including 
indigenous knowledge and other cultural practices 
and cultivate synergy and co-creation. This means that 
the model gives importance to the resources that can 
be gathered from the communities rather than them 
implanting new resources including knowledge in 
communities. The argument put forward is that, external 
people cannot know these local assets as well as people 
from the community and thus ABCD relies on the 
community to “lead from the inside-out.”11 The ABCD 
model ‘purposely uses simple popular education tools 
that can be replicated and translated easily at all levels as 
opposed to those that rely heavily on outside technical 
expertise. 

It also entails identifying voluntary community 
organisations and networks and the contributions that 
they have made in particular areas and finding avenues 
to collaborate. This takes away the risks of duplication of 
projects and disrupting ongoing projects and activities. 
Collaboration is also vital between CSOs and government 
departments and institutions. This is part of formal asset 
mapping (e.g. capacity inventories) as a process to fully 
utilise the resources, assets, capacities and relationships 
already established. 

This creates room for further utilisation of the little 
resources available where they are most needed. ABCD 
is therefore a tool to strengthen civil society especially 
where organisations are constantly being threatened 
and harassed, limiting the contributions that they can 
make to development. It recognises the importance 
of harnessing the support and active participation of 
community members both as individuals and as groups 
and the efforts they make to safeguard freedoms. Mathie 
and Cunningham note that ‘these efforts have focused on 
how to engage people as citizens (rather than clients) in 
development, and how to make local governance more 
effective and responsive. 

For programs to be successful and sustainable it is 
important that communities and beneficiaries are engaged 
as key actors. This means that they are also engaged and 
consulted in the design of programmes. fFor instance, 
having discussions on the challenges they face and how 
they believe interventions can be effectively implemented 
such that the most vulnerable benefit. Not only is this 
ethical as it does not sideline communities as subjects 
but also ensures that there is increased community 
ownership. Increased ownership provides higher chances 
of the implementation of a programme being impactful, 
as individuals will see to it that they encourage those 
they believe will benefit from the programme to also 
participate. 

Image by pexels.com
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Challenges that may arise when implementing 
the ABCD Model 

It is equally important to be aware of the risks or challenges 
that CSOs may face when using the ABCD model. As the civil 
society space in many African countries relies on international 
donor funds, it is highly likely that the agendas of civil society 
organisations are predominantly external- driven and often 
designed by external institutions. As organisations start using 
the ABCD model, it will become apparent what aspects of 
their operations are externally designed as the gaps that will 
emerge will often be those that can only be filled by these 
external organisations. This challenge can be addressed by 
carrying out an overhaul of the organisation’s operations, 
particularly how it utilises the resources, assets and strengths 
of the communities they serve. This will also emerge when 
organisations shift their perspectives from only trying to 
understand the needs of communities but also engaging to 
find out what the successes and milestones of communities 
are and how those can be further amplified to address the 
challenges that these communities may be experiencing. At 
the beginning, this approach may be viewed as problematic 
as it risks programming overlooking needs and problems 
of communities. However, the opportunities that the ABCD 
model presents particularly co-creation and co- production 
with communities will help clarify where resources are most 
needed.

Photo by Upstream 

Recommendations for CSOs

1.Adopt bottom-up development approaches at the 
early stages of designing programmes.

2. Adopt participatory and inclusive methodologies.

3. Plan for ways to ensure that programmes are 
sustainable in communities beyond the organisation’s 
presence in that community.

4.Provide training to communities and beneficiaries 
so that they become equipped to implement projects 
instead of relying on experts and professionals.

5.By emphasising on the strengths, capacities and 
resources that communities may leverage for positive 
growth, problems and challenges should not be 
overlooked but framed through a solution-oriented 
lens.
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