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Case Study Purpose 
Statement

The ECEE case studies are an opportunity 
for members and the public to learn from 
ideas being practiced by organizations 
and people at the local, regional, and 
national level. 

These ideas and best practices can be 
taken and applied to better strengthen 
communities and make a more equitable 
society.
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ECEE Mission 
Statement

Identify new approaches and 

tools to address equity issues 

for at-risk communities during 

the transition to a clean 

economy.

For more resources like this, please visit: 
www.eceecollaborative.com
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http://www.eceecollaborative.com/


Why Asset Language

Historically, organizations and the people within those organizations often engage with 
communities and certain population groups using a deficit-based approach. The approach of 
what they don’t have. That approach can cause issues with both how a challenge is solved 
and how that community and its people are perceived. 

An asset-based approach examines communities by what strengths and resources they 
have, both tangible and intangible. Working from what, rather than the opposite, can allow 
for greater self-determination and longer-lasting, positive effects of programs and projects 
implemented.

This greater role of self-determination is an important point in equity, as the people in those 
communities are facing their challenges everyday and have a far more thorough 
understanding than any outside group does. 
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Background
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Historically, teachers would identify deficits in 
underperforming students and identify them as 
‘problems’

For the students, this could create an internal narrative 
that eroded confidence and stymied growth

An asset-based focus originated in the 1990s and built-
up confidence and existing skills, talents, and 
competencies of underperforming students

This approach has expanded into the nonprofit realm in 
the past ten years as a new way of framing and engaging 
with communities

Source: https://www.suwn.org/storage/documents/2016_wordsmatter_101917.pdf
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The Search Institute –
Developmental Assets 
Framework

The Search Institute is an international, youth development 
organization and an early proponent of an asset-based 
approach in education. 

In 1998 they designed their Developmental Assets 
framework Support featuring eight categories and 40 
characteristics:  

❖ Empowerment 

❖ Boundaries & Expectations 

❖ Constructive Use of Time 

❖ Commitment to Learning 

❖ Positive Values 

❖ Social Competencies 

❖ Positive Identity
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Source: https://www.search-institute.org/

https://www.search-institute.org/


Theory
Elements of Each Language

Mission Statements

Real Life Examples of Mission Statements
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Elements of Each Language

Asset

Strengths 

Opportunities

Internally Focused

What is present that we 
can build upon?

May lead to new, 
unexpected responses 
to community wishes

Deficit

Needs Driven

Problems focused

What is missing that we must go 
find?

May lead to downward spiral of 
burnout, depression, or 

dysfunction
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Mission Statements

Asset Deficit
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Our mission is to amplify the voices 
in our community

The communities we partner with 
are strong and powerful!

Youth in our community are our 
future. We must invest in them as 
leaders.

Our mission is to give voice to the 
voiceless

The communities we serve are 
strong and powerful

We provide youth with jobs in order 
to prevent them from committing 
crimes.



NAACP
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United Way
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Frameworks for Asset Mapping
Equity and Engaging Assets

Asset Mapping

Asset Mapping Frameworks
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Equity and Engaging Assets

Shifting to an asset-based approach doesn’t mean never talking about 
problems, instead it’s about addressing those same problems in a new way

Historically, organizations have looked to solve problems would usually go in 
and try and invest or build new things that wasn’t decided by the community

Leveraging existing assets for these same problems can create a more 
meaningful impact for the community and its members

Equity is derived from the involvement of the people, institutions, and 
culture of the communities in decisions that impact them
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Asset Mapping
Asset mapping is a practice that’s rooted in a 
similar strengths-based approach as the 
language approach

Mapping can come in a few different forms, 
some as simple as a list and others in the 
form of a literal map of the community

Creating a map can aid in identifying the 
strengths and resources available and 
reframe communities is a way that’s no 
longer focused on their problems or 
challenges 

This tool can also help in the overall 
communication used by organizations both 
internally and externally
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Asset Mapping 
Framework #1

14Source: https://connectedlib.github.io/modules/communitymapping/section-1-1.html
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This asset map from Brighter 
Futures Together organizes 
assets from the individual 
level to the organizational 
level.

Assets similarly range from 
talents to money to physical 
spaces like parks

https://connectedlib.github.io/modules/communitymapping/section-1-1.html


Asset Mapping Framework #2

People

Human: Skill and abilities of each individual 
within a community

Social: Networks, organizations, and 
institutions, including norms of reciprocity 
and the mutual trust that exist among and 
within groups and communities

Political: Refer to the ability of a group to 
influence the distribution of resources, 
financial or otherwise

Financial: Money or other investments that 
be used for wealth accumulation rather 
than consumption

Place

Cultural: Values and approaches to life that 
have both economic and non-economic 
benefits

Built: Anything physically made by humans 
such as housing, factories, schools, roads, 
etc.

Natural: Landscape, air, water, wind, soil, 
and biodiversity of plants and animals

15Source: https://www.memphis.edu/ess/module4/
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Findings

• Deficit language can come in different ways and can have an undue influence on how an 
organization perceives different segments and can inform their subsequent actions

• Reframing language in an asset-oriented way can open new opportunities for how to build 
up communities and persons

• This reframing would need to be a conscious effort that’s not only baked into an 
organization’s mission and vision, but also in how that organization communicates both 
internally and externally.

• Shifting to an assets-based approach doesn’t mean that it’s never appropriate to 
approach a challenge in a deficit way, only that the first approach should be with assets

• Partnering with local agencies can be a tremendous way to learn and leverage assets in a 
mission
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Additional Resources

How to (and why we should) Adopt an Asset-based Framework in Grantmaking and Grantwriting
(Grant Advisor, 2019)

The Opposite of Deficit-Based Language Isn’t Asset-Based Language. It’s Truth-Telling. 
(Shelterforce, 2019).

The Power of Asset-based Language (Silicon Valley Social Venture Fund, 2020)

From Deficit-Based to Assets-Based: Breaking Down the Wall One Essential Shift at a Time 
(Language Magazine, 2020) 

Identifying and Disrupting Deficit Thinking (National Center for Institutional Diversity, 2019)

Words Matter: Amplifying the Message Through an Asset-Based Approach (Step Up, 2016)
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http://blog.grantadvisor.org/adopt-an-asset-based-framework-in-grantmaking-and-grantwriting/
https://shelterforce.org/2019/11/12/the-opposite-of-deficit-based-language-isnt-asset-based-language-its-truth-telling/
https://www.sv2.org/the-power-of-asset-based-language/#:~:text=The%20asset%2Dbased%20framework%20shifted,a%20key%20foundation%20for%20growth.&text=Asset%2Dbased%20language%20leads%20with,responsibility%20for%20solving%20collective%20problems
https://www.languagemagazine.com/2020/01/22/from-deficit-based-to-assets-based-breaking-down-the-wall-one-essential-shift-at-a-time/
https://medium.com/national-center-for-institutional-diversity/identifying-and-disrupting-deficit-thinking-cbc6da326995
https://www.suwn.org/storage/documents/2016_wordsmatter_101917.pdf


Contact

Patrick Woodworth, Research Associate
pwoodworth@defgllc.com

DEFG is a customer insights and advisory firm 
in the utility space. Through collaborative 
research, data analysis and peer-to-peer 

networking, we help our clients achieve ways 
to better serve their customers.

18
© 2021 DEFG LLC


