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Foreword

The Scottish Government wants to improve the lives of people with learning
disabilities. This report is one of a series commissioned by the Scottish

Commission for Learning Disability on behalf of the Scottish Government to understand
how we can achieve that ambition.

Scotland’s learning disability strategy, The keys to life, seeks to improve the quality
of life for people with learning disabilities so that they live longer healthier lives,
participate fully in all aspects of society and prosper as individuals.

People with learning disabilities need greater choice and control and the opportunity to
lead independent lives and be active citizens.

This vision echoes one of the key priorities in the Christie Commission’s report on the
future delivery of public services.

Working closely with individuals and communities to understand their needs, maximise
talents and resources, support self-reliance, and build resilience

This is what taking an asset based approach means. Too often in the past an emphasis
on the inequalities experienced by people with learning disabilities has had the
unintended consequence of focusing on deficits rather than assets.

Deficits are real and can't be wished away. But it is by focusing on the assets of
individuals, families and communities that we can support people with learning
disabilities to realise their true potential.

We hope that this report can help us make that happen.

Chris Creegan
Chief Executive, SCLD

(o ke
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Preface by Cormac Russell

The essence of the Asset-Based Community Development (ABCD) message is that
people, regardless of their labels, want a life not a service so that they can experience
the sweet taste of unforced and unpaid acceptance. Moreover, it is clear that, such
acceptance is found beyond institutions and in interconnected/interdependence in
community life. Sadly, interdependence is not the norm for many, even for those living
independently in neighbourhoods. The question in our work (Nurture Development)
has therefore become less about person-centred planning in its own right and more
about growing hospitable communities from inside out, with person-centred practice
embedded in the effort alongside community building. We are interested in building a
culture of inclusion at a neighbourhood scale, and moving beyond a siloed approach
that focuses almost exclusively on people with a learning disability.

One of the greatest challenges in working with communities and agencies is in
supporting the growth of hospitality that is ‘of" the people (involving the gifts of all
people). Still much of the community development practices in relation to ‘disability’
that we see on the ground continues to be done ‘to’, ‘for’, or ‘with’ people, and very little
is done in a truly citizen led way.

Below is a table, originally developed by Dan Duncan and subsequently further
developed by me, which begins to set out the very real difference between an ABCD
approach and a traditional deficit approach.

In Scotland, some continue to assume that ABCD is just a different way of delivering
services. Some see it as a cheaper way to do so, while others are drawn to the ideology
of helping people do things for themselves and each other. I am firmly of the belief that
we should be coming alongside those who are committed to growing inclusion from
inside out and in a total place-based way. This, to my mind, is the next chapter in the
ABCD story in Scotland, and it will require stewardship and investment from all single
Issue groups for whom community building is an essential element in their change

journey.
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Needs/Deflicit-Based Asset-Based

Purpose

Charging community through increased services.

Changing community through citizen involvement.

Method

Institutional reform = better programms

Citizen-centered production=more independence.

Accountability

Leaders are proffessional staff.
Accountable to institutional stakeholders.

Leaders are widely circles of citizens action and participation.
Accountable to the community.

Significance of
assets

Assets are system inputs.
Asset mapping is data collection.

Assets are anything that builds community relationships
between people, their ecology and the local economy to be
discovered and connected.

Asset mapping is self realisation and relational leadership
development.

Production Money is the key resource. Relationships are the key resource.

resource Falls apart without money. Falls apart when money becomes the focus.

Operating How do we get citizens involved? quv qQ we, ‘thg IpcaIAcommunityv channel and build on all
challenge this citizen participation?

System dynamic

Tends to spread itself thinner over time.

Tends to snowball over time.

Evalution

Success is service outcomes, measured mostly by

Success is capacity, measured mostly by relationships.

institutional stakeholders.

Money, programmes (high cost inputs), are invested
with the expectation that development outputs will
emerge.

Development Community building enables approriate external inverstment.

ABCD is about the good life, it is not about services; it is about community building.
In practice, this means the learning disability movement in Scotland advocating for
a number of quite significant shifts in the way that the inclusion movement may be
going:

1. Recognise that the pursuit of clients and the pursuit of citizens are competing
enterprises. Much of the practice | see in Scotland revolves around the
relationship between clients and services. The progressives are trying to use their
institutional resources to narrow the gap between people’s dreams for their lives
and activities in the community, but few are actually supporting the community
to receive that person’s gifts.

2. Recognise that for the most part no real resource is going into working in a place-
based way. For the most part, current supports revolve around the person and
their view of a good life, as they should, but this only addresses one side of the
challenge: the need and right for a person to have a life of their own choosing.
The other side of the challenge is that to have those needs for belonging met,
there needs to be a community there to receive their gifts. There is a real danger
unless the community building work is done at this (street) level, we could be
building bridges into ‘nowhere’, or the ‘usual’, set of activities. Of course person-
centred work and circles work is of central importance, as are projects such as
Keyring, and Community Catalyst, but | contend the missing link is place-based
community building. If the learning disability movement joined with other
movements to advocate for a place-based approach across Scotland, the impact
would be transformational.
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Being ready to use your organisational resources to build community, instead of
institutional prowess, client numbers, or revenue, involves making visible, through
action, at least five commitments:

1. Exclusively focus on development not relief. If the development is done well and
from inside out, then positive, enduring and proportionate relief will follow.

2. Be values heavy and issues light inside and outside your organisation. Start by
valuing the gifts of your employees and they will value the gifts of the people
they serve.

3. Organise your systems the way people organise their lives; do not expect people
to organise their lives the way you organise your systems. Make your focus
the reduction of dependency on systems and programmes in preference for the
increase of interdependency in community life outside of ‘service-land'.

4. Bringing people together across difference in ways and places that support them
to build dense and enduring places of welcome and collective efficacy.

5. Be clear about what you are not going to do to be helpful. In other words, believe
that ordinary people organised collectively are the best inventors of a better
future. Therefore, be curious as to how you can serve and support that invention,
not be a proxy for it; learn to lead by stepping back.

This orientation will reduce staff burnout, increase relevance and contribution to
community life and citizenship. If you fit those five ways to organisational wellbeing
you are, in effect most likely, supporting ABCD, even if you do not use the jargon.

More importantly, you are acting as an acolyte to community building endeavours
and priorities, and not as the high priests of a passive flock. Alongside active citizens
in local communities, civic professionals who uphold these practices are co-creating
and enlarging citizen-centred democracy, and consequentially stemming the tide of
technocracy that drowns it.

Shifting in this direction is going to demand a significant process of development within
organisations, but also in families and across society in general.

In concluding this short reflection, | would say, that despite the challenges, there is real
cause for hope that in Scotland the balance between the provision of person-centred
care and community building will be struck, and that more people will be celebrated for
their gifts, and experience the sweet taste of unforced and unpaid acceptance.
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1. Introduction

The last decade has seen a growing recognition of the rights of people with learning
disabilities to enjoy a ‘good life” with choice about what that means to them and control
over how they live it. There has been a move away from providing services to and

for people, towards people deciding for themselves how they want to live and having
control over the resources they need.

During the same period, at community level, there has been growing interest in place-
based development underpinned by asset based principles: moving away from seeing
areas in terms of their needs and deficits towards viewing communities and people who
live in them as resources, capable of creating their own solutions and opportunities.

On the face of it, there seems to be much in common between these two agendas. Both
emphasise control, choice and a transfer of power from those who have traditionally
made decisions about people’s lives and communities to people and communities
themselves. So is there potential to join up the thinking about choice and control for
people with learning disability with principles of asset based working? This report
considers that question.

1.1. Purpose of the review

This review was commissioned to consider the efficacy of asset based approaches for
people with learning disabilities and to evidence the impact these approaches can have
on people’s lives.

The specific objectives were:
e To clarify the definitions and core principles of asset based approaches.

e To review the evidence for such approaches and how they may be applied to
people with learning disabilities.

e To identify and engage with those practicing asset based approaches in Scotland in
relation to learning disability.

e To produce a map of asset based practice approaches in Scotland.

e To identify good practice from a range of perspectives, including qualitative input
from people with lived experience of learning disability.

e To provide an overall assessment of the efficacy of this approach with this
population including a summary of gaps and challenges.

e To highlight policy and practice implications, particularly for the learning disability
strategy, its implementation framework and any cross policy benefits.

1.2. Carrying out the review
Our approach has combined the following elements of work:

a) A desk based review of current evidence, policy and practice

We started with a review of what is known about asset based approaches and their
application to learning disabilities based on a search of current literature, including
‘grey’ policy and practice literature. The purpose of this was to:

A
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e |dentify current definitions and underlying principles of asset based approaches.
e Scope the extent to which these have been applied to learning disabilities.
e Identify and review any evaluations of these approaches.

e |dentify any accounts of how these have been implemented in practice and any
potential learning that can be derived from these.

b) Key informant interviews

We have conducted 40 interviews with a range of informants, starting with people

well known in the field of asset based working and extending to individuals and
organisations identified as applying these approaches to learning disabilities in
Scotland. We generated an initial list in conjunction with the Scottish Commission for
Learning Disability (SCLD) and then used a ‘snowballing’ approach to identify a wider
range of informants. We were greatly assisted by the Scottish Community Development
Centre (SCDC) who circulated our call for information via the Co-production Network
and each person we interviewed was asked to identify others they thought might be
working in this way. We made contact by email and the majority of interviews were
conducted by phone. These interviews were used to:

e (ather intelligence on the current use of asset based approaches, working
definitions and underlying principles.

e Obtain views on how these approaches may be or are being applied to learning
disabilities.

e |dentify any examples of projects believed to be applying asset based working
and involving people with learning disabilities.

e Obtain people’s views on the impact of such work.

In addition to talking to people about their work, we also gathered relevant
documentation from projects describing what they do, how their approaches have been
implemented and any formal or informal evaluation or feedback they have obtained.
We also reviewed the websites of relevant organisations to collate further information.

c) A consultation workshop

A consultation workshop was held involving some of the organisations identified
through the key informant interviews as working in asset based ways with people with
learning disabilities. Ten people participated in this workshop in order to:

e Share the principles underpinning asset based working for people with learning
disabilities.

e Discuss the connections between asset based approaches and related ways of
working, such as local area co-ordination.

e Share any examples of such approaches being implemented in practice - including
examples which have not previously been ‘branded’ as asset based approaches
but which are consistent with their principles.
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e Share learning and perspectives on the potential benefits of these approaches and
any challenges anticipated.

e Share perspectives from a range of stakeholders including people with learning
disabilities themselves.

d) Mapping asset based approaches with people with learning
disabilities across Scotland

All the above elements of work have contributed to identifying and understanding
asset based approaches involving people with learning disabilities across Scotland.
In developing the mapping, we sought to capture examples of projects applying the
principles of asset based working: including those who do not necessarily use the
terminology ‘asset based’. The purpose of this mapping was to:

e Provide information on the extent to which asset based approaches are being
implemented, how and where.

e Identify any ‘hot spots’ where asset based approaches appear to be getting
embedded and ‘cold spots’ where these approaches appear to be absent.

e |dentify the range of approaches including those working primarily with
individuals, with groups and with the wider community.

e |dentify potential examples of good practice to describe in more detail as case
studies.
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1.3. Our hypothesis

The discourse of asset based approaches has its origins in community development.
The terminology of asset based working is less common in the learning disability

field. Indeed, our literature review found almost no reference to people with learning
disabilities in written descriptions of asset based projects and we did not find any
accounts of projects with learning disabilities as the main focus. That does not mean
that people with learning disabilities have not been involved in these community based
projects; it is just that we do not know whether that is the case from existing literature.

We therefore approached this review with two ‘hypotheses’:

1. Some place-based initiatives using an asset based approach will involve people
with learning disabilities as members of their local communities; but there are
likely to be challenges in identifying them because neighbourhood projects may
not collect information about the people involved.

2. Some learning disability focused initiatives will be using asset based approaches;
but there are likely to be challenges in identifying them because learning
disability projects may not use the language of ‘assets’ to describe what they do.

We therefore decided to seek examples from both the broader community development
field as well as from specialist learning disability organisations; and we also spoke

to people whose work includes people with learning disabilities alongside others.
Narrowing the focus to just learning disability organisations would, in our view, have
missed the point. But the broader focus brought challenges due to the sheer number of
potentially relevant sources of information; which brings us on to the limitations of this
work.

1.4. Limitations of this review

This review was carried out within a tight timescale between November 2015 and
March 2016. During that period, we identified a substantial number of initiatives that
could be described as ‘asset based” which are incorporated into our mapping. However,
in the time available we were unable to be entirely comprehensive in our approach and
we will inevitably have missed some excellent examples. Given the rapidly changing
context of learning disabilities in Scotland there will also be new initiatives emerging
all the time; as well as some that are getting lost due to funding changes. This review
should therefore be viewed as just one contribution to the debate about asset based
approaches and people with learning disabilities, and the mapping as one source of
information about how these are being implemented in some areas.

2. What do we mean by asset based approaches?

Asset based approaches originated in the field of community development, initially in
the United States (Kramer, Amos et al.2012) and offer a positive way of thinking about
and responding to communities, especially those traditionally labelled as deprived,
disadvantaged or challenging. Instead of being preoccupied by deficits, needs and
difficulties, an asset based approach focuses on strengths and capacities. In his preface
to this review, Cormac Russell sets out the key differences between asset based

A
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approaches and deficit based models (see page 5).

In recent years, the assets discourse has been influencing thinking in Scotland, not
only about community development specifically, but also in relation to health and
public sector reforms (Friedli 2013; Glasgow Centre for Population Health 2013; Health
Foundation 2015).

There is a distinction to be made between asset based community development (ABCD)
and what can be broadly termed asset based approaches. Asset based community
development is a distinct place-based approach pioneered by Kretzmann and McKnight
(1993) and associated with a number of associated tools and methods (such as asset
mapping). The term ‘asset based approaches’ encompasses quite a broad range of
different ways of working - with individuals, groups and organisations as well as
neighbourhoods.

It is this broader understanding that this paper focusses on.

2.1. Definitions and principles of asset based approaches

There are a number of definitions of asset based approaches such as this one provided
by NHS Scotland (2011:2):

“An asset-based approach is one which seeks positively to mobilise the assets,
capacities or resources available to individuals and communities which could
enable them to gain more control over their lives and circumstances.”

On their website, the Scottish Community Development Centre (SCDC: 2015) describe
asset based approaches as:

“..concerned with facilitating people and communities to come together to
achieve positive change using their own knowledge, skills and lived experience
of the issues they encounter in their own lives. They recognise that positive
health and social outcomes will not be achieved by maintaining a ‘doing to’
culture, and recognise that meaningful social change will only occur when people
and communities have the opportunities and facility to control and manage

their own futures. In community development terms, assets based approaches
recognise and build on a combination of the human, social and physical capital
that exists within local communities.”

Although there are these broad definitions of asset based approaches, from our review
of literature and discussions with key informants, it has become clear that there is no
one single model. Advocates of such approaches are clear that there is no ‘off the shelf’
set of practices that can be adopted; rather, they emphasise the importance of values
and principles. As one of our informants pointed out:

“Asset based approaches are forms of engagement and relationship building
that enable strengths, capacities and abilities to be identified and developed for
positive outcomes, and therefore by recognising the value and contribution that
individual people have to offer, these principles can be applied in any setting.
But even the term ‘approach’ is a bit of a misnomer - it implies that there’s an
off the shelf model when it's more about the way people work together - it's
values based and should be relevant to everyone including people with learning
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disabilities. There's a spectrum of activity so people may be doing some of it but
not all of it - but there should be a golden thread of values.

People have tried to create something called a ‘model” when it hasn't been a
model. A whole range of approaches can be called asset based or apply some of
the principles. The key elements are that they are bottom up - citizen led and
they focus on the gifts that people bring rather than their vulnerabilities.”

Most examples of asset based working that can be found in the literature derived
from the community development field and are therefore ‘place-based’; focused on a
particular community or neighbourhood. However, there are also definitions which
suggest that the principles of asset based approaches can be applied not only to
neighbourhoods, but to groups of people, communities of interest, and to individuals.
For example, a recent report from the Glasgow Centre for Population Health (2015:15)
sums up asset based approaches as follows:

“Essentially, asset based approaches are about recognising and making the most
of people’s strengths. To do so requires a shift in focus from defining people in
terms of what they do not have (their needs) to what they do (their assets). This
way of working is also about acknowledging that communities and individuals
often labelled deprived may be rich in relationships, resourcefulness and social
and personal assets. Working in an asset based way enables people to become
better connected with each other and encourages a spirit of co-operation, mutual
support and caring for one another so that people can be in control of their lives.
As confidence and self-esteem grow in individuals and neighbours, trust, support
and community cohesion are built.”

Several writers have provided sets of principles for asset based approaches. In the UK,
these often derive from the work of Foot and Hopkins (2010), as below:

Principles of asset based approaches

Instead of starting with the problems, start with what is working and what people
care about.

Working with people - “doing with”, rather than “doing to”.

Helping people to identify and focus the assets and strengths within themselves
and their communities, supporting them to make sustainable improvements in
their lives.

Supporting people to make changes for the better by enhancing skills for
resilience, relationships, knowledge and self-esteem.

Support for building mutually supportive networks which help people make sense
of their environments and take control of their lives.

Shifting control over the design/development of actions from the state to
individual and communities.
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3. The policy and practice context for asset based approaches
in Scotland

There are a number of policy drivers which are contributing to asset based approaches
becoming increasingly popular. These include the following:

3.1. Public and community empowerment

There is a general policy drive towards greater public and community empowerment.
This is linked to a growing recognition that, in many respects, traditional approaches
to public services and initiatives to regenerate communities have been slow to deliver
changes in health and social inequalities. These concerns were considered by the
Christie Commission on the Future Delivery of Public Services which published its
report in June 2011. A key theme in the Christie report was the reality of financial
austerity and the need to do things differently within ever tighter budgets. A central
message was that policy makers and planners needed both to do things better and

do things more efficiently. Harnessing the capacities of communities was one means
of doing this and although the Christie report did not specifically use the term ‘asset
based’, many of its recommendations for system reform were consistent with asset
based principles. For example, the review suggested that more positive approaches to
public services reflect the following features:

e They are grounded in people’s lives; helping them contribute socially and
economically and to be whom they want to be.

e Communities and services work together to decide what needs to be done, and
how it is going to be done; so that services fit people’s needs, rather than the
other way round.

e Best use is made of all the resources available, building the capacity of all those
involved.

e They take a long-term view, anticipating and preventing problems wherever
possible; saving human and financial costs over the longer term.

e Front-line staff seek solutions actively with a ‘can-do’ attitude, empowered by
managers and leaders.

e The essential authority of people and their communities is acknowledged.

The similarities between the above features as recommended by Christie and the
principles of asset based working are quite striking.

More recently, the Community Empowerment Act, 2015 aims to empower community
bodies through the ownership of physical assets in the community (land and buildings),
and by strengthening their voices in decisions about public services. Provisions of
particular relevance include;

e A requirement for the Scottish Government to consult on, develop and publish a
set of national outcomes and to publicly report progress towards these.

e Community Planning Partnerships (CPPs) are placed on a statutory footing and are
given a duty to involve community bodies at all stages of community planning.
Tackling inequalities will be a specific focus, and CPPs will have to produce
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‘locality plans’ at a more local level for areas experiencing particular disadvantage.

e The Act provides a mechanism for community bodies to put forward their ideas
for how services could be changed to improve outcomes for their community. This
could include community bodies taking on delivery of services.

e Ministers are given the power to require Scottish public authorities to promote
and facilitate the participation of members of the public in the decisions and
activities of the authority, including in the allocation of its resources.

The overall direction of policy is therefore hard to ignore:; the emphasis is on
active public and community involvement at both national and local level and the
identification and harnessing of community assets.

3.2. Policy and practice developments for people with learning

disabilities
In parallel to these broader policy drivers, there have been a number of related
developments more specific to people with disabilities and/or health conditions (these
include older people and people with physical and mental health conditions as well as
people with learning disabilities). Following de-institutionalisation, there has been a
gradual shift in emphasis away from what services people need, towards what kind
of life they want. For many years now, choice and control have been central tenets of
the personalisation agenda. Personalised budgets, Person Centred Planning and Self-
Directed Support all have ambitions, principles and values that are similar to those
of asset based working (Duffy 2012). These approaches have been promoted by the
government ( Scottish Executive 2012, and The Scottish Government 2013) and by
disabled people themselves (Power, Lord et al. 2013) as ways of achieving greater
inclusion and equality.

Currently, Self-Directed Support is high on the policy agenda. This is based on the
premise that everyone should be in control of their own life and that some people
need support to lead an independent life and advocacy to be empowered to make
important decisions. The Social Care Self-Directed Support Act, 2013 came into force

in 2014 and places a duty 