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Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5qEDFy94zhU



Give yourself / your team / your org 
the gift of an expanded lens.

Bring patience and gentleness.



Wait!
What do you mean

by asset and deficit?



Outline
What are asset and deficit lenses?

How do they look in practice?

How do we apply an asset lens?

How do we advocate for an asset lens?



What is an asset lens?



“An approach that focuses on what is working well to 
support the growth of individuals and communities. It is a 
perspective based on the assumption that people have 
existing competencies and resources for their own 
empowerment. It assumes that people are capable of 
solving problems and learning new skills, that they are a 
part of the process rather than just being guided by a 
professional.”

Ex: creativity, entrepreneurship, GED/High School diploma holders

Source: https://fromhungertohealth.files.wordpress.com/2016/02/strengthsvsdeficitrb.pdf



What is a deficit lens?



“An approach that tends to focus on needs and 
problems in people or helping people avoid risks 
associated with negative outcomes.”
Ex: dropout students; at-risk students; unemployment; did not attend 
college

Source: https://fromhungertohealth.files.wordpress.com/2016/02/strengthsvsdeficitrb.pdf



Why does this matter?



As a communicator, you wield 
power to shape narratives.

You have power to influence how 
stakeholders and the public 
understand history, how the world 
works, and what is possible.



Power & responsibility



Ethics



Accountability



Financials



Source: https://www.theguardian.com/voluntary-sector-network/2013/sep/02/effective-emotive-appeals



Negative storytelling doesn’t work in the 
long term

Saturation point

Short-term attention cycles

A feeling of powerlessness

Source: http://ethicalstorytelling.com/positive-visual-storytelling/



Why does this matter to you?
Let’s have a conversation.



How does asset-based 
communication look in 
practice?



Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YsxjzNyGR18



What feeling does this 
leave you with?



Source: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2BZGCv3rcHw



What feeling does this 
leave you with?



Before:



After:



How do we 
apply an asset lens?



Language
Connection to reality

Negative or positive

Emotion

Local measures

Voice



Images
Diversity

Connection to reality

Visual communication

Problem or solution?

Local measures

Emotion

Behind the image

Dignity

Source: https://www.radiaid.com/questions-to-consider



Are people portrayed with 
dignity in your stories?
Case study



Derrick took 
these photos.



Lucy took this photo.



"This is Ngando, where I live. The houses 
are so close you can hear everything. It can 
be distracting and make it hard to study. I 
enjoyed taking photos of my life, but it also 
feels a little weird to expose our poverty in 
photos like this."



How can you honor the 
dignity of people in the 
stories you tell?
Let’s have a conversation.



Step 1: Do a story audit
Story A Story B Story C

Who

Topic

Message

Tone

Language

Image

Source: Inspired by and shared with permission of Vanessa Chase Lockshin of The Storytelling Nonprofit



Think about a story your 
organization recently shared 
or is planning to share.



Step 1: Do a story audit
A story from YOUR organization!

Who

Topic

Message

Tone

Language

Image

Source: Inspired by and shared with permission of Vanessa Chase Lockshin of The Storytelling Nonprofit



Step 2: Brainstorm new message and 
story ideas

What is missing from your audit?



Step 3: Create audience profiles

Write down 
assumptions

Collect data
Create 
profiles



Asset-based 
framework

Story 
audit

New story 
ideas

Audience 
profiles



Center for Economic Inclusion
Let’s examine this local organization’s asset-based story.



The Center for Economic Inclusion is the nation's 
first organization dedicated exclusively to 
advancing inclusive growth to achieve regional 
prosperity. We are a cross-sector organization 
committed to strengthening the Minneapolis-St. 
Paul region’s civic infrastructure and collective 
capacity to disrupt systems and influence market 
forces to catalyze shared prosperity and an 
inclusive economy.



Asset-based 
framework

Story 
audit

New story 
ideas

Audience 
profiles

MSP region
Prosperity
CEI = unique catalyst
Regional growth 
potential
Positive, can-do
Professional / business

Who
Topic
Message

Tone
Language
Image

Power of collective capacity
System-level disruption
Inclusive growth is key

Leaders
Economy
Bottom line

Community 
context

Positive 
Growth
Contributors



Social Impact Strategies Group



Every story has a hero. 
Every hero encounters a challenge.

Who or what is 
the hero?

What is 
the challenge?

When it comes to your stories…



East Metro Pulse survey
Saint Paul & Minnesota Foundations



How do we bring this lens to 
our organizations?



Commit to a cycle 
of reflection.



Start where you can.



Identify where you can have a lever

Organization’s strategy and MVV

Project-level strategy

Communications framework

Communications plan



Identify where you can have a lever

Resources, roles, timing

Implementation

Curation and engagement 

Assessment



The lens of a leader



How does where you’re from 
influence how you do your work?



The qualities of a leader



Lead from where you are
Create space for reflection
Practice empathy
Be transparent
Advocate for an asset lens



How do we advocate for an asset lens?

Find exemplars

Ask questions

Get more advocates 



Source: https://www.suwn.org/storage/documents/2016_wordsmatter_101917.pdf



Source: https://www.suwn.org/storage/documents/2016_wordsmatter_101917.pdf



With the best leaders, when the work 
is done, the task accomplished, the 
people will say, we have done this 
ourselves.

- Lao-tzu



Reflection
What is one thing you learned?
What’s a question you have?
What action will you take now?



Resources
Are emotional appeals effective in 
persuading people to give to charity? 
(The Guardian)
Digital storytelling for social impact 
(Rockefeller Foundation)
Frameworks Institute
“Helpful DO’s and DON’Ts”
(The Development Element)

How to tell compelling stories while
avoiding exploitation
(Abesha Shiferaw, Rainier Valley)
Radi-Aid Research and Golden 
Radiator awards
The Storytelling Nonprofit
(Vanessa Chase Lockshin)
Yes Magazine

https://www.theguardian.com/voluntary-sector-network/2013/sep/02/effective-emotive-appeals
https://www.rockefellerfoundation.org/blog/digital-storytelling-social-impact/
http://www.frameworksinstitute.org/toolkits.html
https://issuu.com/howmatters/docs/the_development_element
https://www.nten.org/article/how-to-tell-compelling-stories-while-avoiding-exploitation/?utm_medium=email&utm_source=Connect&utm_campaign=August2018
https://www.radiaid.com/
https://www.thestorytellingnonprofit.com/
https://www.yesmagazine.org/


Thank you!
Kaying Vang | vang7k@gmail.com

Alyssa Scott | alyssa.a.scott1@gmail.com | @theAlyssa_Ann
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