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FOREWORD AND INTRODUCTION TO THIS MANUAL

This ‘Facilitating an Asset-Based Community-Driven 
(ABCD) Approach for Holistic Community Development: 
A Manual for Community Organising’ is the result of 
joint efforts by the members of the ABCD team of 
World Agroforestry (ICRAF) to create a simple and 
precise document to facilitate the ABCD process and 
support community development. This manual primarily 
addresses community organisers, including people 
working for organisations that implement development 
projects, including resilience building and climate change 
adaptation projects. It is intended to help community 
organisers to take an asset-based community-driven 
(also called citizen-led) approach, to facilitate inclusive 
workshops and to provide them with practical tools and 
operational principles.

It is a product of the ABCD team’s longstanding partnership 
with the Canadian Comart Foundation and the Coady 
International Institute, St. Francis Xavier University, Nova 
Scotia, Canada. Most of the contents of this manual are 
extracted, adapted, and enriched from various ABCD 
manuals written by and with members of the Coady 
Institute. Much of Coady Institute’s work is based on and 
was produced in direct reference to works of the ABCD 
Institute, founded in 1995 at Northwestern University, 
Illinois, and since 2016 hosted at DePaul’s University in 
Chicago. The ABCD Institute was built by John McKnight 
and Jody Kretzman who were credited with the ‘invention’ 
and the popularisation of ABCD both as term and as a 
process after publishing their 1993 seminal book ‘Building 
Communities from the Inside Out’. ABCD builds on 
various conceptual, theoretical and practical influences. 
These include the field of appreciative inquiry (Ashford & 
Patkar, 2001a, b, c; Elliott, 1999), the concept of ‘positive 
deviance’ (Tufts University, 2010), the theory and practices 
associated with community economic development and 
endogenous development (Diochon, 1997), and others. 
Perhaps most importantly, ABCD builds on the work of 
Robert Chambers and colleagues on participatory rural 
appraisal. Particularly influential is their focus on prioritising 
the people on the margins and on ensuring that their 
participation is genuine and equitable rather than passive, 
co-opted or restricted to the relatively powerful (Chambers, 
1997; Chambers & Conway, 1991; Chambers & Guijt, 
1995). Furthermore, ABCD has been credited by many 
as a way to operationalise the Sustainable Livelihoods 
approach (Department for International Development 
(DFID, 1999). While DFID proposed a solid concept and 

framework, it had hitherto been difficult to translate at the 
community level.

There are several core principles underlying the ABCD 
approach. ICRAF’s ABCD team’s work is inspired by three 
of these principles. The first principle is that ‘everyone has 
gifts’, which means that every member in the community 
has unique skills and talents to contribute to its thriving. A 
second principle is that ‘relationships build a community’, 
which is why facilitating community exchange and 
engagement are fundamental to community development, 
alongside the conscious building of relationships with 
actors that are external to the community. A third principle 
is to ‘start with what you have’, which is why a holistic and 
thorough assessment of existing assets and strengths can 
contribute to communities realising their own development 
objectives without any external assistance in view of 
them mobilising and better using their own resources. 
Altogether, these three principles centre on appreciating 
communities for their inherent strengths and capacities. 
As external actors, ICRAF’s ABCD team works to support 
communities to use these assets, strengths, and capacity 
to improve the sustainability of their livelihoods and to 
live a life of dignity. These core principles are aligned 
with principles of the Coady Institute, which is historically 
rooted in the Antigonish Movement that expressed similar 
confidence in the power of people organising. ‘Use what 
you have to secure what you have not!’ urged Moses 
Coady, the institute’s name-giver, in 1939. 

This manual brings together an understanding of some of 
the core factors that can be leveraged and that contribute 
to secure and sustainable livelihoods with insights into 
practical ways of working with people at the community 
level. It proposes a process that external development 
actors can take to build meaningful relationships with 
community members that are based on exchange, 
respect and dignity. Through this process, community 
members are guided to recognise the assets, experience, 
and knowledge of all the members of their community in 
an inclusive manner. Fundamentally, the proposed ABCD 
process supports community members in the identification 
of opportunities to work together to improve their lives and 
communities through interpersonal collaboration without 
any external assistance. Beyond that, it also sensitises 
them to the importance of identifying, developing and 
sustaining wider social and institutional connections and 
relationships. The mapping of these relationships allows 
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community members to build strategic partnerships with 
external actors to foster exchange and collaboration in 
areas in which their mutual interests and mandates align. 
Ultimately, the ABCD process strengthens community 
members’ agency to pursue different pathways towards 
their collective and individual development.

ABCD can be facilitated in many ways (an overview of 
different ABCD networks and their work is provided 
in the reference section). In this manual, we outline the 
participatory process used by ICRAF’s ABCD team. This 
process is inspired by and sometimes directly uses tools 
and methods proposed by the Coady Institute (listed in the 
‘main sources for this manual’ in the reference section). 

The manual’s structure is aligned with the steps we 
take when we ‘do’ ABCD with communities: First, we 
introduce ABCD. Second, we engage an appreciative 
interviewing process to set the tone. Third, we use ABCD 
asset assessment tools to comprehensively identify 
human, social, physical, natural, and economic/financial 
assets and strengths. Once these assessments are done, 
integrated community action planning is conducted as a 
fourth step in which communities align their existing assets 
with individual and community development goals. Lastly, 
we facilitate an in-built and participatory monitoring and 
evaluation process to track outcomes, encourage reflection 
about adjustments, and re-emphasise the fact that truly 

sustainable development depends on communities’ 
assets, strengths and abilities and their agency to put 
these into action. Throughout these five major steps, we 
introduce 16 tools. The role, importance, and facilitation 
of these 16 tools that form ICRAF’s core ABCD approach 
are explained by providing a contextual introduction to 
each exercise, specific instructions to facilitators, and 
examples. The final content section, section six, provides 
advice on how to facilitate an ABCD approach, overall, 
and what to keep in mind when facilitating the proposed 
tools specifically. 

The manual closes with a reference list that provides an 
overview of the sources that this manual draws on, as well 
as other relevant ABCD literature and internet resources. 
This is followed by four annexes: Annex 1 provides an 
overview of the approximate duration that implementing 
each individual tool in a community setting might take, and 
outlines some of the requirements for using them. Annex 
2 shows how the individual tools can be combined into 
thematic sessions, and how these sessions can be spaced 
over time, depending on the desired overall duration of the 
entire ABCD training cycle. Annex 3 summarises all the 
core tools and their objectives. Lastly, Annex 4 provides 
an overview of ABCD at a glance, which can be used as 
handout and flyer as well. 
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Example:

Asset: Something valuable that belongs to us, or is 
something we have, and that improves our quality of life. 

Community: A group of people who have common 
interests - who share a sense of togetherness. Often, they 
live nearby (community of place) or they may not live in 
the same location, but have a common goal (community 
of interest or identity).

Community-driven: An activity that is initiated and 
sustained over time by community members, not outside 
institutions like government offices and NGOs.

Development: A process of change, progression or 
evolution that is slow and complex; and a process that is 
personal and context-specific.

1. INTRODUCTION TO THE ASSET-BASED COMMUNITY-DRIVEN 
DEVELOPMENT APPROACH

Context

Asset-based community-driven development (ABCD) is 
at the centre of a large and growing global movement 
that considers local assets as the primary building blocks 
of sustainable community development. It is concerned 
with how to link micro-assets to the macro-environment. 
ABCD’s central premise is that communities can drive their 
own development process by identifying and mobilising 
existing, but often unrecognised assets. 

ABCD recognises and builds on the strengths, gifts, 
talents and resources of individuals and communities, 
in response to challenges of creating strong social 
communities and enhancing economic development. 
Rather than encouraging communities to turn to the 
outside for help to address their supposed needs, ABCD 
helps community members to create strong, inclusive and 
sustainable communities by themselves. Our experience 
shows that by building relationships and creating the 
space for opportunities to emerge, community members 

often become powerful, take more ownership and are 
more in control of their own decision making.

ABCD is a powerful approach to community engagement 
and development that focuses on abilities and potential, 
rather than problems and deficits by providing a process 
and tools that help communities to discover the resources 
that are already present among them. Discovering 
community strengths is a powerful and productive way 
to meet opportunities, address problems, and realise a 
collective vision. 

By following an ABCD process and using ABCD tools, 
these workshops make sense to the people since the 
sessions are rooted and responsive to their own context, 
and elicit and consider their own lived experiences as 
opposed to ideas that are introduced from outside the 
community. It also ensures that participants start off with 
a mutual understanding of ABCD, which sets the tone for 
the rest of the training.

Introduction to exercise 1: ABCD definitions

Facilitate a mutual understanding what asset-based community-
driven development is. This includes eliciting a mutual 
understanding and what the individual parts of ABCD mean, and 
how they come together.

Instructions:

 � Write ABCD vertically on the flipchart and leave space for 
definitions.

 � Ask the group what an ‘asset’ is and together create ideas and 
representations which are commonly understood. 

In case of mixed languages, ask for a translation of the term and 
write this up too. Participants often immediately identify the five 
types of assets or capitals (social, natural, physical, financial and 
human). Participants may mention other categories of assets like 
indigenous knowledge, spirituality etc.

 � Probe the participants to identify examples of these.

Repeat the same for the word ‘community’, ‘community-driven’ and 
‘development’.
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Introduction to exercise 2: ‘Glass half full’

In ABCD, we use the analogy of the ‘glass half full or half empty’ 
to help people to conceptualise what it means to focus on existing 
assets, rather than on deficits. This analogy shows that one’s 
perspective matters – and that our perspective is crucial for 
what we believe, including about ourselves, others, and about our 
agency and capacity to achieve good things for our lives. 

In using an ABCD approach, we are interested in what we have 
and what we know. This focus creates a foundation from which 
inspiration and positive energy can be drawn for thinking and 
practicing holistic community development.

Instructions:

 � Fill the glass of water halfway and ask the participants 
what they see.

 � Ask: Is the glass half-full or half-empty?

 � Some might say half-full (the optimist); some might say 
half-empty (the pessimist).

 � Joke: You can take a sip of water and say that Opportunists 
would simply drink the water.

Figure 1: Illustration of the ‘glass half full’ discussion

Source: Coady International Institute (no date).

2. DRAWING ON THE FIELD OF APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY 

Context

The power of the field of appreciative inquiry is that it is 
provides a structured, engaging and exciting process that 
involves story-telling, as well as active community visioning 
and back-casting.

Stories are collections of the cultural and historical 
capital of a community. Guided story-telling through 
appreciative interviewing fosters ‘listening conversations’. 
These conversations engage people to speak about 
and listen to each other’s everyday life experiences of 
personal achievements, hope and courage. They allow 
both the story-tellers and the listeners to be vulnerable, 
to recognise each other’s humanity, and to feel valued 
and heard. They get people to open up and engage. The 
appreciative interviewing process allows people to tell their 
truth without being challenged, questioned or defensive. 
It helps to uncover the gifts, skills, talents, and assets 
within the community. The stories help to discover what 

people care about and bring out their motivations to act. 
Importantly, this guided story-telling reinforces community 
members’ sense of being at the centre of the creation, 
imagination and development of their own communities.

The stories also reveal which people have shown 
commitment and leadership in the past or who are currently 
taking leadership roles in the community. This primary 
identification will help to bring a group of these committed 
individuals together who are interested in exploring the 
community’s assets, identifying opportunities and leading 
developmental action. Engaged and motivated to act on 
what they care about, these individuals are likely to use 
their strengths and gifts to open networks of relationships 
inside the community. Furthermore, the process also 
provides the ABCD facilitators ‘entry points’ for how to 
build meaningful relationships with the community based 
on their lived experiences, the tales of their struggles and 
successes, and their hopes and visions for the future.
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The appreciative interviewing and story-telling process is a 
fully participatory exercise that guides community members to 
explore their successes in terms of their personal and collective 
achievements. Discussing the positive experiences of community 
members in different sub-groups allows different segments of 
the community to ‘have a voice’, and to feel appreciated. Raising 
one’s voice and being appreciated for it furthermore strengthens 
people’s belief in themselves, individually and collectively, and 
in their ability to achieve their goals. Altogether, appreciative 
interviewing supports the ‘asset’ and ‘strength’-based mindset, 
emphasises people’s ability and agency, and contributes to 
community members’ faith that they are able to drive their own 
development. It also fundamentally sets the tone and changes or 
levels the power dynamic between the facilitator (often an outsider) 
and the community by framing the facilitator as a genuine listener 
and inquirer rather than an outside ‘expert’.

Instructions: 

 � Assist community members in forming sub-groups 
considering gender and age of ideally three to five people, 
if possible.

 � Ask one of them to volunteer to be an interviewee, another 
an interviewer and the rest as listeners.

 � Help the interviewer with guiding questions for the 
interview. Remind the listeners to listen carefully to the 
story told by the volunteer and take notes.

a) Tell me a story about a time the community 
worked together to get something done without 
external support.

Introduction to exercise 3: Appreciative interviewing and story-telling

b) What made the people involved successful?

c) What did you contribute to make it successful?

 � After 15 minutes, ask the sub-groups to discuss what they 
have learnt about reasons for the community’s success for 
5 minutes.

 � Bring the whole group back together to discuss how they 
feel about the interviews and sharing various stories. 
Then ask each sub-group to share their success stories 
in plenary.

 � Ask participants to rank the best story which will be used 
for further discussion.

 � Facilitate a discussion by using the following questions for 
discussions:

a) WHO and WHAT are involved in the story?

b) Which activities are in the story?

c) What are the challenges in the story?

d) What made the story a success?

e) How does the person who told the story feel now 
that their story was ranked number one?

Note. Ensure that the ranking of stories does not 
invalidate the others’ stories or lead to people naturally 
deferring to those community members with more power 
who speak publicly more often.
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3. IDENTIFYING ASSETS AND OPPORTUNITIES

Context

What is it?

Asset mapping brings people together to ‘discover’ 
all their assets. Community members can draw a map 
to show physical and natural assets such as roads, 
buildings, private land, common land, irrigated land, and 
water sources in their area. They can also list the skills and 
capacities of individual people and groups or associations, 
and map some of the social characteristics of their area. 
Individuals carrying out the mapping exercise will begin to 
see ways in which individual skills can be combined with 
associational, institutional, and natural assets to create 
new enterprises or opportunities.

Why this matter?

A detailed asset mapping exercise typically surprises 
participants who ‘discover’ their existing strengths and 
assets. This is often the spark for innovative ideas about 
what they can do next. In addition, some maps may 
be developed to show a comprehensive picture of the 
respective community’s home area at the present time 
and posted on a wall for all to see. This can be used 
as a baseline and both future plans and changes can 
be recorded on these maps for people to see progress 
and achievements. For example, maps can be used to 
show changes in land under irrigation, households with 
children going to school and the number of households 
that practice agroforestry. Asset mapping is a useful tool 
for community members to socialise and learn about the 
community’s history, especially for the youth who might 
not be familiar with it. Also, gender and environmental 
issues can readily surface when doing this exercise.

Who should be involved?

It is essential that mapping is done by local community 
members and that they have genuine ownership of the 
process. If the mapping is seen as an ‘extractive’ (and 
done by outsiders coming into the area to take information 
away for their own purposes), the community members 
will be less likely to think their contributions to the process 
can make a difference to their interaction with an external 
actor, and hence to their day-to-day lives. 

As many community members as possible should 
be involved in the mapping process, including the 
marginalised (women, youth, differently abled and poorer 
community members) as their skills, talents and assets 
are often overlooked. This can help to foster renewed 
appreciation for marginalised individuals and groups and 

validate them as full-fledged community members who 
can make an important contribution to the development 
of the community. If an external actor engages an ABCD 
approach through pre-formed community groups, it can 
be useful to remind them to consider the skills, talents, and 
networks available within the wider community alongside 
their own as well.

When should it be done?

It is advisable to do this early in community engagement, 
as a way of building community relationships and building 
a common reference point for community planning 
purposes. If an engagement process is already under 
way, ABCD can help to re-centre the process around 
community members’ identities, interests and preferences 
and lead to more efficient interaction with external actors.

How can it be done?

There are several ways in which community asset 
assessments can be conducted (some of which are 
referenced in the sources shared in the reference section). 
The tools outlined in the following sub-sections are the 
ones that ICRAF’s ABCD team has been using as part 
of our ABCD strategy. Please refer to Annex 1 for the 
duration and logistics for the individual exercises, Annex 2 
for different ways of rolling out the different exercises over 
time, and to Annex 3 for more information about these 
and other ABCD exercises and tools. 

i. Human asset assessment: Mapping individual skills 
a. Heads, Hands, and Hearts.
b. Capacity inventories

ii. Social assets: Mapping connections between people 
and organisations 

a. Associations mapping
b. Institutions mapping

iii. Physical and natural assets: Mapping infrastructure 
and natural resources 

a. Infrastructure and natural resource mapping 
b. Transect walk and mapping

iv. Economic opportunity assessment: Financial flows at 
various scales

a. The community leaky bucket
b. The commodity leaky bucket
c. The on-farm household leaky bucket 
d. The off-farm household leaky bucket
e. The integrated household leaky bucket
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3.1 Human asset assessment: Mapping individual skills

Introduction to exercise 4: Heads, Hands and Hearts

This exercise helps people recognise the variety of strengths each 
person has. It is done by brainstorming and grouping skills in 
three categories – head (intellectual), hand (physical) and heart 
(emotional). Everyone has skills and qualities in each of these 
areas. By naming everyone’s strengths, community members are 
able to see how one person’s skills complement other peoples’ 
skills. There are many people who do not even realise all the 
skills they have! By understanding their strengths, people may 
feel more confident that they have something to contribute to 
the development of both their individual households and their 
communities.

Objectives

i. To identify the skills and capacities of individuals for 
community building.

ii. To strengthen the confidence of villagers in their own skills 
and capacities.

iii. To encourage individuals to see potential connections 
between individual skills and the work of local associations, 
institutions, and businesses. (For example, a connection 
between a person’s carpentry skills, a local group’s marketing 
skills, and tools or workspace provided by an institution could 
result in a profitable micro-enterprise)

iv. To provide an opportunity for people with ‘hidden’ skills and 
talents to be recognised.

Instructions:

 � Ask the community group to think about what they do 
well, each of them individually. It might be their work or 
something else they are known for within their community.

 � Explain that these skills and capacities can fall into different 
categories, including intellectual (head), physical (hand), 
and emotional (heart).

 � Give examples of each type (see Table 1).

Table 1: Examples of skills and capacities and their 
categories

Head analysis, organisation, writing; also, formal 
knowledge and education

Hand cooking, farming, dancing; general skills

Heart compassion, humour, teamwork; passions and 
preferences

 � As you ask the community members to form sub-groups 
along age and gender lines, ask them to brainstorm about 
their own skills and capacities in these areas.

 � Encourage individual members to note their personal 
skills and talents in all three domains (head, hands, heart). 
Ideally each skill and talent should be noted individually 
on separate sticky notes, or they can be listed together on 
a separate sheet of paper for each participant. If you use 
sticky notes, prepare a flipchart that is subdivided in the 
three domains and ask the participants to stick the sticky 
notes in the respective domain.

 � Once all sub-groups are done assessing their individual 
skills, ask each of the sub-groups to present their results in 
plenary. After their presentation, the other participants can 
suggest re-organising the captured skills into the domain 
where they fit best, or adding additional skills and talents 
that the sub-group members might have forgotten. These 
individual lists will be used as basis for the community 
capacity inventory lists (exercise 5).

Introduction to exercise 5: Capacity inventories

Once individuals have a better understanding of their own skills, 
they may want to do a comprehensive capacity inventory of their 
‘cluster’, be it a community group, a village, or the wider area that 
community members live in. 

Going a step deeper than the ‘Heads, Hands and Hearts’ exercise, 
capacity inventories help people to understand how their assets 
and strengths can be combined with other people’s in support of 
personal and community development.
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 � Once all the skills and talents listed by the participants 
are categorised, ask the participants to think of existing 
gaps in their skills and talents. These can be marked with 
a differently coloured felt pen in the same flipchart or on a 
separate one.

 � After listing the gaps, ask participants to think of the wider 
community and identify those community members who 
might possess the ‘missing’ skills in yet another colour or 
on sticky notes. Further expand the capacity inventory list 
by adding these additional skills and talents, in another 
colour.

 � Encourage community members to continue developing 
their initial lists by including skills, talents and passions of 
other members of the community. Remind them to consider 
the skills and talents of those community members as well 
who might be uncomfortable and/or too shy and/or too 
marginalised to name them themselves.

Note. A big chart placed in a main area of the community 
is a good place to record skills and talents. It will also make 
it possible for people to continue adding new names to 
the list.

Figure 2: Illustration of the ‘Heads, Hands, Hearts’ tool

Source: Coady International Institute (no date).

Objectives

i. To create a broad inventory of all the individual skills and 
talents in each cluster.

ii. To encourage community members to see potential 
connections between the assets of various individuals.

iii. To inspire ideas for village development and each person’s 
active role in the process

iv. To spark organising and mobilising.

Instructions: 

 � Explain, again, that people’s skills and capabilities can be 
categorised into Intellectual (head), Physical (hand) and 
Emotional (Heart), and give the examples listed in Figure 
2 below.

 � Ask the participants, in plenary, to use the skills gathered 
during ‘appreciative interviewing and story-telling’ (exercise 
3) and the ‘Heads, Hands and Hearts’ (exercise 4) activities 
as starting point to distil the human assets available 
in the community. Practically, ask them to find ways of 
categorizing and noting different individual participants’ 
talents and skills, and list them in their respective domain. 
For example, if one participant noted liking ‘innovative low-
input farming’, another ‘natural farming’ and yet another 
‘environmentally-friendly farming’, ask them to find a label 
such as ‘organic farming’ and list that under the ‘hearts’ 
domain.
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3.2 Social assets: Mapping connections between people and organisations

Introduction to exercise 6: Associations mapping

Identifying social assets usually begins with an inventory of 
voluntary groups at the village level as these are groups of people 
already mobilised around some form of community activity. 
These groups are often called ‘associations’ to differentiate them 
from institutions which are organisations whose members are 
employees.

While associations may be organised around a particular interest 
or activity, many groups can be stretched beyond their original 
purposes to become full contributors to the development process, 
even if that is not their original mandate (for example, a youth 
group that gathers to play sports could get involved in an income 
generating activity).

Objectives

i. To discover the informal and voluntary groups or associations 
that are active in an area

ii. To understand the various relationships between these 
associations

iii. To identify opportunities for collaboration among the identified 
associations

Instructions:

 � Organise community members into sub-groups along age 
and gender lines.

 � Ask participants to list their personal connections to 
associations. Describe the role of these associations, list 
names of the leaders, and list the community members 
that are part of the ABCD training who are members of 
these associations. 

 � Expand the list to other associations. Ask each of the 
participants to identify other associations that he or she 
knows about. If known, list the leaders and name the 
person among your group who most closely connected to 
the leader.

 � Discuss the individual lists in plenary and compose one 
integrated list of associations that are active in the area. Talk 
about opportunities for collaboration among associations.

 � Once the group has drafted a comprehensive list of the 
associations that exist in the community, it may be useful to 
illustrate their relative size (membership) and importance 
to overall community life. You can do this by drawing a Venn 
diagram.

Figure 3: Venn diagram illustrating 
the relative size, importance, and 
relationships between different 
associations

Source: Mathie, Cunningham, Peters 
(2017).

Note. The bigger the circle, the 
more members; the closer to 
the middle, the more important; 
proximity indicates relationships.
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Introduction to exercise 7: Institutions mapping

Institutions in a locality are often overlooked as assets that 
community groups can draw upon to support their development 
activities. Assessing and mapping local institutions can result in 
the community discovering that they partner with existing external 
actors to support to their development journey, in addition to fully 
community-driven efforts. In the spirit of ABCD, it is important to 
facilitate the institution mapping in a way that allows community 
members to identify and understand with which external actors 
they can potentially build strategic partnerships, rather than 
contributing to a ‘business-as-usual’ and dependency mindset. 

Objectives 

i. To discover the full range of institutions in the area.
ii. To identify which assets these institutions could offer for 

community development.
iii. To understand the links between local institutions and local 

associations.

Instructions:

 � Organise community members into sub-groups along age 
and gender lines.

 � Ask participants to identify local institutions including:

•	 Government institutions such as agricultural extension 
offices, health clinics, schools, universities, and libraries

•	 NGOs 
•	 Research institutes
•	 Religious institutions such as temples, mosques, and 

churches
•	 Private sector institutions such as cooperatives, banks, 

and private businesses

 � For each institution list its potential assets including:

•	 Which services and expertise does it offer?
•	 Which space and facilities does it have?
•	 Which materials and equipment does it have?
•	 If relevant, which purchasing power does it have, i.e. for 

buying community members’ produce or labour?
•	 If relevant, which employment practices and personnel 

does it have, i.e. are employees paid on time?
•	 Which links to institutions outside the community does 

it have?

 � Discuss the individual lists in plenary and compose one 
integrated list of institutions that are active in the area. 
Talk about and write down possible relations between 
institutions. 

Table 2: Institutional mapping chart

Instruction Goods and 
services offered 

Facilities Material Expertise Purchasing 
power

Links

Local 
government

NGOs

Local 
businesses

 � Once the comprehensive list of the locally relevant institutions is composed, it may be useful to illustrate their importance to 
overall community life, and existing or potential collaboration with community associations.
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Figure 4: Relationships between associations and institutions

Source: Freudenberger (1994), in Mathie, Cunningham, Peters (2017).

3.3 Physical and natural assets: Infrastructure and natural resources mapping

Introduction to exercise 8: Infrastructure and natural resource mapping

Drawing a topographic map can help community members better 
understand the diversity of physical assets (roads, buildings, etc.) 
and natural assets (tree cover, land conditions, water sources, etc.) 
that exist within their area and that they can draw upon. Maps 
provide a visual image of an area that is easy for all community 
members (even those who are illiterate) to understand.

Objectives

i. To identify the physical and natural assets that exist within a 
given area that community members can draw upon

ii. To show living conditions within the area (types and location of 
houses, access to services, etc.)

iii. To generate baseline information against which future changes 
can be analysed over time

Note. Informal associations are represented as circles, and formal institutions as boxes or triangles. The big circle contains all 
associations and institutions that are located within the community, while those outside of the big circle are located elsewhere but 
are relevant for the community
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Introduction to exercise 9: Transect walk and mapping

Another participatory method for mapping physical assets and 
natural resources is transect mapping. After the general village 
mapping process, transect mapping is an effective way of ground-
proofing and documenting natural and physical assets in more 
detail. Transect walks are also based on the ‘seeing is believing’ 
philosophy, which stipulates that personal experience influences 
people’s motivation to act.

A transect is an imaginary line across an area to capture as 
much diversity as possible. By walking along that line and 
documenting observations, they can assess the range of assets 
and opportunities. For example, by walking from the top of a hill 
down to the river valley and up the other side, it will be possible to 
see a wide range of natural vegetation, land use, soil types, crops, 
land tenure, etc.

Objectives 

i. To document the diversity of community assets in detail, 
including what and how resources are used.

ii. To find opportunities for development based on the natural and 
physical assets that exist in the community.

Instructions:

 � Use the community map drawn in the previous exercise that 
shows land use, land tenure, water sources, buildings and 
facilities, roads and boundaries as a basis for this exercise.

Instructions:

 � Gather the community and/or specific group members 
together. Give papers, pens, and markers for drawing.

 � Explain that you would like them to draw a map of their 
village or area including all physical and natural resources. 
Give examples for what might be in each category.

 � Before asking people to draw, discuss the boundaries that 
the community members perceive as separating ‘their 
area’ from ‘neighbouring areas’. This is likely to be a long 
discussion. Mark details about perceived ‘boundaries’, 
including villages, specific natural resource formations (i.e. 
rivers, rocks etc.) etc. 

 � After settling on the perceived area boundaries, form sub-
groups along gender and age lines and ask the sub-groups 

to start drawing, using symbols to represent different kinds 
of assets (i.e. squares for houses, circles for water sources, 
triangles for tree cover). 

 � After all sub-groups complete a first draft, they can present 
their results back to the plenary.

 � Together, create a first joint draft map either by completing 
one of the maps produced by the sub-groups or by drawing 
a new one. After the first draft of the map, invite more 
participants to come in and add to or correct the map.

Note. If possible, encourage community members to post 
the map in a public location within their area so that people 
can continue to add to it.

 � Ask the participants to decide where to draw a transect 
line through the village (mark x and y). The line should 
cross a diversity of areas including homes, water sources, 
agriculture, and roads. (Note: if the area is particularly 
large, community members may split into groups to cover 
more of the area simultaneously).

 � Together with the community members, walk through the 
community following the imaginary transect line.  

 � As you walk, ask community members to make observations 
about land use, trees, animals, soils, and resource tenure 
in different areas using either a pre-set or a free format. 
Ideally, the transect is drawn and sub-divided in zones – 
and observations are made for each of these zones (see 
Table 3 below, adapted from Freudenberger (1994), in 
MacDonald, J. (2005). Also ask them to take note of ideas 
about potential opportunities for development based on 
their observations.

 � After the transect walk, ask participants to come back 
together to draw a joint transect map and discuss 
observations for each of the listed categories, including 
land use/infrastructure; trees and plants; animals; soils; 
resource tenure; opportunities – or others that are relevant 
for a given context.

Note. If possible, post the map in a public location within 
the area so that people can continue to add to it.
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00####

Zone Upland Hillside Riverbank River Riverbank Hillside

Land use House, huts, 
Mosques, food 
drying and 
storage, animal 
pens

Pasture Fallow land, 
pasture, water 
sources, fields

Water sources Fields, fallow 
Land banana 
fields

Houses, huts, food drying 
and storage, fields, fallow 
land, pasture

Trees and plants Parkia 
biglobosa, 
Combretum 
micranthum, 
Lophira 
lanceolata

Parkia biglobosa, 
Acasias, 
Combretum 
micranthum, 
grasses

Erythrophleum 
suaveolens

- Bauhinia 
reticulata, 
Pterocarpus 
erinaceus, 
Parkia 
biglobosa

Mangifera indica, Citrus 
aurantium, Carica 
papaya, Borassus 
aethiopium, Tamarindus 
indica

Animals Goats, sheep, 
cattle, poultry

Goats, sheep, 
cattle, poultry, 
squirrel, hare,

Monkeys, 
domestic 
animals

Fish Monkeys, field 
rats

Goats, sheep, cattle, 
poultry, hare

Soils Gravel surface, 
Little soil 
development

Skeletal soils, 
over dolerite 
Gullying

Black soils, 
Easily worked. 
Increased clay 
Content

- Ferrallitic 
soils, silty 
or sandy 
clays, soil 
accumulation, 
ochre

Black soils, Easily worked

Resource tenure Compounds 
and enclosure: 
private 
individual 
holdings

Pastures: open 
Access

Open access Fields/fallow 
land: limited

Access. 
Private 
individual/
family 
holdings and 
communal 
management

Water 
sources: 
open access, 
communal 
management

Pasture: open 
Access

Open access, 
communal 
management

Fields/fallow 
land: limited

Access. 
Private 
individual/ 
family 
holdings and 
communal 
management

Banana 
fields: private 
holdings

Compounds and, 
enclosures: individual/ 
family property,

Private. Outer fields: 
limited access

Private/individual 
holdings and communal 
management

Opportunities

Table 3: Guidelines on completing a transect walk map

Source: MacDonald, J. (2005)
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3.4 Economic opportunity assessment: Financial flows at various scales

Introduction to exercise 10: The Community Leaky Bucket

The ‘Community Leaky Bucket’ is a tool that helps people 
understand how their local economy works. By imagining the 
village’s economy as a bucket with money flowing in and leaking 
out, community members can understand the importance of 
retaining money in the community, and by extension in the 
household. They can start to identify ways of increasing flows of 
income into the community and preventing the leakage of money 
out of the community, which happens when goods and services are 
purchased outside. The increase of inflows, and the reduction of 
outflows can lead to an overall increase of means that are retained 
in the community (net income) – whose circulation can be further 
improved within the community to increase the circular nature of 
the local economy. This benefits both the community as a whole, 
and individual households within the community.

Objectives

i. To identify money for goods and services flowing in and flowing 
out of the local economy

ii. To identify opportunities for savings and income generation for 
the community

iii. To understand the local economy and its relationship to the 
larger economy

Instructions:

 � Ask the participants to think of the economy of their 
community, which means the goods and services 
produced, sold, and bought in their community. Then ask 
the participants to imagine their local economy as a bucket 
with income sources from outside the community pouring 
in from the top and expenditure on goods and services 
purchased outside the community spilling out of the holes 
at the bottom.

 � Brainstorm in plenary about:

Goods and services that are bought and sold within the 
village and outside the community.

Money that flows in and out of the community.

How money circulates within the community, and within 
households in the community, through the sale of goods 
and services

 � Draw a picture of a bucket with three boxes inside the 
bucket representing the main economic actors in any 
market economy: Households, local government and 
businesses. 

 � Draw arrows coming into the bucket to represent income 
coming from sources outside the community. The arrows 
will begin at the top of the bucket and lead into the right 
box: household, local government or businesses.

 � Draw arrows between the three boxes inside the bucket 
(households, local government and businesses) and show 
the financial interactions between the economic players 
listed in the boxes.

 � Draw arrows leaking out of the bucket from households, 
businesses and local government representing spending 
that is taking place outside the community.

Note. The thickness of the arrow shows the amount 
of money flowing into or out of the community from 
each source; the thicker the arrow, the more money it 
represents.

 � Once the participants in this exercise understand the 
basic idea then you can ask them to list all the inflows and 
outflows in the community.

 � After the analysis of current inflows in and outflows from 
the local economy is finalised, ask participants to think 
about how this situation could be improved. Explain that, 
simply speaking, the local economy can be improved 
by increasing the inflows, reducing the outflows, and 
increasing the circulation in the bucket.

 � Based on the situational analysis, ask community members 
to identify opportunities to increase inflows into and 
circulation of money within the community. Mark these in a 
different colour in the Community Leaky Bucket.

For example, external demand for high quality craft products 
from actors outside the local economy may be an opportunity 
for organising craft workers in the community to be able to 
serve that demand.

These are inflows – money coming into the community from 
outside.

 � Then identify opportunities to plug leaks and mark these in 
yet another colour in the Community Leaky Bucket.

For example, improving agricultural production in the 
community might decrease the need to spend money on food 
outside the village. Composting might decrease the need to buy 
fertilisers when these are not available locally. Money spent on 
food that is produced and bought outside of the village is a 
‘leak’ in the local economy.

 � Ask community members to keep the picture of the 
Community Leaky Bucket displayed at a central venue in 
the area, or even within households, and encourage them 
to make modifications (in different colours) or draw new 
ones to show change.
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Figure 5: Community Leaky Bucket

Source: MacDonald. J. (2005)

Note: The thickness of the arrows represents the amount of money flowing into or out of the community from each source; 
the thicker the arrow, the more money it represents.
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Introduction to exercise 11: The Commodity Leaky Bucket

- These expenditures can be operational (land 
preparation, cost of seeds, fertiliser, transport, 
labour etc.) or investment-oriented (machinery, 
equipment, tree nursery, chicken sheds, building, 
land purchase), or others. Ask community 
members to indicate the various prices and 
quantities at which they bought their inputs (e.g. 
NPK fertiliser: 1kg x 350 KES (Kenyan Shillings) 
= 350 KES).

 � Then ask them to discuss the income they generate from 
producing the commodity.

- Ensure that all income streams related to a given 
commodity are considered (i.e. if discussing 
livestock production, product sales may include 
milk, dung, calves etc.).

- List all income streams in chronological order, if 
possible, with realistic quantities and prices for 
the land size in operation (fixed at the beginning 
of the exercise). Ensure that income streams 
generated through different marketing venues 
(i.e. farm gate, local market, regional market) are 
captured.

- Remind community members that all the revenue 
arrows, together, should represent the total of 
all sales made of this commodity (e.g. calves: 
1st sale of livestock - 2 animals x 5,000 KES = 
10,000 KES, 2nd sale of livestock – 3 animals at 
6,000 KES = 18,000 KES). This requires thinking 
through the commodity cycle (i.e., in the case of 
a crop - from land preparation to seeding, the 
addition of fertilisers, weeding, harvest, transport 
and sale).

 � As in the Community Leaky Bucket, ask community 
members to identify opportunities to increase income or 
to plug leaks. For example, income can be increased by 
adding value to the commodity through processing, by 
targeting different markets, or by aggregating products 
and marketing jointly with others (which is why a mapping 
of different income streams from different markets is 
important). In the same vein, outflows can be reduced by 
finding ways of reducing costs (i.e. by purchasing inputs 
in bulk, by shifting to organic farming practices and 
producing bio pesticides etc.).

 � Encourage community members to keep a picture of the 
bucket in a central place within the community, or within 
households and encourage them to mark changes in 
different colours or draw new ones for comparison.

[Exercises 11 to 14 allow community 
members to apply the Community Leaky 
Bucket tool at the household level; these 
might be introduced after the Community 
Leaky Bucket or skipped]

The same logic applied to analysing the local economy can be used 
to analyse the economics of engaging in specific practices. In an 
agricultural context, this is particularly relevant for the analysis of 
the economics of farming specific commodities, including crops, 
livestock products, tree products etc. 

When prepared carefully, the commodity leaky bucket is the 
result of a community- or producer-led value chain analysis (see 
reference section for Ghore (2015) and Cunningham et al. (2018)). 
This can help community members to improve their position 
within the chain, and the income they generate from producing 
the commodity, by making adjustments to the expenses they 
incur in the process of producing the commodity (finding ways of 
reducing costs), and/or to the income they generate (finding ways 
of improving income).

Instructions:

 � Ask community members to discuss which core commodity 
is produced by most households in the community, that can 
be used as an example for how to use of the Commodity 
Leaky Bucket.

 � Draw the bucket and ask community members to list the 
expenses they incur in relation to a specific commodity. 

- Note that for some commodities, i.e. crops, 
it is important to first identify the land area 
discussed so that costs can be adapted to the real 
requirements for farming a given crop on a given 
land size.

- Before listing expenses, discuss the seasonality 
of the commodity and consider expenses incurred 
throughout that period; and choose a reference 
period (i.e. the past year).

- List the costs related to farming the commodity 
in chronological order – from field preparation, 
the purchase of inputs, to weeding, harvesting, 
packing, and selling. Ensure that costs that occur 
along the entire value chain, from production to 
sale, are considered.
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Introduction to exercise 12: On-farm Household Leaky Bucket

 � Next ask community members to calculate their farm 
revenues (the arrows at the top of the bucket, see exercise 
11 for more details). 

 � Ask community members to calculate their net farm income 
for the considered period (i.e. previous year) by subtracting 
their total farm expenses from their total farm revenues. 

Figure 6: Illustration of The On-Farm Household Leaky Bucket

Source: Cunningham et al. (2018). 

Introduction to exercise 13: Off-Farm Household Leaky Bucket

The Off-Farm Household Leaky Bucket allows community 
members to calculate their non-farm revenue and expenses 
flowing into and out of their households. The separation of on-farm 
and off-farm revenue and expenses is important so that the farm 
can be run as a business, while household expenses are captured 
separately. This leaky bucket will help the community members 
to better understand and track changes in non-farm household 
revenues and expenditures which can be useful for household 
budgeting and decision making. Similarly, if a community member 
has an off-farm business that contributes to household revenue 
and expenses, a separate leaky bucket could be produced for 
that business. 

Instructions:

 � Explain the purpose of the Off-Farm Household Leaky 
Bucket to community members. If the community members 
already completed an On-Farm Household Leaky Bucket, 
they will be familiar with the process. 

 � Explain that the Off-Farm Leaky Bucket allows community 
members to list all sources and amounts of non-farm 
household revenue and expenses in the past year.

 � Ask community members to list all sources and amounts of 
off-farm revenue (arrows at the top of the bucket). Common 
non-farm household revenues include wages, salaries, 
remittances, and non-farm business revenue.

The On-Farm Household Leaky Bucket provides an overview of 
all the on-farm activities carried out by a given household. The 
On-Farm Household Leaky Bucket is the first step to producing 
an Integrated (On-Farm and Off-Farm) Household Leaky Bucket 
(exercise 14). Introducing exercises 12 to 14 should not be 
complicated, since the community members are already familiar 
with the Community and potentially with the Commodity Leaky 
Bucket. If a community member has been working with Commodity 
Leaky Buckets for different commodities, these already have 
the revenue and expenditure data for each commodity arrow in 
the On-Farm Household Leaky Bucket. Altogether, the On-Farm 
Household Leaky Bucket is an illustration of a household’s farm 
venture. It is designed to help community members calculate 
their farm revenue and expenses, and to help them become more 
aware of information that is critical for them to run their farm as 
a business.

Instructions:

 � Ask community members to draw a bucket and explain 
that it allows them to list all sources of farm income and 
farm expenses for their household over a given period, for 
example over the past year.

 � Ask community members to start with farm expenses for 
each commodity you produce (arrows at the bottom of the 
bucket, see exercise 11 for more details). 
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 � Ask community members to list all types and amounts of 
non-farm expenditure (arrows at the bottom of the bucket). 
Common non-farm expenses include consumption items 
such as food, clothing, and furniture, other household 
goods, entertainment, donations etc. Some expenditures 
may be for investment in a non-farm business (i.e., 
equipment, supplies or investment in a building or space for 
the business etc.) or for investing in or building household 
assets (i.e., contributions to a village savings and loan 
association, other savings, insurance, improvements to 
the house, school fees for children’s education or medical 
fees for household members health etc.). Participants may 
want to differentiate expenditures for consumption and 
investment using a different type of arrow.

 � Ask community members to calculate their net off-farm 
income for the year by subtracting their total off-farm 
expenses from their total off-farm revenue. Figure 7: Illustration of the Off-Farm Household Leaky Bucket

Source: Cunningham and al. (2018).

Introduction to exercise 14: The Integrated Household Leaky Bucket

The Integrated Household Leaky Bucket is the easiest leaky 
bucket to complete. There are only four arrows – two inflows and 
two outflows all of which have already been calculated by both the 
On-Farm and the Off-Farm Leaky Buckets. 

Instructions:

 � Ask community members to take the total on-farm revenue 
from the On-Farm Household Leaky Bucket and the total 
off-farm revenue from the Off-Farm Household Leaky 
Bucket and place them as inflow arrows in the Integrated 
Household Leaky Bucket.

 � Ask community members to take the total on-farm 
expenses from the On-Farm Household Leaky Bucket 
and total off-farm expenses from the Off-Farm Household 
Leaky Bucket and place them as outflow arrows in the 
Integrated Household Leaky Bucket.

 � Finally, ask community members to subtract their total 
integrated household leaky bucket expenses from total 
integrated leaky bucket revenues to produce net household 
income and note this figure in the centre of the bucket. 

This integrated bucket can be used to mark and monitor 
changes over time.

Figure 8: Illustration of the Integrated Household Leaky Bucket

Source: Cunningham et al. (2018).
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4. ALIGNING STRENGTHS AND ASSETS WITH COMMUNITY 
DEVELOPMENT OBJECTIVES: COMMUNITY ACTION PLANNING

Introduction to exercise 15: Community action planning

Instructions:

 � Remind community members that the appreciative 
interviewing process and the asset mapping exercises 
revealed their ability and agency to make positive changes 
to their households and communities without any external 
help. Encourage community members to focus on the 
‘low hanging fruits’, and explain that the concept refers 
to engaging in activities that are likely to be successful 
because they built on what has been done and on what can 
easily be done by allocating additional existing resources.

 � Jointly review assets and opportunities by displaying the 
results of the inventory and mapping exercises so that 
everyone can assess the assets and opportunities.

 � Jointly identify the community’s development goals by 
asking the following questions: Based on all the assets and 
opportunities, what are desired and realisable development 
goals for this community? Guide community members to 
identify ‘low hanging fruit’ that are within their power to 
achieve without outside assistance.

 � Jointly identify community assets available to achieve 
that goal by asking community members to identify which 
specific assets they can use for which objective. As much 
as possible, support community members in their planning 
for fully community-driven activities that do not require any 
external action. Remind them of the ‘glass half full’ and the 
‘success stories’ shared during appreciative interviewing to 
remind them of their own power and agency.

 � After listing what they can do by themselves, community 
members can identify their social assets – their access to 
specific resource persons, associations or organisations – 
that can support them for some or all the listed development 
goals and strategise on how to bring them on board. As 
much as possible, ask them to identify and understand the 
specific mission, mandate and interest of different actors 
and ask them to be realistic in who can be approached for 
which activities, and how the community should go about it. 

This is the most critical part of the ABCD process which helps 
to translate local assets into action. It completes the process of 
the mapping of assets in the first stages of the ABCD process 
by matching identified strengths and assets with community 
development objectives.

Community development involves linking the assets that people 
have with opportunities to enhance their livelihoods. Before 
making concrete plans, it is important to review all the assets and 
opportunities that have been identified so far and consider how 
these might be used to bring about change. It is worth noting 
that an important ‘linking asset’ is the capacity to organise and 
mobilise. This capacity will be an important consideration when 
coming up with ideas for community development.

By revisiting the assets maps, the group envisions a desired 
change and comes up with action plan to achieve it. This typically 
includes an outline of activities, where they can be done, when 
they can be done, and by whom, and potentially who else might 
benefit from these activities.

The most important objective of this exercise is to have community 
members realise that they can achieve their objectives WITHOUT 
any external support by using what they have better, and by working 
with each other based on their interests, skills, and passions. The 
second core objective is to have community members realise that 
they can achieve their objectives by targeting specific external 
actors with specific requests that are in line with the core activities 
and interests of these external actors. If community members 
request for support in domains in which their interests match with 
the interests of specific external actors, these external actors will 
be more likely to support them, and their collaboration is more 
likely to be effective, efficient, and sustainable. 

Objectives

i. To show how the asset assessment tools can be used to 
stimulate activities that make full use of strengths, assets, 
and opportunities.

ii. Learn how to link identified assets and strengths to new 
opportunities.
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Table 4: Matching strengths and assets with specific development goals

Future change Actions required Local assets Who can 
contribute

External support 
required

Who can be 
approached

Good soil conservation

High vegetable yields

Increased poultry 
production

Good water spring 
protection

Other future change

5. PARTICIPATORY MONITORING AND EVALUATION: TRACING THE 
MOST SIGNIFICANT CHANGE

Introduction to exercise 16: Monitoring and evaluating the most 
significant change

The ABCD approach has an in-built monitoring and evaluation 
component, which is based on the most significant change 
(MSC) technique (Dart & Davies, 2003). With the help of the most 
significant change tool, we analyse what has happened and what 
the significance of these changes is. It allows for uncertainty and 
assumes that changes are a result of the interaction of many 
different factors that cannot always be anticipated and planned. 
The most important part of the tool is that it requires that all 
stakeholders to think about why a certain change is significant, 
which is where real evaluation begins. Consequently, decisions on 
how to move forward is informed by a sense of purpose, and not 
because of bureaucratic requirements.

The ‘preparation steps’ outlined in the instructions below should 
be facilitated directly after completing exercise 15: Community 
Action Planning. During these preparations, intervals for future 
regular follow-up monitoring and evaluation meetings will be 
set, and community members should identify a way to remind 
themselves about these dates. These meetings can also be used 
as refresher sessions for specific tools and segments of the overall 
ABCD approach.

All the maps and diagrams prepared during the ABCD training can 
be used for this exercise as well. Therefore, it might be advisable 
to speak about the most significant change exercise from the 
beginning of the training to encourage community members to 
draw neat and realistic maps and diagrams.

Objectives

The MSC technique involves regular collection of stories about 
change. In this way, the communities can:

i. Describe what they consider to be the most important changes 
experienced since they start working on a specific initiative.

ii. Explain why they think these changes are of value.
iii. Explain how those changes came about and who was active 

in bringing about this change.
iv. Make decisions on how to continue with more activities that 

will be of value to this community.

Source: Example drawn from ICRAF's Triple A project.
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Note. Take notes of the stories, noting who told the story; 
keeping in mind that it is important to collect stories 
from diverse members of the community, but to let them 
drive the process with a maximum of authenticity and 
enjoyability.

 � Remind those who share their stories that the first part of 
story should be descriptive and focus on what happened, 
who was involved, where did it happen, when did it happen.

 � Remind those who share their stories that the second part 
of the story should be explanatory and consider questions 
such as: what difference has it made already? What 
difference will it make in future?

Organising the stories

 � Jointly with a representative group from the community 
members, review and organise these stories into the 
‘domains’ of change that they defined in step 1. At this 
stage, other domains may have to be created.

 � Jointly with the representative group of community 
members, analyse and summarise the findings in a 
way that can be presented back to the community; with 
community members, summarise selected stories that 
seem to capture the most significant change.

 � Jointly with community members, verify the findings and 
feed them back to the community. Give feedback to all 
members of the community for discussions and verification. 
This will be used to help them decide what to do next.

 � (Optional) sharing the findings with a wider audience: A 
synthesis and summary of the findings can be presented to 
other stakeholders such as government, donors, etc.

6. FACILITATION ADVICE

General facilitation context for the ABCD 
training

In line with the group selection process developed and 
implemented by ICRAF’s ABCD team (see publication 
by Fuchs, Orero, Apondi, Kipkorir, forthcoming), the 
ABCD process starts before the described ABCD training 
sessions are facilitated. The process starts with having 
an open and inclusive group selection process, which 
creates awareness of the existence of the project and 
the approach that will be used. The group selection 
process deliberately aims to involve local authorities 
and other locally active formal institutions, and attempts 
to foster exchange among community members and 

community associations themselves, as well we with 
formal institutions. The structured group selection process 
furthermore directly aims to identify community groups 
that are interested in working on the project and ‘apply’ for 
that collaboration rather than being designated in a top-
down manner. By using a structured selection approach, 
the project is also able to defend its independence and 
to avoid being perceived as biased or influenced by local 
leaders’ interests and priorities. 

The characteristics of the ABCD training process, and 
typically of the further engagement of the ABCD team, are 
outlined during the selection process, and are repeated in 
the beginning of our active engagement with the selected 

Instructions:

Preparation steps

 � Jointly with community members select ‘domains’ of 
change by discussing what kind of changes they expected 
to see. For example, ‘(changes in) people’s income’, or ‘land 
restoration’, or ‘gender equity’. It is generally good practice 
to identify these ‘domains’ in line with the activities 
formulated in the community action plan.

 � Jointly with community members decide whom to involve 
by keeping in mind that it is good to include stories of 
diverse community members alongside those of outsiders 
who have been involved in this initiative such as NGOs 
workers and local government officials. The community 
members can decide to call all or a sample of members for 
these meetings.

Collecting the most significant change stories

 � Explain the objectives and modalities of collecting stories: 
with the help of community members, ask different 
members of the community to tell stories about the most 
significant change they observed. Remind them to consider 
what the change is, to demonstrate it with a story, and 
to explain why it is significant and/or why it matters. 
Depending on the size of the group, do this in plenary or 
in sub-groups. These might be organised according to 
gender/age, or according to another locally relevant metric.
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community groups. These may include the following 
aspects: 

i. the project activities and durations (i.e. mainly training 
sessions over a specified period of time); 

ii. the ‘facilitation’ context (i.e. whether the project 
compensates community members for participating 
in the project training and activities, whether lunch or 
transport is facilitated); 

iii. the project aims (i.e. strengthening communities’ 
self-awareness and agency with the objective that  
community members choose to come together 
and take charge of their personal and community 
development by using existing strengths and 
resources, by working more closely together, and by 
collaborating in a targeted way with external actors 
that are active in the area). 

Before engaging individual community groups in the 
ABCD training, it is important to establish a clearly defined 
relationship with the officials (chairperson, secretary etc.) 
of the group, to register their names and phone numbers 
and to start interacting with them. Make sure to understand 
the local ‘calendar’ in terms of important market days and 
other relevant days (i.e. religious holidays, local association 
meetings etc.) that influence the community members’ 
potential availability. Jointly identify suitable weekdays 
during which trainings can be held. Once the training 
dates are set, make sure to remind group officials at least 
one week in advance and communicate severally in the 
run-up to the individual sessions to ensure maximum 
participation. Keep an open communication channel for 
group officials to communicate unforeseen unavailability 
and remain flexible to accommodate the community 
members’ schedules. 

Facilitating the beginning of the ABCD 
training

Since ABCD is an approach, a process, and a way of doing 
things, the attitude and language used by the persons 
facilitating the training sessions are very important. Some 
of the facilitation tips for the beginning of the ABCD 
process include:

 � Start the workshop by welcoming the participants.

 � If appropriate for the context, begin the sessions by 
a word of prayer by inviting one of the participants to 
lead the prayer.

 � Introduce yourselves as facilitators and the organisation 
you work for, and include a summary of the institution’s 
mission, vision, and general mandate. We introduce 
the specific project at hand and repeat what had been 
communicated about the project during general project 
introduction, group selection, and group selection 
confirmation. Inform the participants again about what 
you, as external actor, want to offer in terms of trainings 

and terms of engagement with them. Explicitly address 
issues related to potential community expectations 
such as receiving ‘sitting allowances’ and explain 
what you will cover (i.e. workshops stationaries and 
lunches) and what you will not cover (i.e. payment for 
participation).

 � Then allow the participants to introduce themselves 
and ask them to give their official names, where 
they come from in the locality, the community group 
they comes from and whether they hold leadership 
positions. 

 � After the introductions, move to eliciting expectations 
of the participants and joint setting of ground rules. 
Write both on separate flipcharts and place them 
where every participant will be able to see them.

 � After that, begin the day’s session as scheduled 
and issue the participants with training manuals and 
stationaries for their use.

 � Remind the participants to feel free at all times to share 
views/ideas/ask questions considering the set ground 
rules.

 � Makes sure to keep time for departure since some 
participants may be travelling from far.

 � After giving a brief overview of what will happen during 
the next session and reminding them to bring back 
their notebooks and training manuals, close the day’s 
session with a word of prayer (if appropriate) and wish 
the participants safe travels.

 � At the beginning of the next day, start with a short 
recap of the previous session and ask the participants 
to evaluate the process in view of their formulated 
expectations. Then, as you remind them of the ground 
rules, start with an introduction of the next session and 
begin as scheduled.

To ensure that the process is useful for the community 
and to plan for the effectiveness and sustainability of the 
process and its outcomes, ensure that the maps created 
in the process the asset mapping exercises are left in the 
community, ideally in a publicly accessible place. If these 
maps are available, community members can refer back 
to them to plan activities that may or may not be related 
to the project. As facilitators, it is good to take pictures 
of them for your records and to for the participatory M&E 
sessions, but the maps’ ownership should stay within the 
community.

General facilitation tips

Facilitation is a skill of creating a conducive learning 
environment where people are encouraged to fully engage, 
use their potential, and drive their own development. 
Facilitation varies with people, but obstacles are 
commonly encountered in the process. This requires 
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careful preparation by the facilitators, and an ability to 
follow the contents of the process in a way that allows 
for flexibility without digressing too much since sticking to 
designed process is important to achieve the set goals. In 
the following section, we outline common challenges that 
can be faced during the process and propose ways for 
addressing them.

A core challenge is managing difficult group dynamics: 
Personalities differ in group settings, and issues like 
talkativeness, aggressiveness and other unacceptable 
behaviour can be displayed by one or several participants 
seeking to gain attention and control the discussions. 
This can lead to time wastage, negative group dynamics, 
a sense of exclusion and domination among some 
participants, and to objectives not being met. Inequality 
in the distribution of speaking time is another key 
challenge, especially in communities that are patriarchal or 
otherwise hierarchical. Spotting and creatively addressing 
such imbalances, which often manifest along lines of 
gender, age, and social class, is important to facilitate 
an inclusive process. In doing so, it is important to stay 
humble and not to ‘overstep’ and interfere with community 
dynamics by appearing biased or by being judgemental 
or dismissive. At the same time, including a provision 
about consequences if a participant does not follow the 
ground rules can address and altogether dismiss highly 
disruptive participants. Another common issue, although 
less grave in its consequences, is momentary boredom 
and/or tiredness of community members. Here again, it 
is important to listen to cues from the community and to 
address them swiftly and seamlessly. 

Some ways of addressing commonly found challenges in 
facilitation include:

 � Remind the participants that it is key to keep to the 
set ground rules at all times. Also, act with calm and 
professionalism and take a step away from the current 
discussion to assess the situation and choose the best 
way to bring the training back on track.

 � Remind participants that the training demands a tight 
schedule to complete and it is always key to keep an 
eye on the time.

 � Creativity and innovation are key in handling conflicts 
in the training. So is humour. Learn how to ‘read’ the 
mood of the community and try to use humour where 
appropriate.

 � Interest and enthusiasm among participants can be 
strengthened by regularly repeating what the core 
goal of the training is, and by emphasising how it will 
positively affect them. This keeps the participants fully 
engaged during the entire process. 

 � Be well prepared always. As a facilitator, master the 
subject matter well to make participants feel comfortable 
rather than doubting what you offer to them.

 � Make sure to address a maximum of two to three topics 
in a day and to give enough time and mental space for 
participants to engage with them, rather than rushing 
them through too much content. This helps participants 
to maintain focus and avoids confusing them. It also 
deepens discussions, encourages brain storming, 
improves teamwork, and enhances comprehension 
overall.

 � Ensure action items from group decisions are clearly 
reasoned, articulated, and properly assigned for 
implementation to bring positive future change. Remind 
participants that doing this will convey meeting success, 
and that regular follow-up on the action items after the 
end of the training is important for future success.

 � Keep in mind that an unplanned training schedule leads 
to boredom and affects the flow of contents. Always 
have program designed prior to the session and make 
sure that all objectives are met. 

 � When the energy levels are a little low or participants 
seem tired, stop the session and do a few icebreakers 
or ‘energising exercises’, both facilitated by the training 
facilitators and by participants. If participants seem 
hungry or thirsty, break earlier for lunch/refreshments/
health breaks than initially planned.

 � Be creative and use games, different coloured pens, 
stories, role plays and other innovative ways to bring 
content to life.

 � Managing diversity is more challenging at the start: Be 
aware of understanding levels considering age, gender, 
culture, and language. Participants may be full of ideas 
but due to language barriers, they may not express 
them easily. Find ways of addressing their discomfort 
or hesitance to participate, for example by pairing a 
younger participant with an older one to support them 
make their voice heard. 

 � Use simple examples and language that accommodates 
everyone in the group.

 � Increasing involvement in facilitation group: During 
introductions, deliberately focus on setting the stage 
and raising confidence of the participants. This can 
be done by initiating a creative exercise with the entire 
group so that everyone is comfortable and involved from 
the start. This is often overlooked in training facilitation, 
but it is key to set the general mood of the group and 
allows the facilitators to observe personalities.

 � Consider running a mental list of participants’ inputs 
which set the atmosphere when considering whom to 
approach to handle an activity.

 � Keep an appreciative, inclusive, and attentive attitude 
at all times; and emulate asset- and strength-based 
thinking in all aspects of your interaction with community 
members.
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ANNEXES
Annex 1: Overview of ABCD training duration and logistics

Exercise no. and title Objectives Duration Additional notes and requirements

Ex. 1: ABCD definitions Set the tone 30 minutes Flipcharts, marker pens, masking tapes, camera, 
training manual

Ex. 2: ‘Glass half full’ Encourage positive attitude 30 minutes Glass with water; flipcharts, marker pens, masking 
tapes.

Ex. 3: Appreciative 
interviewing and story-telling 

Encourage self-appreciation and 
belief in own agency

3 hours Flipcharts, marker pens, masking tapes, group leaders

Ex. 4: Heads, hands and 
hearts

Assess human assets; talents 
and skills

1 hour 30 minutes Flipcharts, marker pens, masking tapes, group leaders

Ex. 5: Capacity inventories Organise human assets 1 hour 30 minutes Flipcharts, marker pens, masking tapes, group leaders

Ex. 6: Associations mapping Assess social assets; local 
networks

3 hours Flipcharts, marker pens, masking tapes, group 
leaders, small cards

Ex. 7: Institutions mapping Assess social assets; formal 
networks

3 hours Flipcharts, marker pens, masking tapes, group leader, 
bigger cards

Ex. 8: Infrastructure and 
natural resource mapping

Assess physical and natural 
assets

2 hours Flipcharts, marker pens, masking tapes, group leader, 
small cards

Ex. 9: Transect mapping Understand physical and natural 
assets on the ground

5 hours Village elders, car if the distance to cover is significant 

Ex. 10: Community Leaky 
Bucket

Assess opportunities in the local 
economy

1 hour Flipcharts, marker pens, masking tapes, group 
leaders, ream of foolscaps

Ex. 11: Commodity Leaky 
Bucket

Improved agri-business planning 3 hours Flipcharts, marker pens

Ex. 12: On-farm Household 
Leaky Bucket

Assess flows of goods and 
services on one’s personal farm

2 hours Flipcharts, marker pens, masking tapes, group leaders 

Ex. 13: Off-farm Household 
Leaky Bucket

Assess flows of goods and 
services in one’s personal off-
farm activities

2 hours Flipcharts, marker pens, masking tapes, group leaders

Ex. 14: Integrated Household 
Leaky Bucket

Assess flows of goods and 
services at the household level

3 hours, potentially 
shorter in 
interaction with Ex. 
12 and 13 

Flipcharts, marker pens, masking tapes, group leaders

Ex. 15: Community action 
planning

Align strengths and assets 
with community development 
objectives

6 hours Flipcharts, marker pens, masking tapes

Ex. 16: The most significant 
change

Participatory monitoring, 
evaluation, learning and adaptive 
planning

3-4 hours Flipcharts, marker pens
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Annex 2: Different models for rolling out the proposed ABCD approach

A) Weekly training schedule

Date Activity

Monday Introductions, climate setting, expectations and norms; workshop objectives

Introduction to ABCD

Human asset assessment

Tuesday Social asset assessment

Wednesday Physical and natural asset assessment

Thursday Community economic assets and analysis

Friday Action Planning

Planning for monitoring and evaluation

B) Monthly training schedule

Week 1

Mon Tue Wed Thurs Fri

Introduction; Human and social assets

Week 2

Mon Tue Wed Thurs Fri

Physical and natural 
assets

Week 3

Mon Tue Wed Thurs Fri

Community economic assets and analysis

Week 4

Mon Tue Wed Thurs Fri

Community action planning; M&E planning
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Annex 3: Overview of core tools used by ICRAF’s ABCD team

Tool Module Objective

The ‘head, 
hearts and 
hands’ tool 

Exercises 4 
and 5

Tool for human asset assessment.

Support the community to understand each individual’s knowledge, talents, passions and skills in-depth to 
establish a joint understanding about existing identities, interests and preferences in the community, and a 
joint vision on where the community wants to go.

The associations 
and institutions 
mapping tools

Exercises 6 
and 7

Tool for social asset assessment.

Understand the difference between informal associations and formal institutions, the interconnectedness 
between them and between community members; and learn how to leverage targeted support from these 
social assets.

The 
infrastructure 
and natural 
resource 
mapping tools

Exercises 8 
and 9

Tools for physical and natural asset assessment.

Understand the extent of the local ‘landscape’, and its natural and physical resources. Understand how 
natural and physical resources are connected, and how these resources are connected to neighbouring 
spaces.

The ‘community 
leaky bucket’ 
tool

Exercise 10 Tool for local economic opportunity assessment to identify inflows of means into the community, outflows of 
means and circulation of means within the community.

Identify opportunities within the local economy to either increase inflows into the community or reduce 
outflows from the community. A side-objective is to increase circulation of means within the community. 
Based on the assessment, community action planning can be targeted accordingly, based on available 
assets.

The ‘community 
action plan’ tool

Exercise 15 Help the communities to make sense of the different asset assessments in a way that allows them to 
understand their IIP, define IIP-responsive activities, relate existing human, natural, physical and financial 
assets to these activities, and understand clearly which social assets can be leveraged for additional 
‘external’ support. 

The external partner, ideally, is one of the social assets that can be leveraged in line with that external 
partners’ IIP and the community’s understanding of these IIP – leading to demand-driven invitations to 
collaborate in the external partners’ specialization (‘match’). 

The tool helps communities to combine fully community-driven activities with those for which they enlist 
targeted external support.

The ‘commodity 
leaky bucket’

Exercise 11 Support ‘farming as a business’ approach by collecting information about required expenses and potential 
income from farming a specific commodity.

The ‘integrated 
household leaky 
bucket’ 

Exercises 12, 
13 and 14

Tool for alternative, flexible, participatory, and non-extractive welfare assessments at household level. 

Collect data about household expenditure and income, both on- and off-farm, to analyse different 
households’ livelihood trajectories, compare the effects of engaging in certain practices (i.e. specific farming 
practices; overall livelihood diversification; shift of focus between on- and off-farm activities etc.). 

The tool can also serve as M&E and planning tool for individual households.

Additional tools not mentioned in this manual

The group 
selection tool

n/a Establish initial ‘match’ between external actors’ and local partners’ IIP.

Producer-led 
value chain 
analysis (PLVCA)

n/a Tool to analyse relevant value chains and create self-awareness about one’s positioning in the value chain.

Support communities to plan for, combine and sequence individual and collective activities, community-
driven assessments of relevant value chain actors and constraints in various input and output markets is 
facilitated for different commodities.

The PAR ‘market 
survey’ tool

n/a Survey input and output markets jointly with local partners.

The ‘commodity 
ledger’

n/a Support ‘farming as a business’ approach by breaking down information about required expenses and 
potential income from farming a specific commodity and spreading it over time. The visualisation of 
important timelines helps farmers to manage expectations, understand the need for upfront investment, 
allows to sequence different crop cycles to allow for cross-pollination etc.
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(5) 
Participatory 
monitoring and
evaluation: Tracing the 
most significant change
 to assess and readjust 
community action 
plans

ABCD recognises and 
builds on the strengths, gifts, 

talents and resources of individuals and 
communities, in response to challenges of 

creating strong social communities and enhancing 
economic development. Rather than encouraging 

communities to turn to the outside for help to address their 
supposed needs, ABCD helps community members to create 

strong, inclusive and sustainable communities by themselves.

In ABCD, we use the analogy of the ‘glass half full or half empty’ to 
conceptualise what it means to focus on existing assets and strengths, rather 

than on deficits. This analogy shows that one’s perspective matters – and that 
our perspective is crucial for what we believe, including about ourselves, others 

and our capacity to achieve good things for our lives.

In using an ABCD approach, we are interested in what we have and 
what we know. This focus creates a foundation from which 
inspiration and positive energy can be drawn for thinking 

and practicing holistic community 
development. (1) Introduction 

to ABCD: ABCD 
means focusing 
on assets and 
strengths

i. Human asset assessment: Mapping individual skills 

a. Heads, Hands, and Hearts

b. Capacity inventories

ii. Social assets: Mapping connections between people 
and organisations 

a. Associations mapping

b. Institutions mapping

iii. Physical and natural assets: Mapping infrastructure and natural resources 

a. Infrastructure and natural resource mapping

b. Transect walk and mapping

iv. Economic opportunity assessment: Financial flows at 
various scales

a. The Community Leaky Bucket

b. The Commodity Leaky Bucket 

c. The On-Farm Household Leaky Bucket 
and the Off-Farm Household Leaky 
Bucket, which are combined in 

the Integrated Household 
Leaky Bucket

The core of 
ABCD is to conduct 

comprehensive asset assessments. 
It is important for the mapping to be done by 

communities themselves and that they have genuine 
ownership of the process. The developed maps can be used as a 
baseline against which both future plans and actual changes can 
be recorded.

(4) Integrated 
community action planning: 
Matching strengths and assets 

with development objectives

Introduction

There are several core principles 
underlying the ABCD approach. The 
first principle is that ‘everyone has 
gifts’, which means that every member 
in the community has unique skills and 
talents to contribute to its thriving. 

A second principle is that ‘relationships 
build a community’, which is why 
facilitating community exchange and 
engagement are fundamental to 
community development, alongside the 
conscious building of relationships with 
actors that are external to the 
community. 

A third principle is to ‘start with what 
you have’, which is why a holistic and 
thorough assessment of existing assets 
and strengths can contribute to 
communities realising their own 
development objectives without any 
external assistance in view of them 
mobilising and better using their own 
resources. Altogether, these three 
principles centre on appreciating 
communities for their inherent 
strengths and capacities. As external 
actors, the ABCD team of World 
Agroforestry (ICRAF) works to support 
communities to use these assets, 
strengths, and capacity to improve the 
sustainability of their livelihoods and to 
live a life of dignity.

ABCD is a participatory process that 
can be facilitated in many ways. 
ICRAF’s ABCD team currently uses 16 
tools, which are inspired by and partly 
co-developed with the Coady Institute. 
These tools are used in a process that 
has five steps: (1) an introduction to 
ABCD, (2) setting the tone through 
appreciative interviewing, (3) assessing 
existing assets and strengths, (4) 
integrated community action planning, 
(5) regular participatory monitoring and 
evaluation.

For more details, consult the full 
manual: Fuchs, L.E., Kipkorir, L., 
Apondi, V., Orero, L. (2020), 
Facilitating an Asset-Based 
Community-Driven (ABCD) Approach 
for Holistic Community Development: 
A Manual for Community Organising, 
World Agroforestry (ICRAF), Nairobi: 
Kenya, 36 pp.

ABCD AT A GLANCE
The approach, process and tools

This is the 
most critical part of 

the ABCD process which helps to 
translate local assets into action. It completes the process of the mapping of 

assets in the first stages of the ABCD process by matching identified strengths and 
assets with community development objectives.

 During community action planning, communities revisit their various asset maps and the stories of 
success they shared during appreciative interviewing. Based on these, they discuss the future changes they 

envision for their community, and draw realistic and feasible action plans to pursue them. These action plans typically 
include an outline of activities, where they can be done, when they can be done, and by whom, and potentially who 

else might benefit from these activities.

The process fosters holistic community development by encouraging first diversification of objectives and then 
specialisation of pathways to achieve these objectives. The most important objective of this exercise is that 

communities realise that they can achieve their objectives WITHOUT any external support by using what they have 
better, and by working with each other based on their interests, skills, and passions. Another core objective is 

that communities realise that they can achieve other objectives by building strategic partnerships with specific 
external actors around specific activities and goals. If communities seek collaboration and support in 

domains in which their interests match with the interests of specific external actors, these external 
actors will be more likely to support them, and their collaboration is more likely to 

be effective, efficient, and sustainable.

The ABCD 
approach has an in-built 

monitoring and evaluation 
component, which is based on the most 
significant change technique. With the 
help of this tool, we analyse what has 
happened and what the significance of 
these changes is. It allows for 
uncertainty and assumes that changes 
are a result of the interaction of many 
different factors that cannot always be 
anticipated and planned. The tool requires 
that all stakeholders think about why a 
certain change is significant, which is where 
real evaluation begins. Consequently, 

decisions on how to move forward are 
informed by a sense of purpose, 

and not because of 
bureaucratic 

requirements.

(3) 
Assessing 

existing assets, 
strengths and 
opportunities: 
Understanding 
what you have 

and where 
to start

(2) Appreciative 
interviewing: 
Setting the tone of 
self-belief by sharing 
stories of personal 
achievements, hope 
          and courage

Guided story-telling 
through appreciative interviewing 
fosters ‘listening conversations’. These 
allow both the story-tellers and the listeners to 
be vulnerable, to recognise each other’s humanity, 
and to feel valued and heard. The process allows people 
to tell their truth without being challenged, questioned or 
defensive. It helps to uncover the gifts, skills, talents, and 
assets within the community. The stories help to discover what 
people care about and bring out their motivations to act.

The process also provides the ABCD facilitators ‘entry 
points’ for how to build meaningful relationships 

with the community based on their lived 
experiences, the tales of their struggles and 

successes, and their hopes and visions for 
the future.
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