Introduction to Outcome & Asset Approaches

Our Outcome-Asset Impact Model (O-AIM), which increases local capacity for building  positive change, merges outcome and asset approaches as well as integrates a number of other concepts and theories. We provide a full discussion of the O-AIM in the next section. This section provides:

1. a basic introduction to outcomes and assets

2. and how they have been used traditionally in the human services.

Outcomes

[image: image1.jpg]



The term “outcome” is generally used to describe a desired result. In human services, the term is used to describe the changes that are expected to occur as a result of an  intervention. Outcomes are defined in advance of the intervention. They drive the change process and are the criteria for evaluating its effectiveness. 

Example—

Many neighborhood organizations are concerned about the increase in crime rates. Traditionally, the desirable long-range impact (or outcome) of their work would be a crime-free community. Based on this objective, they might come up with ways to reduce the number of crimes committed in the community, such as increasing policing or instituting neighborhood watch programs.

Evaluating Outcomes

Historically, when people have tried to measure results they have tended to focus on such things as units of services provided or numbers of clients served. However, these measures do not inform us about actual results for the community. For example, if a community provides counseling to a high number of delinquents, simply tallying the number of counseling sessions does not provide direct evidence that counseling decreases delinquent behavior.

Outcome evaluations evolved as funders increasingly began to demand evaluation data as evidence of success of program outcomes. In outcome approaches, outcome statements are created that define the changes that are intended to result from an intervention. In turn these statements establish the basis for the evaluation. 

	 

	NOTE—
An important feature of outcome approaches is the development of measurable indicators (based on the outcome statements) used to evaluate the success of an intervention, and determine whether the outcomes are attained.

	 


Example—

1. Outcome Statement: 

“People feel safe in their neighborhood.”

How It Can Be Measured:

A survey can be used to examine several indicators of how safe people feel in their neighborhood.

2. Outcome Statement: 

“People respect and follow the law.”

How It Can Be Measured:

Interviews can reveal people’s attitudes and practices regarding the law.

3. Outcome Statement: 

“People want lower crime rates in their neighborhoods.”

How It Can Be Measured:

Crime statistics can show whether crime rates are lowered as a result of an intervention.

Assets

Assets are strengths (such as positive relationships) and resources (such as skills and opportunities) that promote  health and self-sufficiency. Asset approaches stress that for positive change to occur we must identify and build upon existing assets (of people and organizations) as a way of moving from a problem or deficit focus to an asset focus. This approach uses existing strengths to create opportunities and environments where assets can be further enhanced and developed. Below is an example of an asset orientation.

Example—

If a group of neighborhood adolescents have demonstrated an inclination toward art, perhaps even through the delinquent behavior of graffiti, then the community may organize a mural painting project that includes guidance by well-known local artists and an exhibit of the adolescents’ artwork. Thus the kids’ strength, i.e., their artistic ability, creates an opportunity for artistic development that directs their behavior in a positive direction, providing them a way to give back to the community.

Historically, in the effort to create healthy and safe communities, people have tried to bring about positive results by concentrating on the immediate problems at hand. New understandings of our world and the dynamics of change have now taught us to focus on both healthy and unhealthy conditions (both strengths and problems) because the conditions that create problems are not the same as those that create health.

Example—

Eliminating spousal abuse is imperative, but just simply stopping the abuse does not by itself create a healthy and thriving family. Healthy families must also have positive assets such as loving, supportive relationships. 

It is not the absence of problems that creates health; rather, it is the presence of positive assets. People do not solve problems solely by understanding how and why problems evolve. Instead of just asking, “Why are so many things going wrong?” we also need to ask, “When things go right, what happened and how can we do more of that?” 

An asset orientation promotes a shift in thinking...
	...FROM the traditional, problem-oriented DEFICIT APPROACH

	“How do we fix this problem?”

“Other people need to fix this.”

“It’s us versus them.”

“I’m working by myself.”

“Problems continue.”

	TO a strength-based ASSET APPROACH

	“How can we create more health?”

“What can I do differently?”

“We are all in this together.”

“I’m working with others in a common context.”

“We identify the journey from problems to health.”
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	Compare a deficit approach to an asset approach for solving a perceived community problem: “Teens Run Amok”
Interactive graphical version

Accessible text-only version

Compare a deficit approach to an asset approach for solving a perceived community problem: “Teens Run Amok”

	 


NEXT PAGE> Go to the next section to see how outcome and asset approaches have been merged to create our Outcome-Asset Impact Model (O-AIM) 
Our Outcome-Asset Impact Model (O-AIM)
The previous section provides an introduction to outcome and asset approaches in human services. This section describes in detail how our model, the Outcome-Asset Impact Model (O-AIM), (Brown & Reed, 1998, 1999; Reed & Brown, 2001) merges the two approaches and combines them with other concepts and theories.

The O-AIM provides people and organizations with a framework for understanding social issues. It also provides them with the foundation for establishing a detailed strategic plan to guide them at every stage of the change process, including an evaluation framework to assess their progress. 

	 

	NOTE—
See the Research Base section of this website for more detailed descriptions of all the concepts and theories that inform the O-AIM.

	 


Although both outcome and asset approaches are useful and necessary, they are not sufficient alone to create  healthy and  capable communities. Outcome approaches guide us through the change process by helping us define the practical, incremental steps necessary for achieving the desired change; while asset approaches help us define the quality of the change, which is essential for achieving a capable community.
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The framework of the O-AIM consists of three core concepts:
1. Outcomes occur within an asset context.

2. Outcomes occur on five interrelated levels.

3. Outcomes at multiple levels must be considered.

A further description of these core concepts follows.

Outcomes occur within an asset context.

O-AIM focuses on asset-based outcomes. The implementation of the O-AIM begins with a discussion between  MSU Outreach Partnerships and interested community members regarding the  desired impact. This discussion includes the identification of existing community assets that are necessary to achieve the desired impact.

Impact statements are then developed to describe the desired future state or context, such as, “Youth have positive social skills, self-esteem, leadership skills, and good health,” or “People live in a healthy community.” Assets are the building blocks or characteristics of that desired impact. Together, the desired impact and its associated assets create the asset context.

Example—

Youth who have positive social skills, self-esteem, leadership skills, and good health have most of the Search Institute’s 40 Developmental Assets (Benson, 1997). Based on Search Institute research, the more assets available to youth the less likely they are to engage in risk-taking behavior. 

The O-AIM also defines outcomes in people-centered terms, where the emphasis is not on types of activities that need to be implemented, but rather on how people can benefit, and how their conditions can change based on these activities and interventions. Working with local partners, and keeping in mind the  overall impact (vision) that has been defined, we develop people-centered, asset-based outcome statements. These asset-based outcomes are expressed in three ways: 

	 

	A more detailed description and examples of outcomes can be found in The Spectrum of Outcomes. 

Get the free Acrobat reader

	 


· Long-term Outcomes that describe changes in the condition or status of people. 

Example—

“Youth resolve conflict nonviolently.”

· Intermediate Outcomes that describe changes in people’s behavior. 

Example—

“Youth begin to use nonviolent resolution strategies when confronted with conflict.”

· Initial Outcomes that describe the knowledge, beliefs, and skills necessary for the change to take place. 

Example—

“Youth learn and understand nonviolent conflict resolution techniques and strategies.”

Note: Notice that long-term outcomes are listed first, then intermediate, and initial. The reason for this is that a key aspect of the O-AIM is to start the process by defining your vision of a  capable community first, then “working backwards” to find ways to achieve that vision.

Outcomes occur on five interrelated levels
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The second key feature of the O-AIM is that it focuses on  outcomes at multiple levels. The O-AIM helps communities concentrate their activities and interventions on the following five levels of interaction. Each level contains an example related to the development of safe and affordable housing within a community.

1. Individual: one person at a time 

Example: Children and adults need to live in safe and affordable housing.

2. Family or Group: family members or within a small group 

Example: Families must have the necessary resources to afford and maintain safe and affordable housing.

3. Block, Organization, or Agency: among neighbors on a block, or within an organization of which one is a member, or within an agency where one does business 

Example: The housing authority has a program for making available safe and affordable housing to low income families.

4. Neighborhood or Service Delivery System: relationships among people who live in a neighborhood or between and/or among agencies that provide interconnected services 

Example: Developing safe and affordable housing requires the contributions of contractors, the housing authorities, funding agencies, banks, and the city zoning and building offices.

5. Community: the larger community where one lives 

Example: The community has a commitment to the provision of safe and affordable housing for all income levels.

	 

	A further example of these levels and who they apply to can be found in Levels for Consumers and Agencies
Get the free Acrobat reader

	 


Once the long-term, intermediate, and initial asset-based outcome statements are generated for each level that is involved, activities and interventions are then identified that correspond to each statement. A logic model, or visual map, can be created that links outcome statements to activities at the various levels.

Outcomes at multiple levels must be considered

The final core concept of the O-AIM maintains that most situations are so complex that in order to achieve the desired impact, outcomes at multiple levels must be realized. Experience has shown that focusing on only one level will not likely result in the  desired impact. This means that there must be an intentional development of activities at multiple levels. In the previous example, simply making affordable housing available to individuals does not necessarily mean successful home ownership.

For Further Reading: Research Base and Key Understandings

We believe that people who want to develop  capable communities and create positive change must take into consideration some basic principles regarding human behavior and the nature of change. Concepts developed by various authors and researchers, in addition to asset and outcome approaches, have grounded O-AIM in theory and application and have established the principles upon which it is based. These theories and concepts are presented in detail in the Research Base section of the website.

Certain key understandings also have emerged from our synthesis of these sources that are the basis for the model and its facilitation. The following is a link to the Key Understandings 

NEXT PAGE> Go to the next section to see how O-AIM is applied

Research Base

We approach the change process from an  asset orientation. This involves identifying the characteristics and circumstances, based on practice and research, which are known to contribute to  healthy outcomes. From a defined  outcome we then work backwards to examine programs that will lead to those results. The process includes all those impacted by the change and thus empowers the people who are experiencing challenges to become involved in the solutions.

Linking Theory and Practice

University Outreach & Engagement is committed to promoting both the understanding and the effective application of  positive change. We believe that positive change can best be understood and achieved through an interplay between asset-focused theory and practical application.

This approach, as illustrated below, is derived from work by Peter Senge (1994) on what he refers to as “Actionable Knowledge.” The interplay involves four steps:

1. Understanding asset-related theory.

2. Designing practical understanding, processes, structures, and tools that will support the application of the theory.

3. Applying the theory under “real” conditions.

4. Carefully examining and documenting the new understanding and insights that result, so we can enhance the theory base and begin the cycle anew.
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Actionable Knowledge

Adapted from Peter Senge (1994, The Fifth Discipline Fieldbook)

In applying this approach of linking theory and practice to create positive change, we have integrated several research concepts and theories into the  Outcome-Asset Impact Model (O-AIM). These concepts and theories address the context in which development occurs, social development theory, theories of learning and intelligence, models of community development, conditions necessary for change, and spread of change to be most successful.

A listing of the key authors and theorists includes:

· Organizational Theory: Senge (1990, 1994)

· Systems Theory: von Bertalanffy (1968)

· Integral Theory: Wilber (1995)

· Bio-Psycho-Social Theory: Beck & Cowan (1996)

· Learning and Intelligence Theories: Csikszentmihalyi (1996); Gardner (1983)

· Community Development Models: Kretzmann & McKnight (1993); McKnight (1995)

· Change Theory: Beck’s (2001) Variation on Change; Gladwell (2000); Rogers (1983, 1995)

Our unique synthesis of these theories has allowed us to develop the O-AIM and the key understandings that are part of it; applying the O-AIM leads us through the conceptualization, design, and facilitation of a plan for a particular community. The O-AIM and the key understandings are described in detail in the Our Outcome-Asset Impact Model (O-AIM) section of this website. The following is a more detailed description of the concepts and theories listed above.

The Context
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Systems theory is the understanding that a system is a functional whole composed of a set of component parts which, when coupled together, generate a level of organization that is different from the level represented in any individual or subset (von Bertalanffy, 1968). A common way to describe systems theory is “the whole is more than the sum of its parts.”

In addition to systems theory, Wilber (1995) identifies four aspects of development. We believe that for effective lasting change to take place, it must occur in all four aspects.

1. Individual intention: one’s own thoughts, beliefs, understandings, and values

2. Individual behavior: behaviors and skills one has learned and exhibits

3. Collective culture: our commonly held social understandings and agreements

4. Social system: written records, buildings, transportation systems, laws, economic systems, etc.

Taylor-Powell (1998) talks about the various levels in which we interact. As we envision and strategize the process of change for a particular community, the four aspects of development that Wilber identifies provide a guide for examining relationships among, within, and between these five levels, which we refer to as the levels of interaction.

1. Individual: one person at a time

2. Family or group: family members or within a small group

3. Block, organization, or agency: among neighbors on a block, or within an organization of which one is a member, or within an agency where one does business

4. Neighborhood or service delivery system: relationships among people who live in a neighborhood or between and/or among agencies that provide interconnected services

5. Community: the larger community where one lives

Bio-Psycho-Social Theory

The O-AIM incorporates understanding, findings, and approaches from several asset-oriented human development theories and approaches. These include:
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· The Search Institute’s list of “internal” and “external” asset characteristics and their relationship to providing protection for children and youth against the opportunities for risk behavior present in all communities

· America’s Promise
· Character Counts
· Life Skills (Hendricks-Iowa)
· Risk and resilience scholarship

· Risk and protective factors

· Developmental tasks

· Relationship development

For some time there has been acceptance of the concept that children’s physical and emotional development occurs in ordered stages. Most theorists recognize that challenges or tasks need to be successfully mastered at one stage before a child can move on to the next developmental stage. More recently, adult developmental stages have also been identified. Simply reaching some preset age does not determine full adult development. Authors such as Wilber (1995) and Beck and Cowan (1996) have written about developmental stages in larger systems.

The developmental theorists cited in this website all approach development, albeit in different areas, using certain key principles:

a. Changes, regardless of the level, occur in stages, not in a single broad leap. (Social changes are analogous to a dimmer switch rather than a one-stroke, on/off light switch.)

b. The stages are nested, each stage forming the basis for the next. As Wilber says: “Each stage surpasses and includes the stage before.” (Letters are nested in words, which are nested in sentences, nested in paragraphs, and so on).

c. While progression through the stages does not necessarily occur in a linear fashion (one may jump briefly to the next stage, then back, or may rest in different stages under different circumstances), there is an identifiable pattern to the stages.

d. The stages are identified in descriptive, rather than judgmental, terms. Subsequent stages may be a higher developmental order or represent more complex views or thoughts, but there is no judgment that higher stages are therefore “better.” Each stage has its unique challenges.

Learning and Intelligence Theories

Our model also incorporates learning and intelligence theories, which recognize that there are multiple natures of learning and intelligence (Csikszentmihalyi, 1996; Gardner, 1983). Some individuals are more analytical in nature and learn best from a precision and logic-based style, while others are more emotional in nature and learn best with an affective presentation. This leads to the necessity for presenting concepts, approaches, and tools in a variety of formats that appeal to a wider range of styles and strengths.

Gardner defines assets as:

· The skills of individuals that can be mobilized to help others or to become income producing.

· The resources (meeting space, equipment, peoplepower) and opportunities that community associations, businesses, and institutions can make available.

Once identified, these assets can then be used to build connections between adults and youth, organization and individuals, and among organizations.

McKnight (1995) particularly emphasizes concerns about the benefits that human service systems gain from the creation of “Professionalized Assumptions Regarding Need” and the disabling results these assumptions can have on a community’s ability to be self-supporting.

He lists three key need-based assumptions of professionals and their potentially detrimental effects on community capacity:

1. “The translation of a need into a deficiency” (p. 43). Instead of need being viewed as a condition, a desire, or an unresolved issue, professionals tend to define need as an “...unfortunate absence or emptiness in another” (p. 43).

2. The common professional definition of need places “...the deficiency in the client” (p. 43). This focuses the deficit in the individual and tends to remove the consideration of problems away from the complex socio-political context, which in many cases is the true origin of the need.

3. Community problems are categorized and separated into professional specializations requiring experts to focus on specific sections. This professional specialization contributes to the development of specialized professional language that is largely unavailable to those in the community.

As an alternative to diagnostic “needs assessments” and “problem documentation,” which McKnight argues are designed to empower organizations of experts to get resources, he recommends that communities engage in mapping their own assets as a way of mobilizing their own resources. These community asset maps can include such areas as businesses, individual capacities, schools, citizen associations, religious organizations, home-based enterprises, and so on. He also suggests that the map distinguish between assets that are under the control of the community, such as local organizations and personal income, from assets that are under external control, such as institutes of higher education or electrical energy.

Change Conditions

Beck and Cowan (1996) identify six conditions that need to be considered in designing social change. The available scope of desired change must be assessed in relation to the conditions of change that are present. For substantive change to be achieved, these conditions need to be considered as “pre-conditions” to the ultimate desired change. The more substantive the change that is desired, the greater the number of these conditions that need to be in place in order for the change to occur.

1. What is the potential in the individual or collective group? Is the individual or group open, closed, or arrested in considering the change?
2. Do solutions exist for current or past problems? Major changes can’t be expected if serious, unresolved problems or threats still exist within the present state.
3. Is there some level of dissonance present? If no discomfort exists with the current situation, why change?
4. Is there any insight into what went wrong with the current system and why; what resources are now available for handling the problems better?

5. Are there barriers to change that must be identified and overcome?

6. Is there consolidation occurring during the change? Are people supported as they attempt to change and integrate new ways of acting?

Beck (2001) also identifies eight variations (or degrees) of change. The variations are listed in order of complexity of the change. The first five variations are relatively simple to implement and take place within the system; the system itself does not change and the core beliefs and understandings remain the same. The last three variations represent strategies for significant change. These represent complete system shifts to new paradigms, new assumptions, and new structures.

The Spread of Change

In The Tipping Point (2000), Malcolm Gladwell uses Everett M. Rogers’ theory about the diffusion of innovation (Rogers, 1983 & 1995) to compare the progression and spread of social change with medical epidemics. He argues, “Ideas and products and messages spread just like viruses do” (p. 7). If we consider the dynamics of change and apply this epidemiological analogy we may be able to influence the nature and speed of change in social institutions and systems. Based on his evidence, Gladwell provides three principles of how change spreads:

1. Change is contagious; it moves from person to person.

2. Small changes can cumulate into large effects.

3. Change can happen very quickly.

Gladwell particularly emphasizes the last point, the potential speed of change. At first a disease will spread at a gradual rate, affecting only a few in a population. The “tipping point” is the critical point when the spread of the disease suddenly jumps to an exponential rate, now affecting a significantly large number in the population. He suggests that those interested in promoting social change consider and apply the rules of epidemics:

a. “The Law of the Few”: People with particular, identifiable characteristics can influence and promote the spread of change through a much larger population.

b. “The Stickiness Factor”: Change can be enhanced if ideas, messages and products are presented in language and images that stick in people’s memory.

c. “The Power of Context”: The speed and nature of change is significantly influenced by the conditions and circumstances that exist at the time and location of the pending change

Those promoting the spread of good ideas need to concern themselves with both the conditions and circumstances most likely to promote change.

Charts and Tables Demonstrating O-AIM Work

The following charts and tables help explain some of the concepts and practices that Outreach Partnerships uses in its O-AIM work.

· Phases of Adopting the O-AIM Throughout a Complex System

· The Collaboration Continuum: The Developmental Process of Effectively Working Together
· Phases of Operationalizing Outcome Evaluation Within Organizations
How O-AIM Is Applied

Why Use the O-AIM?
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The Outcome-Asset Impact Model (O-AIM) (Brown & Reed, 1998, 1999; Reed & Brown, 2001) is a powerful framework for local groups to enhance their own capacity to achieve change. The challenge facing all asset builders is to translate their beliefs, knowledge, and commitment into systematic, systemic, and sustained action. The  O-AIM is designed to help asset-builders with this often daunting task.

Our hope is to encourage leadership by people in any position in local human service organizations and  communities. Under this model, leadership means facilitating conditions that energize and mobilize others to work toward individual understanding and positive behavioral, cultural, and social change.

The model is not limited to addressing only certain types of issues. Instead, the O-AIM framework is highly  generalizable and can be applied to any set of circumstances. The application of the O-AIM is composed of a series of steps. Each step moves participants through an increasingly elaborate journey of change, from initial orientation to full implementation and evaluation.

Who are the Facilitators and Core Team Members?

Facilitators of the O-AIM are  MSU Outreach Partnerships staff who provide team members with the O-AIM framework and help them move through the steps. Facilitators help team members develop a level of understanding related to asset-building, outcome-based design and evaluation, and their content areas.

Core team members are individuals who provide leadership for the change effort. They are also called “Asset-Builders.” They are interested representatives who actually “do the work” and apply the O-AIM to their context.

Things to Note

The steps of the O-AIM (listed below) are the steps for applying the model. However, the challenge facing those who attempt this work will be the effective adaptation of the material to local circumstances. Because of the need to adapt the O-AIM to local circumstances, this is not intended to be a do-it-yourself guide. No website can speak to the rich diversity that exists in communities. We expect each reader to apply their own expertise in adapting this model to their unique circumstance.

To use the O-AIM, the partners work through each step in order. Although the steps are roughly chronological, in actual practice some aspects may occur concurrently and some steps may be repeated as necessary in order to get to the next step. In our experience, the more steps completed in order, the more successful the change effort.

Steps of the O-AIM

Click on each of the following steps for a more detailed description. Or, the following has all the steps and their descriptions.

1. Identify an issue or problem that requires change. Then, select and orient core team members who will work toward this change.

2. Identify the multiple levels on which assets will be built. The levels will include two or more of the following: individual; family or group; block, organization or agency; neighborhood or service delivery system; or community.

3. Identify the desired impact and the assets necessary to achieve it.

4. Identify the specific assets that the effort addresses.

5. Translate understanding into action plans, which include identifying outcomes and activities to get there. Create logic models.

6. Create an evaluation plan based on the logic models.

7. Develop and implement the work plan.
8. Create opportunities for building assets.
9. Conduct process evaluation.
10. Modify actions and strategies as needed.

11. Conduct outcome evaluation to monitor and maintain improvements over time. 

Postscript: Spread the results of the application to others. Although this is not an official step of the O-AIM, it is nevertheless an important aspect.

NEXT PAGE> Go to the next section to see examples of the O-AIM applied to specific situations

