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Entry into the Community: Community Asset Mapping

Introduction
The Working Together Project is based on a community development approach, and key to this approach is building relationships with people in the community.  At the beginning of this project, I was faced with entering a community to which I was completely new.  Meeting community residents, forming relationships and building partnerships seemed impossible.  But I found a number of ways to make my entry into the community as smooth as possible.  Today, I will talk about what I have learned.  In particular, I will focus on how any librarian can become fully engaged with the community through the completion a community asset map.

For each of us involved in the Working Together Project, community asset mapping was one of the first activities that we undertook.  We all found that community asset mapping was the very best way to get acquainted with the community and to build a framework for future community development work.  

What is community asset mapping?  

Community asset mapping is a process by which you identify and make contact with all organizations in your community that offer any kind of program, service, or learning opportunity.  The information that you collect about each organization makes up the asset map, which is a living and changing document, just as each community itself is a living and changing organism.

Why would you want to do a community asset map?  There are many advantages:
1. You make many new contacts.  You meet people that you otherwise wouldn’t.

2. You learn about what is available to community residents.  You learn about programs and services.  You find out what is going on in your community.

3. You learn what programs and services are lacking in the community.  For example, there may be several GED prep courses, but no literacy programs.

4. You learn about community residents—their needs, their lives, their values, and their challenges.  There are many community residents who do not use the library, who do not come through your doors.  This is a way to find out more about them, and hopefully a way that you can make the library relevant to them and their lives.

5. People start to know you, and in extension, they start to know the library.  You build a network of connections in the community.  I think that our project is aptly named.   Working Together:  Library-Community Connections.  Community Development is all about making connections, and community asset mapping is key to that process.

So you want to get to know your community better, and you are interested in community asset mapping.  How do you start?

1. What is your service area?  Set the boundaries.  You should have geographical limits to   

      your community.  Be specific.  Know the street names.  You need to know exactly what    

      area you are working with.

2. Who do you want to contact?  You can include church organizations, youth organizations, schools, health centres, mental health centres, cultural centres, family centres and community associations.  The more organizations that you include, the more thorough your community asset map will be, and the more thorough your knowledge of the community will be.  At first glance, you may wonder what the library could possibly have in common with some organizations.  But even if you do not see an immediate connection, it is important to do the groundwork.  Connections may not become obvious until later down the road, and you never know which organizations could become major library supporters in the community.  A few tips for getting started:

a. Start with the organizations and people that you already know.  You will be more comfortable, and it will give you a chance to practice what you want to say.

b. Find a list of organizations if available—don’t reinvent the wheel.

c. Walk and drive around the community and locate organizations.

3. What is your approach? Approaching the organizations is the most difficult part of the community mapping process.  You need to decide how you are going to approach organizations and what you are going to say.  In my community, it worked best to call organizations first and set up an appointment.  If no one calls you back after a couple of attempts, drop in on the organization.  Tell the organization what you want to find out.  In other communities within our project, dropping in at organizations, very informally, was the most successful approach.  Just remember that each community is unique, and each person doing the mapping is unique.  You have to develop a strategy for approaching organizations that best works in your situation.

4. What do you want to know about the community organizations?  When you get to the organization and you are about to have your first meeting, be prepared.  You might be their very first contact with the library.  You want to make a good impression, and you don’t want to waste their time.  Develop an information collection document so that you remember to gather the information that you need, and so that you are consistent in the data that you gather from one organization to the next.  For our project, we collected basic information including address, hours of service, and programs offered, but we also collected information about funding, clientele, staffing, and organization history.

5. What do you want to tell the organizations about the library?  You can use this opportunity to promote the library and its services.  Bring promotional materials.  Be prepared to answer basic questions.  “I haven’t used my card in two years.  Can I still use it?”   “How many dvd’s can I take out at once?”  You’ll want to bring pamphlets with basic information about the library.

Other things to consider:

1. Be prepared to make cold calls to organizations that have never heard of you or your branch.  Some people don’t care, some people are too busy, and some may never return your phone calls.  But for the contacts that you do make, it is all worth it.

2. Get help from a community leader.  Sometimes it’s hard to get your foot in the door of some organizations. If you personally know a leader in the community, ask for their help.  The Branch Head of Albert Library is well known and respected in the Aboriginal community.  She was able to introduce me to some key people to get me started.  Individuals, like organizations, can be part of your asset map.

3. Be creative in engaging organizations.  There were a couple of organizations whose staff members were too busy to meet with me.  So I volunteered at a couple of community events at their organizations in order to make that initial contact.   And it worked.  Afterwards, everyone at those two organizations knew who I was.

4. Network.  At every meeting ask:  Is there anyone else in the community that you think I should speak with?  People who are active in the community will list names of other people who are active in the community.  Write them all down and follow-up later.  When you make contact with that new person, explain how you got their name/number.  

5. As I mentioned earlier, the community asset map is a living and changing document.  Communities are in a constant state of flux.  Organizations shut down, organizations move to new locations, staff leave, new staff is hired, old programs stop and new programs start.  You might be thinking, how do I keep up with everything and keep the community asset map current?  If you are truly involved in the community, it’s easy.  As part of our project, at each site we continuously update our community asset maps.  I have found that because I am involved in the community, I find out about changes as they happen.  I do not have to have formal meetings with organizations to find out what is new—I already know.  It becomes second nature.

So the community asset map is complete.  What now?  There are a number of ways that you can use the completed asset map.

1. Look at the information that you have gathered and identify connections that can be made between each organization and the library.  Some connections may be small, like cross-promoting programs and events.  Some connections may be more significant, like partnering to offer a program in the community.  Even the smaller connections are important because they are beneficial to both organizations.

2. Using your new contacts from the community mapping, conduct some focus groups.  Ask community organizations if you can meet with a group of their clients, like a GED class or a parenting class.  This will give you first-hand information regarding what community residents, in particular, non-library users, want from your library.

3. Using your community asset mapping results and your focus group results combined, you can identify recurring program ideas.  You can also use the community asset mapping to determine which organizations would be the best partners to offer those programs.

As you can see, the completed asset map is incredibly useful.  As a direct result of community asset mapping in North Central Regina, a number of significant events have come about.  Through formal and informal partnerships, the library has become involved in much-needed programs including computers and literacy, and we have also engaged in much more cross-promotion throughout the community.  I also have numerous groups with which I conduct focus groups.

The community asset mapping exercise was so effective for my project that it was recommended to other Regina Public Library staff.  To date, Regina Public Library’s Business Librarian and a Branch Head of a community library have both used community asset mapping.  In addition, at Vancouver Public Library, three new Branch Heads were given two weeks to do community asset mapping as a way to introduce themselves to the community, and get to know the community's issues and concerns.

In conclusion, I hope that you will see the benefits of community asset mapping.  It is an effective way to become engaged with your community.  The connections that you make for your library are incredibly valuable, and will only help to raise the profile of the library in general.

