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CSCW and HCI scholars are increasingly adopting asset-based approaches to community-based social
computing research. Emerging from asset-based community development (ABCD), an approach to
community and economic development research and practice that emerged in the 1990s, advocates for
asset-based approaches argue that a “needs-based approach” to development is overly focused on
community deficits, and in doing so portrays communities in a largely negative light. Using ABCD
methods, social computing scholars work to aid communities in identifying, classifying, and deploying
their unrealized assets through sociotechnical systems. But researchers deploying asset-based
approaches in CSCW and HCI more broadly have yet to grapple with the origins of ABCD in neoliberal
economic shifts of the 1980s and 1990s that perpetuated distrust in the state and sought to transfer
development power to private, local actors. Drawing on a case study of controversy around the
construction of a cell tower in a very remote and rural community in the Midwestern United States to
examine the inherent tradoffs present in asset- and deficit-based research.
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1 INTRODUCTION

From the development of vaccine distribution systems to community-based Internet
infrastructure, technological development has long been key to community and economic
development around the globe. While varied in practice from place to place, community and
economic development in its contemporary formation broadly materialized after World War
2, driven by domestic and international entities, to address localized manifestations of
poverty, economic growth and stability, and concerns related to quality of life, especially in
low-income and developing communities.

In fact, technological development has become a key driver of regional economies, as well
as influencing the needs of municipalities and civic organizations. The ability to create the
right kind of data, attract the right kind of investment, and serve the modern needs of
community members have all been affected by a community’s ability to access the right kind
of technology. This is an essential facet of large swaths of CSCW research that has emerged in
the “third wave” (and beyond) of HCI, focusing on understanding the context and place of
interaction between groups of humans and computational systems [2,3]. Technology and
community and economic development manifest in cities through the design of civic tech, in
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the realm of information and communication technology for development (ICTD), and is
increasingly being investigated in other social sciences such as economics and sociology,
outside of the realm of traditional disciplines for human-centered computing research.

One aspect of community and economic development that has recently been taken up in
CSCW and HCI research more broadly is asset-based community development. Asset-based
community development, or ABCD, is an asset-driven approach to community and economic
development that emerged in the 1990s to resist the negative framework that had long been
used to justify urban development activities [33]. Asset-based scholars argue that that
negative framework, a largely “needs-based approach” to community and economic
development, focused too heavily on a community’s deficits (i.e., what was wrong with the
community). This in turn meant that non-profit, civic, and municipal organizations were
incentivized to focus on communities in a negative light, as full of problems and despair,
rather than as full of unique opportunities and, as ABCD scholars encourage in their
reframing, assets. In other words, ABCD rejected the needs-based, deficit framing in favor of
an opportunity-based, asset framing.

Recent research in HCI brought ABCD into our methodological wheelhouse and
encouraged researchers and designers working with marginalized or otherwise underfunded
and unsupported communities to reframe their work towards discovering and designing for
unrealized or underutilized assets [6,10,15,20,22,24,38,47,48,50-52]. Following traditional
ABCD research, this work in HCI seeks to aid communities in identifying and classifying their
unrealized or underutilized assets. But computing scholars, going back to the early 2000s
[39], have also put forth their own unique contributions, working to design systems to help
communities make their assets more productive and visible for community and economic
development activities.

While this “turn to assets,” as we reference in the title of this paper, is an opportunity to
diversify our abilities as scholars to frame and narrate the experiences of the communities we
work with, an assets-based approach has so far been overly positive in its outlook on what is
possible with this new tool at the disposal of researchers and designers. But what does this
turn to assets actually mean for community-based and community-engaged research in
computing and design research? How are assets (and their corresponding deficits)
materializing in CSCW, HCI, and ICTD scholarship? How might the origin of asset-based
approaches in neoliberal economic shifts of the 1980s and 1990s, and the individualistic
narratives they perpetuate, be antithetical to the work we as community-engaged scholars
might be interested in creating in a new paradigm for HCI research? By asking these
questions, we encourage computing researchers to reflect on the ideology and scale of ABCD
research.

Inspired by prior critical reflections on the state of HCI research (e.g., [44]) and the rapid
expansion of ABCD influenced research in CSCW and HCI [49], we take this moment as an
opportunity to delve more deeply into foundational concepts and themes that are essential to
both ABCD and its place in community and economic development history. Drawing from a
deeper understanding of deficits, assets, and neoliberalism in technological development, we
construct a case study based on a recent technological development project in one rural
American community to gain a better understanding of community, or meso, level asset-based
approaches.

The aims of this paper are two-fold: first, we unpack the history of asset-based
community development and its deep ties to neoliberal ideologies of individualism. Second,
we explore the scale of assets in community-based computing research inspired by ABCD to
show how asset-based research can be done otherwise, in way that complicates the
individualistic origins of ABCD, and in a way that seeks to find a balance between assets and
deficits. To achieve this, we use a case study of infrastructural controversy to reflect on the
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ability of asset-based approaches to address foundational concerns in CSCW, primarily that
of the sociotechnical gap [1]. In doing so, we explore the potential for asset-based approaches
to serve as Ackerman-style 'first-order approximations,’ and in doing so, focus on the
potential tradeoffs of asset- and deficit-based approaches. Concluding our paper, we build on
Lindtner and colleague’s [29] formulation of a “reflexive-interventionist approach” with an
eye towards enabling computing scholars to transcend the neoliberal formulation of ABCD.
In doing so, we hope to work towards a more clear-eyed approach to asset-based work that
is aware of its ideological origins and intentionally choose the tradeoffs we take on through
our methods.

2 DEFICITS

2.1 Origins of Asset-Based Community Development

In their influential article describing the origins of asset-based community development,
planning and development scholars Mathie and Cunningham [33] argue that an asset-based
approach to community and economic development emerged to resist a largely negative
existing approach to urban development activities:

“In the needs-based approach, well-intentioned efforts of universities, donor agencies,
and governments have generated needs surveys, analysed problems, and identified solutions
to meet those needs. In the process, however, they have inadvertently presented a one-sided
negative view, which has often compromised, rather than contributed to, community capacity
building” [33].

In other words, a development approach wholly based on a community’s needs largely
relies on community organizations framing those needs as deficits that need to be solved for
the sake of community health and economic prosperity. Organizations are incentivized by a
state and non-profit-driven granting structure that funds community development by
focusing exclusively on the deficits. This, as Mathie and Cunningham argue, results in these
communities being seen perpetually in a negative light, as full of problems and despair, rather
than as home to unique opportunities in the form of assets.

The purpose and framing of ABCD by Mathie and Cunningham, alongside methods
advocated for in ABCD like asset mapping, have been the primary way that social computing
and HCI scholars have conceptualized assets in response to prior deficit-driven research in
computing. ABCD originated from the work of Kretzmann and McKnight and their widely read
textbook, Building Communities from the Inside Out: A Path Toward Finding and Mobilizing a
Community’s Assets [27]. The pair of community development scholars arrived at the concept
of asset-based approaches through their work with American low-income communities in the
1980s and 1990s that were dealing with continued state and federal disinvestment.

The (largely American) environment from which this work emerged was one of non-
profit community-based organizations reliant upon grants from state and federal
governments, as well as private foundations (e.g., the Ford Foundation). Community and
economic development as a practice in its current form came out of the era immediately
before and after World War 2 that saw massive state investment in combating poverty and,
in doing so, increasing the social and economic safety net for low-income and working-class
people. What began as the work of the American government in the 1940s and 50s
increasingly became the purview of community-based non-profits and Community Action
Agencies. Many of these entities were created in the 1960s to transfer the onus of eliminating
poverty from the government to private, or some semblance of public-private, locally-based
entities [31,32]. In doing so, the contemporary granting mechanisms that focus on solving
community’s deficits or problems were created. The work of these organizations grew over
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the past 50 years, becoming essential, and sometimes the only, services for addressing issues
related to poverty and community development in cities across the United States.

This was the context in which Kretzmann and McKnight found themselves establishing
ABCD. They position the asset-based approach being used in some low-income communities
as a method of self-empowerment in contrast to the “needs-driven dead end” of low-income
“client neighborhoods” that have come to see their needs as only being able to be solved by
intervention from outsiders. As they state in the introduction to their textbook [27],

“..many lower income urban neighborhoods are now environments of service where

behaviors are affected because residents come to believe that their well-being depends

upon being a client. They begin to see themselves as people with special needs that can
only be met by outsiders. They become consumers of services, with no incentive to be
producers.”
A needs-based approach to community development, in their purview, focuses almost
entirely on the “deficiencies” of the communities in question. Rather than focusing on
individual and community empowerment, Kretzmann and McKnight argue that these
community members have become reliant on outside intervention through welfare services
and the like.

This kind of language and research was arguably essential in the 1990s to the continued
demolition of an economic and social public safety net at the federal level in the United States.
The focus on poor people as merely “clients,” who are self-perpetuating their own poverty
and misery, is the same language that was utilized to build up the image of the gendered and
racialized “welfare queen” that was so essential to demonizing low-income communities and
communities of color in the United States at the time. It is this framing of deficits, built on a
history of transferring community and economic development activity away from explicitly
public entities (e.g., state and local governments) to private ones, that contemporary asset-
based research in CSCW and HCI is built on today. As Soden and colleagues argue in a recent
CSCW paper [43], the “presentism” of our scholarly community results in a failure to account
for history of our ideas or methods. Here we hope to moderate this “presentism” and
historicize HCI and CSCW’s understanding of ABCD. We see the historical ideology of ABCD,
based in the emergence of neoliberalism that we will explain in more detail in Section 4, as
being necessary to recognize historically in the rejection of deficit framings.

2.2 Deficits in HCI research

Deficit-driven, needs-based approaches are no stranger to HCI research. In fact, as
Oulasvirta and Hornbzek [37] argue, the foundational element that unites the majority of HCI
research is its problem-solving mission. In many ways, problem-solving is often a mask for
responding to deficits in the form of research. For example, [37] frame a research problem in
HCI as, “a stated lack of understanding about some phenomenon in human use of computing,
or stated inability to construct interactive technology to address that phenomenon for desired
ends.” Both a “lack of understanding” and “inability” are negative in their emphasis on the
absence of something which needs to be solved. For example, in our own research in areas
related to the role of geography in computing, we have sought to better understand how
rurality negatively impacts both the quality of user generated data and the user experience of
social media systems [13,14,18,45,46]. Broadly, work in Rural HCI has often sought to figure
out how to address the deficits inherent to rural areas related to infrastructural constraints
(e.g., [12,35]), a lack of educational and healthcare resources (e.g., [40,41]), and a failure of
existing technical systems to represent the values and culture of rural communities (e.g.,
[14,25]).
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Drawing from arguments made by scholars in fields related to ABCD, HCI researchers
have also critiqued the emphasis on deficits in HCI research, especially when it comes to
studying specific types of communities. For example, Hardy et al. [15] argue that a deficit
framing in Rural HCI research “may fall into the trap of portraying rural areas exclusively in
a negative light - i.e,, as a problem that needs to be solved, rather than as an opportunity for
creating new knowledge and understanding with rural people at the center of the issue at
hand.” Work at the forefront of bringing asset-based methods and perspectives into CSCW
and HCI research has also been critical of deficit-driven research in HCI. For example, Wong-
Villacres et al. [51] state that many ICTD initiatives, “[dwell] on constraints and deficits,
[disregarding] potential that might be harnxessed for realizing technosocial opportunities
towards greater equity.” Asset-based research in HCI hasn’t completely embraced a rejection
of needs-based approaches so much as the originators of ABCD were in its formulation. This
is likely due to the continued prominence of user needs as central to HCI. But, the rejection of
a needs-based approach, as we summarize above, is inherent and foundational to ABCD as a
methodological tool. In other words, it is embedded in asset-based approaches. What we
suggest, and unpack in more detail later, is that there is a limited reflexivity and
acknowledgement of the origins of critiques of deficit-based approaches in harmful economic
and social programs and discourses which is fundamentally at odds with much of the
ideological commitments made in HCI and ICTD research that focuses on marginalized
communities.

3 ASSETS

3.1 What are assets?

We once again turn primarily to the work of Kretzmann and McKnight [27] and Mathie
and Cunningham [33] to explore what assets are within the conceptualization of ABCD, and
therefore asset-based approaches to CSCW and HCI research. These two texts are our
foundation here for two reasons: 1) Kretzmann and McKnight’s textbook was the first text to
solidify the ABCD framework and therefore is what much of the academic literature and
community and economic development practice is built upon; and 2) Mathie and Cunningham
is the primary, and often only, text from which the majority of computing scholars advocating
for asset-based approaches derive their work on. By looking at both of these, a foundational
text and another text that reflects on the decade following that text, we come to a better
understanding of how ABCD as a process conceptualizes, discovers, and deploys assets.

Kretzmann and McKnight's foundational justification for a focus on assets is their
oppositional relationship to deficits, that assets flip the deficit model on its head. In their book,
they argue that shifting to a “capacity-oriented emphasis” of development is required in the
present day because “community development takes place only when local community
people are committed to investing themselves and their resources in the effort” and that “the
prospect for outside help is bleak” [27]. Kretzmann and McKnight argue that assets are
materialized through a combination of an individual skills and capacity inventory, the
association of a community’s citizens, and through the local institutions that make up the
visible fabric of the community [27]. Framing ABCD through the lens of social capital 10 years
later, Mathie and Cunningham [33] advocate for a focus on relationships between people, and
argue that social capital is a type of “latent asset” waiting to be activated through an
understanding of local success stories.

In ABCD, it’s not enough that assets merely exist. They have to be discovered and
materialized through the ABCD process so they can be activated to their full potential.
Kretzmann and McKnight call this process a “capacity inventory,” which is based on
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documenting the skills, community relationships, and entrepreneurial interests of an
individual. In particular, they over-emphasize the focus on the individual that we see
throughout ABCD, stating, “The purpose of the Inventory is to help a particular person
contribute... [it] is not designed to do a study of neighborhood residents that will primarily
result in tables and charts showing numbers of skills, activities and enterprises” [27]. The
emphasis on the individual is important because it’s supposed to ensure that individuals feel
like their unique contribution is being recognized. Mathie and Cunningham frame this process
of asset discovery as “appreciative inquiry” that “collects stories of community successes and
[analyzes] the reason for success” [33]. In both of these cases, abstracted versions of asset
maps documenting the relationship between individuals and organizations often result.

Despite the focus on assets as highly individualized, in order for them to be activated,
ABCD scholars argue that organizations are essential. Kretzmann and McKnight call these
“associations.” Mathie and Cunningham, drawing on a decade of ABCD work that has
implemented Kretzmann and McKnight’s views, provide more guidance for the role of these
organizations. They advocate more clearly for a “core steering group” and “representative
planning group” that can convene and act upon the assets that are materialized in the
discovery process, building relationships and capacity through a community’s assets “for
mutually beneficial problem solving within the community” [33].

3.2 Assets in HCl research

Recent research in CSCW, ICTD, and HCI more broadly have taken up this call for an asset-
based approach [6,10,15,20,22,24,38,47,48,50-52]. This research has relied heavily on
Mathie and Cunningham’s [33] framing of social capital as a “latent,” or underdeveloped, asset
that can be both appreciated and depleted depending on a community member’s
relationships and social standing. The goal of asset-based approaches in CSCW and HCI, in
many ways, is furthering the appreciation and realization of latent social capital to improve a
community’s development prospects. Given the role that social capital plays in the history of
social computing and online communities research, especially in articulating contribution to
computing environments and what users get out of it, it comes as no surprise that computing
researchers would attach to the ideas of social capital emerging from ABCD. Indeed, one of
the authors of this paper has advocated extensively in previous publications in favor of asset-
based approaches to counter negative perceptions of particular communities [e.g., 15]. To
incorporate ABCD into their own work, researchers in CSCW, HCI, and ICTD have taken three
approaches that we will summarize here: identifying and classifying assets, designing for
assets, and identifying the limitations of assets. Through these processes, we argue,
researchers attempt to transform assets from unrealized or underutilized into productive
interventions that seek to empower community members.

Given that assets are often unrecognized or underutilized, especially the social assets that
are so important to CSCW researchers, one of the first steps researchers perform is identifying
and classifying existing assets in communities. Asset identification is done with an eye
towards addressing a challenge, bridging an opportunity gap, and/or influencing the design
of some type of intervention. For example, Karusala et al. [24] and Wong-Villacres et al. [51]
both focus on the existence of care in interpersonal relationships as an opportunity to design
for low-resource learning centers. Xu and Maitland [52], Irani et al. [20], and Pei and Nardi
[38] looked at the kinds of assets that refugees might have to bridge opportunity gaps.
Further, Cho et al. [6] call upon an informal network of Latinx mothers as a source of
inspiration for how information moves through a particular community. Classification
sometimes followed identification in these projects, such as the work of Xu and Maitland [52]
who constructed a classification system to aid in creating data collection tools for mapping
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assets, or Pei and Nardi [38] who proposed an asset utilization framework that classifies and
evaluates interventions based on their asset use and novelty. The work of identifying and
classifying assets demonstrates that it's not enough merely to know that assets exist, but there
must be further work to make the assets useful or productive to the communities and
community-based design interventions.

Once assets were realized as potential opportunities for productive intervention,
researchers often moved onto designing interventions to facilitate asset utilization. Xu and
Maitland [52] developed an asset map that made asset identification easier. They give an
example of making the broader community aware of the many types of language knowledge
that exist in the refugee camp. Cho et al. [6] developed their “Comadre” tool to share low- and
no-cost after school opportunities, mirroring their design off their identification of the
informal mom network of information sharing. Through their intervention design for refugee
education, Pei and Nardi [38] argue that asset-based design should focus on decreasing
novelty in order to make invention and repair of designed interventions more manageable
for low-resource communities.

Designing for assets is supposed to result in the transformation of underutilized assets
into productive opportunities to address community needs, bridge resource gaps, and
develop opportunities for education. Yet many projects recognized or ran into limitations in
the course of their research. For example, Cho et al. [6] argued that a major weakness of asset-
based approaches were “its resistance to legislate a standardized course of action based on
the assets it uncovers.” Yet, while successful in fulfilling what it set out to do, they failed to
consider the sustainability of their design intervention; a glimpse into why potential
standardized courses of action may not be easily replicated. Further, and most importantly
with respect to limitations, Karusala et al. [22] cautioned others that while ABCD can be an
empowering approach, that different groups of actors have different access to assets. While
drawing upon an asset for intervention, other less privileged actors may be left behind. In this
way, leveraging assets still can have negative outcomes. Wong-Villacres et al. [47] suggest that
one way to deal with the disparate access to community assets is through a focus on individual
capacity in addition to assets.

3.3 Reflecting on assets and deficits in HCI

To summarize Sections 2 and 3, it becomes increasingly clear that asset-based
approaches are attractive to researchers and practitioners in HCI and CSCW as they offer an
alternative for navigating community empowerment that doesn’t rely solely on the problem-
solving and often technosolutionist paradigm that much research falls under. But given its
growing place in our field, there is also a need for a critical reflection on asset-based
approaches in CSCW and HCI. As noted in Section 3.2., there are also many limitations to how
asset-based approaches have been deployed in HCI. For example, Wong-Villacres et al. [47]
suggest that it’s necessary to focus on individual capacity to access assets once realized in a
community, not just to make assets available. Yet a deeper engagement with ABCD literature
would reveal that many of these insights (e.g., the need to develop capacity, the role of
organizations in maintaining longevity of asset-based approaches) are foundational in ABCD
literature. There is still a lot to be understood with respect to how asset-based approaches in
HCI can best reflect and build upon in three decades of ABCD practice and research.

We do not intend to argue that asset-based research in HCI has wholesale taken up a
bootstrap, individualistic formation of assets that reflects the full set of harms stemming from
a neoliberal position. In fact, many of the papers we cite above are actively working to
construct formulations of assets that counter these issues. For example: [24]’s embrace of
care as an asset to structure resource access; [10]’s critique of assets as glossing over
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potential harmful power dynamics; or [47]’s focus on capacity to understand the role of
agency in addressing inequity. Many of these papers are deeply embedded in community
practices, but still largely rely on the methods originating in ABCD that start with the
individual and use individualized assets as a means to understand opportunity for
communities. We find this disconnect between the individualized origins of ABCD and its
current use to be a primary point of contention and opportunity for asset-based research in
HCI, further demonstrating the importance for us as researchers to understand the
ideological histories of the approaches we adopt [43].

There are other methodological and theoretical traditions in CSCW and HCI’s past and
present that do community-oriented work that is community centered and not necessarily
built on similar individualistic underpinnings, and which may come with their own pros and
cons or tradeoffs. For example, work in value-centered design and participatory design has
increasingly thought about the role of things like maintenance and care in community level
design interventions (e.g., [9,23]). Further, civic technology research often looks to
collaboration and community in designing for public goods and services [42]. While there
seems to be a clear need for a systematic review of how CSCW deals with “community,” both
methodologically and theoretically, which could allow us to further understand potential
shortcomings (and strengths) of asset-based approaches, that is outside the scope of this
paper.

We see two primary concerns that we feel are best situated to address in what follows in
the paper. First, as we began to broach in our section on deficits, ABCD has a fraught base
upon which it is built; a base grounded in ideology that prioritizes the capacity of an individual
as central to the capacity of a community and focuses on individual empowerment. We see
this primarily as a function of the neoliberalization of economic and community relationships
in the last two decades of the 20t century and unpack this using critical ABCD scholars in
Section 4. Second, given asset-based approaches in HCI (and ABCD more broadly) as largely
being incremental [50], there has yet to be a discussion of what the tradeoffs might be in
focusing on assets over deficits in our work. In other words, with a tradeoffs lens, we are
concerned with what we are losing and what we are gaining when we focus on assets rather
than deficits. Using this concept of tradeoffs, inspired by from Ackerman’s work on the
sociotechnical gap, in Section 5 we construct a case study of rural telecommunications
infrastructure development to unpack, and in Section 6, discuss how asset-deficit approaches
speak back to foundational approaches to CSCW, and in many ways how it has fallen into the
same gaps.

Throughout this paper, we purposely draw attention to notions of social systems of scale
in asset-based research. We do this because, despite their framing described above as largely
individualized assets that can be utilized by a community when collected together, assets do
not need to fit neatly into a micro-meso-macro scale. In fact, by looking at assets (and deficits)
across scale and beyond just their origin in the individual, we argue that there are increased
opportunities to reflect on the ideology at play in community and economic development, and
associated technological development. As we will describe in more detail in the introduction
to Section 5, we see deeply engaging with issues of scale in asset-based research as an
opportunity to partially reject neoliberal elements of ABCD, and encourage this as part of a
reflexive interventionist approach to asset-based research.

4 NEOLIBERALISM AND THE MARKET REALIZATION OF INTANGIBLE ASSETS

4.1 Neoliberalism, assets, and technosolutionism
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Asset-based community development emerged in the middle of an economic era in the
United States that saw the broader political system, across mainstream ideologies, doing two
things that are central to the arguments we are making in this paper: first, public power was
increasingly being transferred over to private entities; and second, individual responsibility
and free markets became embraced as the primary mechanisms through which to address
both economic and social issues. This time of economic and political policy change is
frequently referred to as neoliberalism. As economic geographer David Harvey summarizes
in A Brief History of Neoliberalism, “Neoliberalism is in the first instance a theory of political
economic practices that proposes that human well-being can best be advanced by liberating
individual entrepreneurial freedoms and skills within an institutional framework
characterized by strong private property rights, free markets and free trade” [16]. In the
United States, neoliberalism meant not only an embrace of the individual as the primary
arbiter for future economic and business possibility, removing regulatory and tax constraints
that would hinder the entrepreneurial individual, but also an active and ongoing (to this day)
process of dismantling state-governed social and welfare programs in favor of private,
market-based solutions. For example, in the case of supporting community and economic
development, as we summarized in Section 2, this meant creating a culture of private, rather
than public, funding for (and therefore control over) development work (e.g, from
organizations like the Ford Foundation).1

We situate ABCD within this period of the solidification of neoliberalism. We draw heavily
from the work of MacLeod and Emejulu [30], who argue that the emergence of ABCD was
embedded in economic trajectories whose goal was to perpetuate distrust of the state and
seek to transfer power to private, local actors. ABCD became an essential component of the
post-Reagan reorganization of the American welfare state by portraying poor communities
as steeped in a “culture of dependency” [30]. MacLeod and Emejulu argue that, “Rather than
seeking to organize against the elimination, reduction, and/or privatization of public services,
ABCD, in theory and practice, seeks accommodation with this dominant ideological position”
[30]. In its rejection of deficit-based thinking, ABCD frequently ignores the external factors
and inequality that are arguably the source of deficits to begin with. In other words, the
emergence of ABCD is both a symptom and an arbiter of neoliberalism, transferring onus and
responsibility for community and economic development onto private actors and individuals
when underdevelopment is a systemic issue.

In its embrace of ABCD as a more participatory and community-based approach to HCI
and CSCW, researchers risk reifying and bringing the individualizing tactics of neoliberalism
into the world of technological development, which already in many ways feeds into
neoliberal narratives that favor economic growth over all other aspects of user experience
[13]. A primary contribution of this article is to bring this view of ABCD to caution the
optimism of its deployment in CSCW and HCI. We do not advocate for a wholesale dismissal
of ABCD, but rather suggest cautious optimism for asset-based approaches which are critical
of where assets come from, what they represent, how they are used, and what they represent
in an era where technosolutionism seems to have a stranglehold on what is best for our
collective futures. Not all assets are good and the individualist model driving ABCD doesn’t
often recognize that just because an asset may exist in a community, doesn’t mean that
everyone has access to it [47]. Existing research in HCI, as we summarized in 3.2, has already
begun to address some of the limitations of asset-based approaches. We extend that work

1 For an on the ground analysis of how this process unfolded in the 1950s and 1960s, we recommend Marris and
Rein’s 1967 book, Dilemmas of Social Reform: Poverty and Community Action in the United States [31]. For an in-depth
theoretical and historical understanding of how private community-based organizations came to dominate social
service provision in the 20t century, we recommend Marwell’s work [32].
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here. As Lindtner et al. [29] suggest, we need a reflexive-interventionist stance that “seeks to
give substance and new resources to the pursuit of democratization beyond
technosolutionism.” We suggest the need to work against the individualist origins of asset-
based approaches, focus on the need for meso-level interventions that are rooted in
collectivity as argued in some prior HCI engagements summarized above, and to resist feeding
the continued march towards the privatization of public services in areas such as civic tech
and the “smart city” [26]. In particular, we argue that we need to look at both the assets and
the deficits, and the resulting tradeoffs, of the asset-based approach to social computing
research.

4.2 Tradeoffs: The potential economization of intangible assets

At its heart, ABCD is a process of realizing unrealized or intangible assets through a
community-based development process that focuses on leveraging individual assets towards
collective economic and community success. Drawing from Mark Ackerman’s work
articulating the sociotechnical gap [1], we argue that the realization of intangible assets
towards a community-economic good is one potential tradeoff of asset-based approaches to
CSCW and HCI. More explicitly, we believe that the tradeoff in realizing community assets is
that it has the possibility of transforming an intangible cultural or personal asset into
something that can be assigned value.

This process, assigning value in a market-world where value was previously not derived,
is often referred to as a process of economization. Science and technology studies (STS)
scholars Caliskan and Callon [5] describe economization as the process through which things,
people, behaviors, organizations, and institutions become part of the economy. As a broader
example of the process of economization, Murphy [36] argues that the creation of gross
domestic product as a measurement for tracking the economy of a nation was meant to
optimize productivity across a lifespan, in doing so making human life more economic. In her
ethnographic work on contemporary innovation movements in China, Lindtner [28] argues
that people and their ideas get subsumed into discourse of technological progress,
transforming ideas related to democracy, justice, and self-improvement into mechanisms to
“render oneself attractive to logics of investment.” In other words, people are urged to
reshape their ideas and aspirations as entrepreneurial, as derivatives of value, and therefore
more readily accessible to investment capital.

In many ways, what we see in ABCD is a process of economization: an individual’s
intangible assets are inventoried and realized to best determine what their contribution,
entrepreneurial or otherwise, to a community’s growth could be. In traditional community
and economic development, these assets are used to devise development practice to improve
the economic and social standing of a community. In asset-based approaches to computing
research, it is similar but the assets are materialized through sociotechnical interventions.
What sits at the intersection of economization and ABCD is their orientation towards
assigning value of assets within the growth narratives embedded in neoliberal capitalism that
prioritize certain kinds of economic progress as indicative of their success [13]. In other
words, the materialization of intangible assets through an asset-based approach can both help
a community, through bringing people together to solve a common problem, or harm a
community, by turning a cultural or personal aspect of it into something that can be assigned
value and therefore making it more easily exploitable by markets. While we do not see this as
currently happening in asset-based computing research, there is a long history of community
and human-centered design methods being coopted by corporate interests. Further, as [30]
make it quite clear, ABCD as a methodological control has in many ways has always been
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embedded in corporate interests. This is one of many potential tradeoffs of asset-based
approaches to social computing research.

Of course, the intended role of asset-based approaches within CSCW and HCl is it’s use as
a community-centered, social empowerment process that can help formulate and inform
technical design. Indeed, recent ABCD-focused work published at CSCW suggests that asset-
based approaches can be one way of addressing the Ackerman’s sociotechnical gap [50]. We
agree, in part, but also recognize that in some ways asset-based approaches may also fall into
the same sociotechnical gap they are meant to address through their inability to address the
tradeoffs that come with asset-based approaches.

Ackerman’s influential articulation of the ‘sociotechnical gap,” has come to be one of the
more foundational concepts in the field of CSCW. At its core, the premise of the sociotechnical
gap is, in Ackerman’s words, the “divide between what we know we must support socially and
what we can support technically” [1]. Of importance for us here are two of the things that
Ackerman suggests can address the sociotechnical gap: 1) we can develop “palliatives to
ameliorate the current social conditions,” in other words, addressing but not solving the social
problems underlying certain technical problems; and 2) we can create first-order
approximations, “tractable solutions that partially solve specific problems with known
tradeoffs” (emphasis ours) [1]. He argues that many of the user-centered and community-
centered design approaches (e.g. “stakeholder analysis, participatory design, the
Scandinavian approach”) all serve as palliatives for the inherently unsolvable sociotechnical
gap, by including relevant community needs early in the design process. Establishing first-
order approximations is where Ackerman suggested that CSCW research needed further
development in 2000, and we pose that this may still be true today [1]. However, a key
component of first-order approximations is that these solutions are known to work for
specific problems, that tradeoffs are well understood, and can be incorporated into a decision-
making process.

This is the crux of our argument here: HCI and CSCW’s use of asset-based approaches are
currently naive to the ideological commitments we make when adopting these practices,
namely that asset-based approaches were created as a neoliberal reaction to ongoing
critiques of deficit-based approaches to community development. In short, research in HCI
and CSCW does not understand or consider the tradeoffs in the decision to adopt asset-based
approaches to technological design.

To illustrate this, we now turn to a case study, which focuses on a cellular tower
development controversy in a rural community in Michigan. Using an illustrative case study
as an investigation into asset-based approaches of technological and community
development, with an eye towards rural communities, we will exemplify Ackerman-inspired
tradeoffs of asset-based approaches to better conceptualize the potential benefits and harms
of asset-based practices.

5 (DIS)CONNECTEDNESS AND CONTROVERSY IN RURAL TECHNOLOGICAL DEVELOPMENT

To get a better sense of tradeoffs in asset-based approaches to social computing research, we
turn to a case of infrastructural controversy in a rural region of the United States. As many
STS scholars have argued, the study of technological controversies is key to understanding
the role of technology and its evolution in contemporary society [21]. We look at the assets
and deficits, as well as the actors and their positions, at the center of a controversy
surrounding the construction of 263-foot cellular tower in Keweenaw County, Michigan in
2020 and 2021. Keweenaw County, and particularly the area of the County where the tower
was proposed, is incredibly rural. The county has a population of 2,130 people spread across
540 square miles and has only one incorporated village, with a population of 127 as of 2020.
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The proposed tower location is in a forested area of the county near Copper Harbor, a small,
unincorporated town that in recent years has seen an explosion of tourism related to its
growing mountain biking community. Copper Harbor is known, and in some ways desired as
a tourist destination, for its remoteness, being the furthest town from an interstate highway
in the continental United States [11]. What we present here in this case is a descriptive, single-
case study [53] in that it is one instance of a particular phenomenon (i.e., the exploration of
asset-based tradeoffs). While this is just one case of controversy in community and economic
development where the deficits and assets of a particular infrastructural decision are at odds
with each other, there are many other instances of similar controversies in rural areas related
to infrastructural decisions that could both benefit and harm a region’s development,
depending on the view taken (e.g., [7,17,34]).

Drawn from the first author’s long-term ethnographic research in the study region, we
chose this particular case because it allows us to explore the scale of social and development
efforts beyond the individual. In doing so, we focus intentionally on the community-level to
best understand how assets and deficits are operationalized at the community-level in this
controversy. Bringing together the arguments we make in section 3.3 about the need to bring
together a community-level understanding of assets AND deficits, and in section 4.2 with
respect to understanding the tradeoffs of asset-based approaches, we are purposely looking
at community-level assets and deficits in our case study. This case is not meant to be
representative of the normative asset-based approach present in HCI research. While asset-
based approaches have largely been formulated around individual perceptions of their assets
that can benefit a community more broadly, as noted in earlier in Section 4, we have thus far
critiqued this individualist framework for reinforcing neoliberal approaches to development.
To remediate and recuperate from ABCD’s neoliberal origins, we see it necessary to center
meso level understandings of assets that are embedded within community perceptions of
place, and in this case, perceptions of disconnectedness and natural beauty that are at the
center of the controversy.

5.1 Infrastructural controversy and rural assets

At an ordinary municipal meeting in November of 2020, the members of the Planning
Commission in Eagle Harbor Township voted to approve the special land use permit
application of Diamond Towers, a wireless infrastructure company, to build a 263-foot
cellular tower in a forested area of the township adjacent to a local historic lodge. The tower,
which was going to host antenna space for AT&T and other cellular providers, would expand
cellular service to an area of the county that was underserved. Meeting attendees noted the
importance of this cellular service for first responders in a very remote and forested region
with lots of tourists, and described a similar effort a decade earlier on a nearby mountain that
ended with the cellular tower not being built. One attendee foreshadowed the controversy
that would unfold over the following 12 months: “People are desperate for cell service and
broadband service in that area. How can we do this without hurting the business of the
Mountain Lodge that we were so anxious to get?”2 The Mountain Lodge mentioned is a
historic lodge built by Works Progress Administration laborers during the era of the New
Deal. Sold only two years prior by the County to a private owner, after decades of economic
difficulty, there was concern that building a large antenna tower immediately adjacent to the
lodge would invite turbulence into the newly established relationship between the township
and lodge owner. The Township board followed the Planning Commission’s recommendation

2 Unless otherwise noted, quotes are taken directly from the Meeting Minutes provided by municipal and county
bodies.
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and approved the application only a few days later at their Board meeting. Within a few
months, the owners of the historic lodge filed suit against the Township, citing failure to
address certain requirements of the local zoning ordinances.

By April of 2021, the Township Board made the decision to send the application for land
use to build the antenna back to the Planning Commission, which held a series of
determination meetings and public hearings over the next four months that were attended by
upwards of 50 people. In its public communication about the issue, the Lodge argued that
while cell phone service was an issue, the lack of cell phone service was one thing that drew
people to the area: “This is one of the draws to the area, as people look to get away from the
hustle and bustle of their daily life.” The Lodge also argued on its website that the current
approach to placing cellular infrastructure was antithetical to the community’s needs and
relationship to place:

“Rather than wait for a cell tower development company or a cell service company to
come to the area every couple of years and suggest where they want to put a cell
tower, let us take a more holistic approach and think about the entire [region]...This
moves us away from the ‘have a hammer, where is the next nail' strategy that
continually leads to sub-par solutions and many people being upset. With this holistic
approach, the first step is to fall in love with the problem, and not fall in love with a
solution first.”
At an August 2021 public hearing, a representative from Diamond argued that the current site
was “more suitable than other [sites] because it is not centrally placed within the historic
view-shed. It is a far preferable site than on the mountain itself.” At the same August meeting
during the public comment period, one resident said, echoing concerns of the Lodge, “[The
tower developers and contractors] will leave and go back to Indiana, go back out east. We are
left with that [antenna].” While community members were very much aware of the difficulties
of living in an area with poor cellular service at best, many voiced their concerns at meetings
and on social media that the new tower would negatively impact scenic views of the region,
from the property of the Lodge as well from a nearby historic mountaintop lookout, both
registered on the National Register of Historic Places.

In that August 2021 hearing, the Planning Commission voted to deny special land use
permit application - noting that application was not compliant with issues related to being
“designed, constructed, operated and maintained in a manner harmonious with the character
of adjacent property and the surrounding area” and that it would “change the essential
character of the surrounding area.” The following month, in September 2021, the Township
Board accepted the determination of the Planning Commission and voted to deny the
application from Diamond and notify them of the determination. Shortly thereafter, Diamond
filed suit against Eagle Harbor Township alleging violations of the 1996 Telecommunications
Act. At the time of writing, the controversy has not been resolved.

We chose this case because of the multi-layered nature of deficit and asset-based thinking
that drove much of the justifications on all sides of the controversy. This is not a case of
techniques such as an asset inventory being utilized by these actors in the standard ABCD
process that is reflected in ABCD research. Rather, this case exemplifies how the discourse
and ethos of asset-based thinking is utilized in economic and community development
controversies happening on the ground in communities. How ABCD materializes and
functions on the ground in community development practice in rural areas is radically
different than how it functions when advocated for by researchers and ABCD professionals.
Through the ethnographic work that inspired our focus on this case, the first-author
frequently heard asset-based language being utilized that was never truly accompanied by
any of the ABCD techniques that are prescribed in the research literature. To summarize, we
chose this case notbecause it embodies the ABCD approach popularized in prior HCI research,
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but because of how assets and deficits were interpreted in a way that reflects the complex
tradeoffs present in a technological development process.

Looking at the deficits at the forefront of the controversy, voiced by community members
and the tower company, we find concerns with a lack of cellular infrastructure and economic
instability. A lack of cellular infrastructure was not only an inconvenience for residents, but
forced first responders to use alternative radio technologies when in the area (e.g.,, while
rescuing a mountain biker injured on a trail). There was also general concern that a lack of
cellular service was a potential deficit with respect to an out-of-town, largely urban-
originating tourist population that expected constant connection. Lack of cellular
infrastructure could, in turn, negatively impact the kinds of services that local businesses
could provide, minimizing potential tourism investment, and therefore feeding into long term
economic instability of the region that has largely relied on amenity-based tourism as its
primary industry for decades.

Turning to community assets in this case, we see a surprisingly similar picture.
Disconnectedness from cellular infrastructure was seen by some as a selling point of the
region; it was a place that people could get away from the “hustle and bustle” of typical city
life. As one statewide news source described about the area: “Buyers have been purchasing
homes and land sight-unseen, above asking price. That trend is expected to continue if a
controversial proposed cell tower gets built, ending the digital isolation that limits the
region’s appeal to those seeking vacation homes or a picturesque place to realize their work-
from-home dreams” [19]. By solving the supposed problem of disconnectedness, there was
real concern that many in the region would lose the rural idyll they called home, flooded with
wealthy outsiders looking for their own piece of the idyllic landscape, but who had been kept
at arm’s reach until now by its digitally cut-off nature. At the time of writing, the community
assets that were the deciding factor in the case were not the disconnectedness, but the natural
beauty of the region that was determined to be negatively impacted by the construction of the
tower. As the Michigan State Historical Preservation Office communicated to the Federal
Communications Commission with regards to the impact the antenna could have on the local
historic properties, “it appears that the construction of the proposed tower at that location
could result in the introduction of a visual element that diminishes the integrity of the
property’s significant historical features.”

What we see here is not a straightforward determination or division between community
assets and deficits that support or fall in opposition to expanded technological infrastructure
development. Specifically, disconnectedness was a point of contention AND connection
between assets and deficits. Therefore we see disconnectedness as a key site in which to
explore the role of tradeoffs in asset-based approaches to social computing research.

6 TRADEOFFS IN ASSET-BASED APPROACHES

6.1 Engaging with tensions and tradeoffs in the cell tower controversy

In exploring the case study above, our intention was to focus on the community-level, in order
to see the meso-level impact on the community overall, despite a fairly substantial interplay
between individualized goals and community assets. Of note, for instance, is the privately-
owned lodge, leveraging community-focused language to center the controversy around the
region’s scenic views (e.g. “let us take a more holistic approach and think about the entire
[region]”), and put forward a conservative “don’t fix what isn’t broken” narrative that benefits
their own, current, business interests. On the other hand, Diamond’s counterargument
centered on a different set of assets, access to cellular service, which is not only a pain point
for individuals in the region but could also help expand economic growth in the region more
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broadly, rather than merely maintaining the economic stability of the lodge. As stated above,
as of now, the conceptual framework put forward by the lodge and the community members
in mass won the day, and “don’t fix what isn’t broken” is a prevailing concept that resonated
with the Planning Commission.

Of course, these are the positive, albeit somewhat speculative, directions the argument
took, but what might a different set of events or positions look like? The Mountain Lodge,
today, poses a “a more holistic approach,” suggesting there are alternatives to the current
approach of building one large cell tower. Through one lens, building many smaller cell
towers throughout the region might be an amenable “more holistic” approach. However, in
the early 2010s, similar controversies came up in other regions, similar arguments were
made, and the result was a continuation of poor/lacking cellular service. This is likely due to
the feasibility of building one large cell tower, versus many smaller towers throughout the
region. Conversely, had Diamond’s argument prevailed, the region would see substantive
benefit due to available cell service, the community would be more well connected, first
responders would be able to rely on their standard tools, and this would likely spur economic
growth. Concerns about the cell tower itself changing the fundamental nature of the area
would pass over time, though the substantive increase in property values and an influx of
wealth to purchase the most idyllic sections of land could, potentially, shift both the visual
landscape and the intangible feel of the region.

By failing to consider tradeoffs, ABCD risks merely becoming a palliative or bandaid, akin
to stakeholder analysis, without the ability to intervene with a solution. This case study, and
the speculative directions of the case described in the last paragraph, exemplify the kinds of
tradeoffs that are likely to come about through the use of ABCD as a method: the community-
level asset of a disconnected regional way of life — which benefits one large established local
business — was prioritized over the operational deficits or needs the regional community
has, like limitations in first responders’ capacity or economic growth of the region. In short,
this case study provides an illustrative example of the potential pitfalls of adopting ABCD
orientations without interrogating the ideological orientations that underpin it. In other
words, a local business was able to weaponize asset-based discourse in order to shut down a
development that could theoretically have addressed many of the perceived deficits of the
case region.

Moreover, we cautiously pose that if ABCD practitioners successfully recognize and
grapple with the ideological tradeoffs and subsequent outcomes, ABCD could better address
the sociotechnical gap, achieving the type of community-engagment CSCW aspires to.
Choosing ABCD as a method without recognizing the historical setting it comes from, we
argue, potentially brings those same neoliberal ideologies into play, resulting in outcomes
that prioritize individual actors (i.e., the lodge) rather than the community as a whole. For
ABCD methods to be a well-understood tool that can be intentionally chosen (or not),
engaging with the ideological tradeoffs and tensions that come along with the method is likely
necessary. This is particularly true as CSCW, as well as HCI and ICTD more broadly, shift asset-
based approaches from thinking about community development as a stand-alone process
towards thinking about design and technical systems as being deeply embedded in
contemporary community and economic development (e.g. [9,34]).

6.2 A reflexive-interventionist approach to asset-based computing research

Prior work by Lindtner and colleagues [29] sought to make sense of the place of computing
researchers within efforts to democratize technology production through making. In trying
to complicate the technosolutionist narratives that are central to much of HCI, they suggest a
“reflexive-interventionist stance” to help researchers consider how and who they are
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accountable to in the community as they pursue the democratization of the sociotechnical.
We wonder what it might look like to construct a reflexive-interventionist approach to asset-
based computing research that is not only concerned with efforts to democratize computing,
but also to consider the tradeoffs, and particularly the ideologies, that are embedded within
the methodological approaches we advocate for.

As we have documented extensively in this paper, the emergence of ABCD was embedded
in economic trajectories of neoliberal narratives whose goal was to perpetuate distrust of the
state and seek to transfer power to private actors. Originating as such, ABCD has grown
alongside community and economic development efforts that continually privatize and
individualize those same efforts when the solutions are arguably systemic (and public) in
nature. ABCD is a popular approach in American community and economic development
practice, especially in rural places. HCI similarly grapples with trajectories, originating in
largely state-sponsored (albeit imperialist) work (e.g., [4]) and evolving into a discipline that
is preoccupied with “implications for design” and takeaways that are easily transferable to
private sector actors [8,37]. What we see in asset-based approaches to community and
economic development, technological or otherwise, are in many ways struggles with what it
means to grow and the tradeoffs that emerge when two growth-oriented fields converge.

The primary ways that we have modeled engaging with a reflexive-interventionist
approach in the creation of our own case study are: 1) deeply examining the scale of asset-
based research, and through that, 2) countering the ideologies present in traditional ABCD
approaches that would prioritize an individualist approach over a collective one. To address
our first point, researchers should consider developing alternatives to “asset inventories” and
other forms of data collection that prioritize individual assets. While traditional ABCD work
advocates moving from individual to community by collating individual assets [33], we
believe that there is space to actually begin ABCD projects by looking directly to community
level assets related to culture, values, and institutions. This will require further
methodological work by asset-based computing scholars. In doing so, this also requires
breaking with traditional approaches to asset-based research that are embedded in
neoliberal ideologies and therefore addressing our second point. In other words, we need to
identify asset-based methodologies (and corresponding methods) that allow for either a
rejection of individualism as the primary means through which to do asset-based research, or
atleast allow for a multi-scalar approach. We see engaging with and addressing these tensions
and tradeoffs head-on as a necessary step in shiftng asset-based research from a
methodological palliative towards a more transformational toolkit.

Rather than throwing the asset-based baby out with the neoliberal bathwater, we’d like
to believe that there is indeed opportunity in truly community-level approaches to asset-
based research that complicates growth narratives and recognizes the “true needs” of
community (if that truth can actually be captured). We recognize the limitations of this paper
in choosing to focus exclusively on how ABCD manifests in HCI, in the process potentially
missing other areas of research that truly embrace community level needs. But we believe
there is still value in what we bring forth here specifically for asset-based approaches to
computing research. Heeding Lindtner et al.’s advice and taking a reflexive-interventionist
stance allows us to acknowledge not only the positionality of computing and development
research as growth oriented, but also the ideological origins of these perspectives. It is then
our responsibility to reflexively counter these ideologies and histories that might push us into
perpetuating individualist growth narratives in asset-based research. To paraphrase what the
owners of the Lodge wrote at one point during the cell tower controversy: we need to fall in
love with a problem before we fall in love with a solution. Rather than taking asset-based
approaches at face value, and the individualizing ideologies that come with them, a path
forward for asset-based research in CSCW and HCI might best be one that we already see
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glimpses of in recent research focusing on care and inequity: that of deconstruction and
reformation to imagine a different and more community-centered approach.

7 CONCLUSION

Bringing together a more complete understanding of asset-based approaches to computing
research, along with an attention to the first-order approximations and tradeoffs needed to
address the sociotechnical gap, we see much opportunity for future work in this space to
adopt a reflexive-interventionist approach. Specifically, a reflexive-interventionist approach
to asset-based research needs to consider not only the (1) assets of a community, beyond its
individuals, but (2) its deficits as well. This approach investigates (3) positions and actors
within the research space or phenomena, and the (4) ideologies that our methods bring with
them. This approach (5) actively works to remediate or attenuate those ideologies, going
beyond merely recognizing they exist, to best understand what is best for the communities
with which we do our research.

As such, we end with a provocation to CSCW: what are the necessary methods, reflexivity,
and modes of engagement with communities to effectively achieve this reflexive-
interventionist approach to asset-based research? We have articulated a set of five
considerations of this direction that we see as important, but this remains an open problem
in which the unknowns are, ultimately, unknown.
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