
STRENGTH-BASED APPROACHES
IMPROVING THE LIVES OF OUR CHILDREN AND YOUTH



The Alliance for Children and Youth of Waterloo Region is an independent organization of members working 

together to improve well-being for children, youth and families in our community. Our strength lies in the 

collaboration of our membership – that is, together we can achieve more than any of us could working alone. 

We believe in sharing responsibility for raising happy, healthy and valued children and youth, and that building 

on the strengths and capacity already available in our community is an effective approach to do so.

We bring together a wide range of child and youth-serving agencies as well as interested individuals to better 

the lives of children and youth through collaborative discussions, planning and action. Such a collection of 

people and perspectives allows us to capture the most complete picture of how well our community is doing 

at the job of taking care of children and youth. We can then mobilize effective teams to respond to issues that 

need to be addressed.

Members of the Alliance for Children and Youth are using strength-based approaches to improve the lives of 

children, youth and families in our community.

WHAT IS A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH?

A strength-based approach is a manner of doing things 
rooted in the belief: 

competencies;

identify and address their own concerns; and

 

mean: 

 
 

WHY IS THE ALLIANCE INTERESTED IN  
STRENGTH-BASED APPROACHES? 

 

 

WHAT APPROACHES ARE INCLUDED IN  
THIS BACKGROUNDER? 
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HOW DID YOU DECIDE WHICH ONES TO INCLUDE? 

CAPACITY and 
INTENTIONALITY  
is also likely to: 

Relationships

Contribution

Context / Systems

Participation

Skill-building/ Learning

Interrelationships

Solutions / Potential 

HOW DO YOU TELL THE APPROACHES APART? 

HOW IS THE BACKGROUNDER ORGANIZED? 

of each approach:

HOW DOES THIS FIT WITH THE ALLIANCE’S 
DEFINITION OF CHILD (AND YOUTH) WELL-BEING?

WHY WASN’T PREVENTION INCLUDED? 

different stages: 

 

differs from the other approaches in that it is more of a 

ARE THESE APPROACHES JUST ABOUT KIDS? 

DOES WATERLOO REGION HAVE ANY EXAMPLES OF 
HOW THESE APPROACHES ARE USED? 
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THEORY BASE

 
are in a constant state of change and that in order to 

KEY PRINCIPLES

 

WHY IT’S A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH

READING SUGGESTIONS 

Locating the energy for 
change: An introduction to appreciative inquiry. 

Appreciative 
inquiry in organizational life. Research in 

Appreciative inquiry handbook: The first in a series 
of AI workbooks for leaders of change. 

INTERNET RESOURCES

 

APPRECIATIVE INQUIRY
Appreciative Inquiry (AI) is a tool that can  
be used to determine and explore future 
possibilities. The purpose of AI is to focus on the 
positive aspects of people, organizations and 
systems including the potential for meaningful 
and valuable change, growth and adaptability. 
AI is often used for promoting organizational 
or systems change through group processes 
involving discussion and narrative sharing. Those 
involved in a system determine what works best 
within that system and how the system could 
be improved. The AI process includes a cycle of 
four inquiry stages: (1) “discover” what works; 
(2) “dream” or imagine the ideal system and 
the potential of the system in the future; (3) 
“design” a plan to achieve that ideal system, and; 
(4) “deliver” by putting into action the designed 
process. AI provides the opportunity, through 
collaborative group discussion, to explore prior 
success of individuals, organizations or systems, 
and envisions future potential and action. The 
belief that change is likely, positive, and possible 
is important for the success of this process. 
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THEORY BASE

-

KEY PRINCIPLES

 

participatory approach and ownership of their  

WHY IT’S A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH

READING SUGGESTIONS 

Building Community Capacity. 

 Building  
Community the Seattle Way. 

 Building 
Communities from the Inside Out: A Path toward 
Finding and Mobilizing a Community’s Assets.  

et al

INTERNET RESOURCES

CAPACITY BUILDING / 
ASSET-BASED  
COMMUNITY  
DEVELOPMENT
‘Capacity Building’ is about harnessing the  
gifts, talents and skills of every member of a 
community, supporting continued skill 
development, and fostering relationships based
on mutual benefit. ‘Asset-Based Community 
Development’ is a process that cultivates the 
capacities of individuals in order to address  
the needs and issues of the community. 
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THEORY BASE

KEY PRINCIPLES

The community development 
handbook: A tool to build community capacity

WHY IT’S A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH

READING SUGGESTIONS 

Community development in Canada. 

INTERNET RESOURCES

 

COMMUNITY  
DEVELOPMENT 

Community Development is a grassroots process 
whereby communities take collective action 
to create a sustainable and active community 
to improve conditions and quality of life. This 
process attempts to influence power structures 
as citizen’s work on common issues towards 
common solutions. It utilizes local skills and 
strengths to develop a healthy community. 
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THEORY BASE

KEY PRINCIPLES

WHY IT’S A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH

READING SUGGESTIONS 

Journal of 
Adolescence

Developmental Assets: 
A synthesis of the scientific research or adolescent 
development.

INTERNET RESOURCES

DEVELOPMENTAL  
ASSETS
Developmental Assets are positive qualities 
and experiences that provide young people 
with the skills and strengths needed to be 
positive, healthy and productive citizens. The 
full list of assets is broken into 8 categories: 
support, empowerment, boundaries/ 
expectations, constructive use of time, 
commitment to learning, positive values, social 
competencies and positive identity. The assets 
function interdependently promoting and 
influencing each other and frame youth as a 
resource in the community. 
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THEORY BASE

 

KEY PRINCIPLES

What’s So New 
About Youth Development?

WHY IT’S A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH

READING SUGGESTIONS 

The Youth Development 
Handbook: Coming of Age in American Communities 

Act for Youth Upstate 
Center of Excellence – Positive Youth Development 
Resource Manual

INTERNET RESOURCES

POSITIVE YOUTH  
DEVELOPMENT
Positive Youth Development (PYD) is the 
process of moving beyond the prevention of 
problem behaviours, and into the sphere of 
developing positive citizenry. The development 
process includes social support and strong 
bonds with positive adults, and opportunities 
for youth to set goals and contribute to their 
own growth. This process guides communities 
in the way they organize programs, 
opportunities, and supports so that young 
people can develop to their full potential. 
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THEORY BASE

 

KEY PRINCIPLES

 

 

 

WHY IT’S A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH

READING SUGGESTIONS 

Development and Psychopathology

 

Development and Psychopathology

Handbook for working with 
children and youth: Pathways to resilience across 
cultures and contexts. 

INTERNET RESOURCES

RESILIENCY

Resiliency is the ability of people to successfully 
adapt and develop positive well-being in the 
face of chronic stress and adversity. This ability 
is highly influenced by protective and supportive 
elements in the wider social environment. 
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Restorative Justice is a framework within 
criminal justice that engages all parties involved 
in a crime, including the victims, perpetrators 
and the community, with the common purpose 
of restitution and healing. This process helps 
build relationships and collaboration to reach a 
fair resolution for all involved.

THEORY BASE

KEY PRINCIPLES

practice  

the impacts of their words and actions and work 

Values and Principles of Restorative Justice by 
the Restorative Justice Task Force of the Waterloo 
Region

WHY IT’S A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH

READING SUGGESTIONS 

Crime and Delinquency

Behavioural 
Sciences and the Law,

INTERNET RESOURCES

RESTORATIVE 
JUSTICE
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THEORY BASE

A new perspective on the 
health of Canadians

KEY PRINCIPLES

WHY IT’S A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH

READING SUGGESTIONS 

Social determinants of health: 
Canadian perspective (2nd edition)

Public 
Options

INTERNET RESOURCES

SOCIAL DETERMINANTS 
OF HEALTH
The Determinants of Health are a complex set of 
factors or conditions that determine the level of 
health of a population. The Social Determinants 
of Health (SDOH) are the social factors that 
influence health and quality of life. Health 
outcomes of these factors are influenced by 
public policy. They include: Aboriginal status, 
early life, education, employment and working 
conditions, food security, health care services, 
housing, income and its distribution, social 
safety net, social exclusion and unemployment/ 
employment security (Raphael, 2004)
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THEORY BASE

KEY PRINCIPLES

 

WHY IT’S A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH

READING SUGGESTIONS 

Changing welfare changing states: 
New directions in social policy. 

INTERNET RESOURCES

 

 

 

SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 

Social development is a process that seeks to 
improve the architecture of human systems – 
primarily socio-economic and health systems – 
in a collective effort to reduce undesirable 
effects of such systems. In the context of 
systems-based social development, this 
process is a multi-sectoral collaborative effort 
by governments, organizations, and others to 
improve the quality of life for all by reducing 
the burden of inequality, injustice, indifference 
and marginalization.
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THEORY BASE

-

 
 

KEY PRINCIPLES

 

of what works

WHY IT’S A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH

READING SUGGESTIONS 

Building solutions in child 
protective services. 

Working with the 
problem drinker: A solution-focused approach  

Interviewing for 
Solutions 

Words were originally magic.  

Family Process,

Becoming solution-
focused in brief therapy.

INTERNET RESOURCES

SOLUTION  
FOCUSED THERAPY
The defining feature of Solution Focused Therapy 
(SFT) is its intentional emphasis on constructing 
solutions rather than resolving problems. The 
person (child, youth, or adult) is assisted to imagine 
a preferred future about how things will be differ-
ent and how to make this happen. The SFT thera-
pist assumes that the person wants to change, has 
the capacity to do so and, in fact, already has 
experience with performing elements of the de-
sired change. Working collaboratively, the therapist 
and person identify those elements of the desired 
change which are already happening, focus on the 
person’s story, strengths, resources, progress, 
changes and exceptions to the problem in order to 
achieve their preferred future (adapted from 
Gingerich & Eisengart, 2000).
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THEORY BASE

KEY PRINCIPLES

 

 

 

WHY IT’S A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH

READING SUGGESTIONS 

Sustainable rural 
livelihoods: Practical concepts for the 21st century. 

INTERNET RESOURCES

SUSTAINABLE  
LIVELIHOODS

This is a people-based framework aiming 
to eradicate poverty by promoting active 
participation of people living in poverty in 
defining their priorities, strengths and assets. 
This approach strives to establish sustainable 
processes in order to effect meaningful  
change by informing policy affecting those 
living in poverty. 
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THEORY BASE

KEY PRINCIPLES

Centres of Excellence for Children’s Well-Being:  
Youth Engagement

WHY IT’S A STRENGTH-BASED APPROACH

READING SUGGESTIONS 

New Directions for Child and  Adolescent 
Development

New Directions in Youth Research Journal

 

INTERNET RESOURCES

YOUTH 
ENGAGEMENT

Engagement is the meaningful participation 
of youth in their communities that links 
them with their community. It is a sustained 
involvement in an activity that has a focus 
outside of themselves, bringing their voice into 
community dialogue. 



200 Ardelt Avenue
Kitchener, ON  N2C 2L9

519-885-9562
www.allianceforchildrenandyouth.org

 


