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Conceptualizing Capacity Building 
 
Capacity building can be defined straightforwardly as a process for strengthening the management 
and governance of an organization so that it can effectively achieve its objectives and fulfill its 
mission.1,2  We can, however, add depth to the definition by broadening what is meant by capacity.  
Grantmakers for Effective Organizations (GEO)3 developed a definition of effectiveness that 
grantees and federal, state, or local governments have adopted as a definition of capacity4,5:  The 
ability of an organization to fulfill its mission through a blend of sound management, strong 
governance, and a persistent rededication to achieving results.  By merging the straightforward 
definition of capacity building with the GEO definition of effectiveness, a more comprehensive 
definition of capacity building, which will be useful to technical assistance (TA) providers, 
emerges: 
 

Capacity building is an intervention that strengthens an organization’s ability to fulfill its 
mission by promoting sound management, strong governance, and persistent rededication to 
achieving results. 

 
Furthermore, having the ability to fulfill a capacity building mission means that an organization 
has (a) sufficient numbers of staff who possess the necessary knowledge and skills, 
(b) appropriate and adequate technical and management systems, (c) suitable physical 
infrastructure, and (d) ample financial and other resources.  Thus, capacity building is not limited 
to training personnel or the provision of TA, but may include overhauling systems, remodeling 
physical infrastructure, recruiting new personnel, and improving the efficiency of the use of 
existing resources.6   
 

Actors 
 

Three actors are typically important when a government agency or other organization is 
undertaking capacity building:  the target agency or organization, the funder of that agency or 
organization, and a TA provider.  Ideally, personnel at all levels of the target agency or 
organization will be invested in the capacity building process and be willing to make the changes 
needed—this likely includes board members, managers, and the lowest level of employee.7  The 
funder must see the need for capacity building and be willing to provide sufficient financing and 
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other support.8  The TA provider, as an external entity, can help at all steps, including providing 
training or TA and evaluating the process.  It is essential, however, that the TA provider work with 
the target organization and the funder instead of doing the capacity building work for them. 
 

Process 
 

Capacity building can be seen as a change process targeted at “aligning beliefs and new or refined 
practices with desired growth targets” within an organization.9  To be effective, organizational 
capacity building requires deliberate and planned change.  Some organizations make the mistake 
of training staff in new skills without carrying out the necessary follow-up to make sure those 
skills are being utilized appropriately.10  Others focus on training staff without addressing issues 
in other areas, such as an outdated computer system or a physical infrastructure that does not 
allow staff to implement new skills or innovative practices.11  Best practices for capacity building 
include long-term, multi-level approaches, coaching, and feedback.12,13   
 
Importantly, with regard to the long-term nature of capacity building, funding cycles can be a 
challenge for organizations and government agencies receiving grant funding to effect changes.  If 
supported by a typical five-year grant, the funding period may not be long enough to implement 
large-scale capacity building, yet funders may not be willing or able to finance processes that will 
not be completed within a given funding cycle.  In a similar way, the grant cycle also may affect TA 
providers that receive grants for the purpose of providing TA on capacity building to other 
organizations, including government agencies.  Additional constraints for government agencies 
can include existing rules and procedures established for their operations, which may limit what 
they can change, how they can go about changing, and even the structure of the agency.14 
 
When designing—and evaluating—a technical assistance initiative aimed at building capacity, four 
dimensions of capacity building must be considered: 
 

Types of capacity.  In the field of education, change usually involves developing four types of 
capacity:  human, organizational, structural, and material.15  Human capacity includes both the 
intellectual capacity (e.g., knowledge, skills) and the will (e.g., interest, patience, and 
persistence) to implement needed changes.  Organizational capacity involves interaction, 
collaboration, and communication among people within the organization.  Structural capacity 
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exists independently of the people working within the organization and includes elements like 
policies, procedures, and practices.  Material capacity includes the fiscal resources, materials, 
and equipment needed to meet organizational goals and implement change.  The four types of 
capacity are interdependent, and growth in one area is dependent on growth in another.16  
Consequently, while a particular capacity-building initiative might focus on one type of 
capacity, all four types of capacity must be “aligned and addressed” if the organization is to 
meet its goals for change.17 
 
Levels of capacity.  In addition to attending to the type of capacity to be developed, 
organizations must institute changes targeted at building different levels of capacity—
information, skills, structures, and processes—if they want to ensure that the desired changes 
are fully implemented.18  As the organization moves through the various stages of capacity 
building, new information and increasingly sophisticated skills, structures, and processes are 
needed.19 
 

Stages of capacity building.  Based on a review of the literature, Harsh and her colleagues 
at the Appalachian Regional Comprehensive Center (ARCC) identified four stages of capacity 
building: Exploration, Emerging Implementation, Full Implementation and Sustainability.20  

 Exploration.  In this stage, key actors identify the need for change; determine the 
desired capacity; and identify the knowledge, skills, structures, and processes that need 
to be in place to achieve the desired capacity.  An important task during this stage is to 
evaluate the current capacity of the organization, possibly including staff skills, number 
of staff, computer and other systems, infrastructure, and other resources.  The “capacity 
gap” is the difference between existing capacity and needed capacity.   

 Emerging Implementation.  This stage can be summarized in three steps:  (1) the 
target organization’s employees participate in activities; (2) the employees build new 
knowledge, update technological or physical infrastructure, increase resources, or learn 
to use available resources more efficiently; and (3) the employees apply their new 
knowledge and utilize new systems.  

 Full Implementation.  This stage involves the integration of the new information and 
new skills and the refining of practices based on evaluation of the changes.  During this 
stage, evaluations of the capacity building activities can help to inform key actors on the 
innovation’s impact and consequences.  At this stage, TA providers may need to modify 
their TA approach, or changes may need to be made to the focus of capacity building 
activities to fully effect desired changes. 

 Sustainability.  This final stage involves “pervasive and consistent” use of the refined 
skills and practices.  Also, the organization demonstrates the capacity and ability to 
analyze and modify practices for continuous improvement and for any needed 
refinement of the innovation. 

 

                                                 
16 Ibid. 
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Outcomes of capacity building.  Finally, as organizations go through the capacity building 
process, one of three types of outcomes can occur:  developmental (first-order change), 
transitional (second-order change), and transformational (third-order change).21  
Developmental outcomes result from improvement of a skill or process.  Transitional 
outcomes occur when an organization begins moving from its initial state to a new desired 
state.  Transformational outcomes are achieved when there is a shift in culture and beliefs 
among members of the organization that results in significant differences in organizational 
structures and processes.22  TA providers must consider the kind of change the organization 
would like to achieve and the organizational context when selecting the targeted capacity 
building outcome and designing a change strategy.   

 
As a final note regarding the capacity building process for a large system, such as all of the districts 
within a state, a large-scale pilot study called a Transformation Zone may be useful.23  A 
Transformation Zone is a smaller setting to test the capacity building activities.  The zone should 
be large enough to notice effects and encounter challenges.  After the capacity building activities 
have been established and tested in the Transformation Zone, they can be scaled-up to other parts 
of the system.24,25 
 

Evaluation 
 

Evaluation of capacity building can be challenging.  One challenge relates to the difficulty 
differentiating between capacity building efforts and overall project activities—an evaluation of 
capacity building should focus on the capacity building efforts and should not be an evaluation of 
whether the organization is meetings its goals.26  Another challenge is the dynamic and multi-
dimensional nature of the capacity building process.27  It may not be possible to establish a clear 
relationship between capacity building activities and capacity increases because of the difficulty 
making causal links and because external factors may affect outcomes.  Furthermore, the 
development of assessment tools to measure abstract concepts associated with increased capacity, 
such as enhanced performance or organizational effectiveness, may be costly and time-
consuming.28,29  Still another challenge is the length of time required for capacity building—the 
ultimate effectiveness of capacity building activities may not be determinable within a limited 
timeframe.   
 

                                                 
21

 Ibid. 
22 Ibid. 
23 The State Implementation and Scaling up of Evidence-based Practices Center (SISEP) has developed assessments to 
measure districts’ and states’ capacity to scale-up evidence-based practices (See Duda et al., 2013 and Fixsen et al, 
2012 in the Annotated Bibliography). 
24 Fixsen, Blasé, Homer, & Sugai, 2008. 
25 U.S. Department of Education, Office of Vocational and Adult Education, Adult Education Great Cities Summit: From 
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The Appalachian Regional Comprehensive Center (ARCC) developed a multidimensional approach 
to capacity building to aid TA providers.30  This approach considers the four key dimensions of 
capacity building discussed above: (1) types of capacity, (2) levels of capacity (3) stages of 
capacity building, and (4) outcomes of capacity building.  When developing a capacity building 
initiative, TA providers can use this framework to determine an organization’s status in each of 
the four dimensions.  For example, TA providers could use ARCC’s pseudo “slide rule” to identify 
the specific dimensions that will be targeted for capacity building (see Figure 1).   

Figure 1. ARCC’s “Slide Rule” for Identifying the Capacity Building Dimensions for a TA 
Initiative31 

TYPE OF CAPACITY Human Organizational Structural Material

LEVEL OF 
CAPACITY

Information Skills Structures Processes

STAGE OF CAPACITY 
BUILDING 

Exploration
Emerging 

Implementation
Full 

Implementation
Sustainability

OUTCOME OF CAPACITY 
BUILDING

Developmental Transitional Transformational

In the example presented in Figure 1, the TA provider has identified a need to develop Human 
capacity focused on changing Structures within the organization.  The organization is in the 
Exploration stage of capacity building, and the targeted outcome for this particular TA initiative is 
Transitional in nature.  Using this information, the TA provider can develop a management plan 
that specifies the goals, activities, outputs and expected outcomes of the TA initiative.  Depending 
on the organization’s needs for capacity building across the four key dimensions, more than one 
specific TA initiative and corresponding management plan may be needed.  In the above example, 
the organization’s status in the Exploration stage of capacity building coupled with its desire to 
achieve Transitional outcomes means that more than one TA initiative will likely be necessary. 

When TA initiatives are designed in this systematic way, evaluators can use the management plans 
as the starting point for evaluating the success of the TA provided.  Evaluators may want to 
develop a logic model to align with the management plan, and evaluation activities can measure 
achievement of the plan’s targeted short-term, intermediate, and long-term outcomes.  If the TA 
provider did not create a detailed management plan, evaluators can work with the TA provider to 
create a logic model specifically for the capacity building initiative, specifying the expected inputs, 
activities, outputs, and expected outcomes.32  The logic model can help the evaluator and TA 
provider to clearly establish capacity building goals and identify and work to address any 
potential challenges.  This logic model should focus only on the capacity building activities and 
should take into account those external factors that may affect outcomes. 

Monitoring and evaluation should overlap with the ongoing capacity building activities, so that 
adjustments can be made as needed.  Multiple data sources can be useful in measuring outcomes 
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for short-term, intermediate, and long-term goals related to capacity building.  Not all data 
collection methods will be appropriate for all capacity building efforts or projects.  Some 
suggested methods are document reviews, observations of services, customer satisfaction surveys, 
in-depth interviews or focus groups with participants within the target organization, surveys of 
participants within the organization, focus groups or in-depth interviews with clients, and 
measurements of change in outputs (e.g., improvements in the relevance, quality, and usefulness 
of products or services provided by the organization).33,34  Additionally, a follow-up assessment 
may be conducted to compare capacity before and after the capacity building activities.   
 
A mixed methods approach to evaluating the capacity building efforts might use different methods 
to measure short-term, intermediate, and long-term outcomes of the TA provided to build 
capacity.35  For example, in a case where the capacity building efforts were almost entirely focused 
on training staff at SEAs, evaluators used surveys to collect immediate feedback from participants 
on the perceived quality, relevance, and utility of training or TA.  They used data from surveys, 
interviews, and focus groups to measure intermediate outcomes by asking participants what they 
had learned and whether they perceived themselves as more capable of assisting districts and 
schools as a result of their new knowledge.  Long-term outcomes were measured using follow-up 
surveys and interviews with participants to ask how participants applied the knowledge they had 
learned, coupled with a review of documents that would reveal results, such as meeting agendas 
and handouts, legislation, state program plans, and progress reports. 
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