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Abstract

This paper off ers a critical review of the prevailing capacity-building approaches in the 

context of civil society organizations and asserts that the defi cit model of capacity building 

best serves the essence of the empowerment theory since it considers the internal and 

external factors while assessing the capacity with the engagement of stakeholders and 

helps design tailor-made capacity-building interventions. Analyses are based on the 

literature review – both from academia as well as those of development organizations 

helping build the capacity of civil society organizations. Descriptive analysis of the fi ndings 

infers that the one-size-fi ts-all approach doesn’t help build the capacity of civil society 

organizations that vary in size and volume. It is found that existing organizational capacity 

assessment tools share a common weakness of not assigning relative weightage to the 

capacity dimensions. Based on the outcome of the extensive review, it can be concluded 

that capacity building has a signifi cant contribution to organizational governance that 

comprises an improvement in quality of service, engagement of stakeholders in decision-

making, and increasing accountability provided that the capacity building considers 

visible and invisible organizational culture, internal and external factors across individual, 

administrative and institutional levels while designing the intervention.
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1. Introduction
1.1 Putting the Capacity Building and Civil 

Society Organization’s Governance 
into Context

Capacity building is a widely used approach 

across sectors. Capacity building is one 

of the most fashionable (Hubbard & 

Light, 2004) terms, and the interest in this 

topic has continued to rise (Akol, Brunie, 

Kalema-Zikusoka, Petruney, & Wamala-

Mucheri, 2014) across sectors and nature of 

organizations. Also, the concept of capacity-

building has been used widely in civil 

society organizations, Healyb, Kapucua, & 

Tolga (2011) have further noticed that even 



82 - 22   l   September, 2022

academia is increasingly concerned about 

capacity-building and the CSO’s promise 

for achieving higher levels of organizational 

eff ectiveness as a result of the interventions 

made in the capacity-building. 

Concerns like who initiates the capacity 

building and for what purpose determine the 

approaches, methods, and subsequently, the 

eff ectiveness of the initiatives. Concerning 

the capacity building of the nonprofit 

sector, a part of civil society organizations 

and donor programs are considered 

to contribute significantly. To build the 

capacity of CSOs donors have designed 

and implemented various combinations 

of the initiatives. Apart from direct funding 

to the CSOs, these initiatives include 

advocacy for legal and regulatory reform, 

partnerships, and coalition formation for 

program implementation (Howell & Pearce, 

2000). In addition, Aijaz (2010) reinforces 

this claim that growing concerns among 

donors that the failure of the projects and 

programs is due to the poor capacity of 

functionaries encouraged them to invest 

in capacity building, which in some cases, 

according to Harden-Davies & Vierros 

(2020) is the results of international legally-

binding agreements. Pieces of evidence 

suggest that capacity building has remained 

a priority, but with diff erent nomenclatures. 

Though all four High-Level Forums of OECD 

on Aid Eff ectiveness held in 2003, 2005, 

2008, and 2011 emphasized the capacity of 

partners as a core principle, Akol, Brunie, 

Kalema-Zikusoka, Petruney, & Wamala-

Mucheri (2014) argue that it is not a new 

phenomenon, rather has been labeled as 

capacity development, strengthening, or 

enhancement (Brough & Potter, 2004) at 

diff erent times by diff erent scholars and 

practitioners.

Donor’s initiative, however, is not free of 

criticism. Antlov, Brinkerhoff , & Rapp (2010) 

are among those who made an even 

strong argument that capacity building 

has followed the 'supply creating demand' 

approach, and civil society organizations 

that widely implement donor-designed 

programs, including capacity building 

initiatives, fail to articulate their immediate 

capacity needs. 

The governance of CSOs is a growing 

concern of academia and development 

practitioners. Higher the understanding of 

CSO as an apparatus for policy intervention 

and the subsequent fl ow of growing funding 

to the sector higher is the concern about 

CSO’s functioning at the individual and 

collective front (Cairns, Harris, & Young, 

2005). Since it is claimed that CSOs are 

vehicles to hold the government to account 

apart from serving their constituency in 

many ways, the way CSOs are themselves 

governed is gaining attention. Despite the 

claim to have possessed suffi  cient evidence 

of civil society organizations enabling the 

community to engage with government 

(Agostino & Kloby, 2011), the extent to 

which the spillover of the investments in 

CSO’s capacity manifests in the community 

capacity in an attributable manner, is a vital 

issue while assessing the contribution of 

capacity building in promoting governance.

CSO’s  contr ibut ion to  democrat ic 

governance has been applauded (Antlov, 

Brinkerhoff, & Rapp, 2010). They are 

believed to have provided community 

members the opportunity to voice their 

concerns and take appropriate action on 

those pertinent issues. Agostino & Kolby 

(2011) claimed scholars have argued 

that democratic governance resulting 

in informed decision-making (Callahan, 

2007; Cohn-Berman, 2005) depends 

largely on citizen involvement. Similarly, 

citizen involvement is considered a key 

to capacity building (Cuthill & Fein, 2005), 

and increased trust in the institution (Keele, 

2007). It applies equally to CSOs’ context as 

well since they claim to continue serving the 

benefi ciaries (target groups/stakeholders) 
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and the state of citizen engagement 

determines the extent to which CSOs fulfi ll 

the downward accountability. Hence, how 

CSO's eff ort in building community capacity 

bounces back towards CSO's organizational 

capacity by holding them to account (in 

terms of transparency, accountability, rule 

of law, etc.) is another concern. Agostino 

& Kloby (2011) considers that reciprocal 

readiness of civil society and the community 

is important for the eff ective engagement of 

the community in governance. They believe 

that while CSOs should continue serving as 

a resource and willing partner to citizens, 

citizens on the other hand should remain 

purposefully engaged with the CSOs.

Investment in an organization's capacity 

building is a deliberate eff ort that intends 

to achieve a tangible result, particularly 

improved performance. As Cox, Jolly, 

Van Der Staaij ,  & Van Stolk (2018) 

argue, organizations invest in capacity 

development with a purpose. Cairns, 

Harris, & Young (2005) add to this. They 

argue that most scholars, interested in 

organizational capacity are more concerned 

about the results. They further add that 

capacity building intends not only to 

help organizations deliver quality results 

effi  ciently but also to be environmentally 

sensitive by dealing with external as well 

as internal environments. In addition 

to the present understanding of taking 

capacity building within the scope of the 

organizational sphere, Antlov, Brinkerhoff , 

& Rapp (2010) opine that enabling CSOs 

to address their capacity constraints is 

essential so that they can contribute to 

democratic consolidation and its continued 

progress. It implies that investment in 

capacity building not only contributes 

organizations to delivering eff ective and 

effi  cient services but also contributes to 

strengthening democracy and governance. 

Woodhill (2010) consider that the capacity 

determines the state of governance. He 

believes that the notion of governance 

deals with the way various stakeholders 

such as communities, organizations, 

nations, and the international community 

interacts making decisions for the common 

good. However, the extent to which the 

legal environment is enabling in the country 

context determines the opportunities for 

cooperation and collaboration between 

government and CSOs (Brinkerhoff & 

Brinkerhoff , 2002).

Though capacity-building is claimed to 

have contributed signifi cantly to growth 

and governance, there is a need to see 

whether the contribution of capacity 

building towards governance is one-way 

traffi  c or whether they reinforce each other. 

While referring to the cases of universities, 

Asu-Okang, Egbula, & Wonah (2019) claims 

that building the capacity of an organization 

promotes good governance, the absence 

of which results in weak programs and poor 

service delivery. Similarly, Hubbard & Light 

(2004) argue that organizational capacity 

contributes to achieving programmatic 

outcomes. 

There is a concern about the conditions 

when the capacity-building eff orts better 

contribute to the performance, an element 

of civil society governance. To assess how 

capacity building promotes governance of 

CSOs I reviewed literature from academia 

and development organizations from 

diff erent sectors and levels – national as 

well as international, bilateral as well as 

multilateral organizations. I used Mindjet 

Mindmanager software to organize ideas 

and themes were generated to capture the 

essence of reviewed literature. Based on the 

fi ndings of the literature review, this article 

highlights the conditions that promote 

CSO governance and their eff ectiveness. 

Unlike the common understanding that all 

capacity-building eff orts contribute to better 

organizational governance, this article 

challenged this perception, investigating 

Promoting Civil Society Organization’s Governance Through Capacity Building: A Review of Literature
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the reasons for the capacity-building 

interventions’ failure in doing so.

This article proceeds as follows. The next 

section describes and contextualizes 

capacity-building and its contribution to the 

CSO governance debates. This is followed 

by the finding and discussions section 

where various challenges are discussed that 

capacity-building initiatives need to address 

for it to promote organizational governance. 

The conclusion section highlights policy 

and programmatic implications, particularly 

how development organizations, including 

civil society organizations, better design 

their capacity-building program to promote 

governance. 

1.2 Despite its Widespread Use, the 
Capacity-Building Concept Suff ers 
Conceptual Contestation Emerging 
from Contextualization.

Though the term capacity building is used 

in diff erent sectors, and even with diff erent 

connotations, the term conceptualized in 

numerous sectors including CSOs, shares 

some common features. For Agostino & 

Kloby (2011) capacity building of CSOs meant 

to enable them to be better organized and 

engage with government, and eff ectively 

interact with the community so that the 

needs of both communities and individuals 

are better addressed. This notion of capacity 

includes the synergistic eff ects of individual 

competencies and organizational capabilities 

to advance an organization’s mission (Cairns, 

Harris, & Young, 2005). Similarly, EuropeAid 

defi nes capacity as the manifestation of three 

types of ability that include performing tasks 

and producing outputs, defi ning and solving 

problems, and making informed choices 

(Cox, Jolly, Van Der Staaij, & Van Stolk, 2018). 

This notion leads to a belief that the capacity 

as conceptualized in other contexts is valid 

to CSOs as well since CBOs, key players of 

the CSO landscape, constitute a group of 

people working for mutual as well as public 

benefi ts and consequently engage various 

stakeholders, including the governments 

across sectors and levels. It implies that 

the idea of building organizational capacity 

is applicable across sectors and types of 

organizations. 

It is not uncommon that many terms in 

the development landscape suff er from 

contextual conceptualization, particularly 

regarding the politics and positioning of the 

concerned organization. Despite signifi cant 

eff ort and investments, capacity building 

has remained a vague term (Acquaye-

Baddoo, Fowler, & Ubels, 2010). Capacity is 

perceived diff erently across organizations, 

as sectors have varied sets of motivations. 

Since culture is a primary determinant of 

organizational capacity, a multidimensional 

notion, it has a substantial impact on how 

the idea has been operationalized (Cox, 

Jolly, Van Der Staaij, & Van Stolk, 2018). 

Whether organizational capacity constitutes 

an enabling environment is also a subject 

of argument. One school of thought 

considers organizational capacity inclusive 

of enabling environment, external to the 

direct infl uence of the organization, whereas 

the other school of thought considers it to 

be the capacity that is within the sphere of 

direct organizational infl uence. According 

to Yu-Lee (2002), an organization's ability 

to carry out its activities or the enabling 

variables that permit an organization 

to carry out its functions and realize its 

goals is infl uenced by the environment. 

The enabling factors include a legal and 

regulatory framework that infl uences the 

capacity of CSOs to function (Brinkerhoff , 

Hans, & Rapp, 2010). To be specifi c, since 

the capacity of CSOs to sustain themselves 

without external support depends on how 

the value is placed on charitable giving 

and cross-border philanthropy the extent 

to which the legal framework is inclusive 

of this factor also influences the CSO 

capacity. On the other hand, Eisinger (2002) 

considers organizational capacity as the 
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sum of processes, management practices, 

or attributes that collectively supports an 

organization to fulfi ll its mission. 

Some scholars consider the broader human 

system as a benefi ciary of the capacity. 

According to OECD (2006), capacity is 

manifested in the collective ability of 

individuals, organizations, and society 

to manage their aff airs successfully, but 

Acquaye-Baddoo, Fowler, & Ubels (2010) 

consider that capacitated human system 

can perform, sustain itself, and self-renew. 

It implies that capacity is not a static 

state or quality. The skills to act and self-

organize, generate growth results, relate, 

adapt and self-renew, and integrate are 

five distinct but interrelated essential 

characteristics that are thought to be 

present in all organizations and systems 

(Baser & Morgan, 2008). 

Another way of defi ning capacity is based 

on distinctions between the levels that get 

benefi ts from the capacity. In addition to 

three levels (individual, organizational, and 

institutional) of capacity, the United Nations 

Development Program distinguishes 

capacity by types: functional and technical. 

This distinction is problematic since it still 

depends on the organizational context 

of how the functional and technical skills 

are operationalized. For example, some 

organizations might consider monitoring 

and evaluation as technical skills, but for 

some, it might be functional skills. On the 

other hand, Acquaye-Baddoo, Fowler, & 

Ubels (2010) while quoting Morgan (2006), 

consider the overall capacity of a system 

constitutes the competencies (i.e., specifi c 

abilities of individuals), and capabilities 

(i.e., specifi c abilities of the organizational 

sub-system). 

Capabilities, competence, and capacity 

are somewhat considered synonymous in 

general, but scholars have elaborated on the 

distinction between these three seemingly 

similar terms. What Cairns, Harris, & Young 

(2005) share about the distinctions between 

organizational capacity and organizational 

competencies or capabilities as proposed 

by Franks sounds easy to follow in the CSO 

context. According to Frank, capability 

refers to the knowledge, skills, and 

attitudes of the individual or group and their 

competence to fulfi ll their responsibilities, 

whereas capacity refers more broadly to the 

overall ability of the individual or group to 

perform the responsibilities. This distinction 

implies that capacity, not the capabilities or 

competencies, is more prominent for the 

organizations to perform better. 

Whether it is explicit or implicit, the capacity 

dimensions include governance as well. 

While conceptualizing the organizational 

capacity, Cox, Jolly, Van Der Staaij, & Van 

Stolk (2018) propose four key elements that 

include governance, culture, leadership, 

and infrastructure. They have explicitly 

mentioned governance as one of the 

capacity dimensions. On the other hand, 

the European Commission considers 

that the six-box model best captures the 

capacity dimensions: structure, leadership, 

internal relationship, rewards, coordinating 

and control instruments, and strategy 

(Cox, Jolly, Van Der Staaij, & Van Stolk, 

2018). Though this definition doesn’t 

explicitly mention governance as one of the 

capacity dimensions, the way the European 

Commission conceptualizes capacity as a 

key factor to transform inputs to outputs 

implicitly considers governance a vital 

element in converting the resources to 

its deliverables, one of the key elements 

of governance. However, the extent 

to which these elements carry relative 

importance is subject to the organization's 

maturity, mission, priorities, portfolio, and 

stakeholder community (Cox, Jolly, Van Der 

Staaij, & Van Stolk, 2018).

What framework better explains the 

organizational capacity also depends on 
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the key elements –internal and external 

to the organization. Dynamics between 

individuals and organizations generate 

complexities that have to be well taken 

into consideration while developing 

the framework. Kaplan (2000) supports 

the idea that an organization involves 

individuals. Being complex in themselves 

their relationships are also complex too. 

Fowler & Ubels (2010) think that capacity 

building has to thus respect this complexity 

as much with individuals and with small 

groups, as with the larger system. 

The use of seemingly similar terms has given 

an impetus to a concern about whether 

capacity building, capacity development, 

or capacity strengthening means the same 

thing. Despite having been predominant 

in the development strategies for a long, 

Brough & Potter (2004) believe that 

capacity development, strengthening, or 

enhancement are synonymous with capacity 

building, a term that Eade (2007) and Kaplan 

(2000) consider a sophisticated synonym for 

mere training or short-term skills building, 

yet widely accepted. Cairns, Harris, & Young, 

(2005) also have the same opinion that 

capacity-building is a broad term and those 

who use it often do not distinguishes building 

organizational capacity from building 

capacity at the individual, community, or 

institutional levels, rather they see it as 

action or process which improves abilities to 

perform. The term capacity building is found 

to be organizational culture-sensitive as 

well. While the UN agencies call it 'capacity 

development' the European Union calls 

it capacity building. Despite this, capacity 

building is an umbrella term for capacity 

enhancement, capacity strengthening, and 

capacity development. 

However, as Acquaye-Baddoo, Fowler, & 

Ubels (2010) argue, it is not necessary to 

make this distinction between capacity 

building, capacity development, and 

capacity-strengthening a vague and 

complex. Rather, they advocate emphasizing 

the ‘why’ part of capacity building. They 

believe that capacity building should not 

be vague since it is an inherently relational 

and living phenomenon that always deals 

with a concern: capacity for what? They 

argue that any living system interacts with 

its environment in a two-way relationship 

and thus becomes a part of politics.

2. Findings and Discussion
2.1 The Capacity-Building Framework 

Needs to Consider the Interplay 
Between Both Internal and the 
External Environment

Once the capacity is considered contextual 

and is subject to the constant interplay 

with the external environment the static 

framework may not best support making 

capacity-building work. As Kaplan (2000) 

argues, a paradigm shift is required to 

understand and develop an organization’s 

capacity if it is intended to yield the best 

results of the capacity-building intervention. 

Shi f t ing ‘ f rom stat ic f ramework to 

developmental reading’ needs a full-fl edged 

commitment toward its inherent openness 

to the environment as well as working with 

complexity in processes of human change. 

Fowler & Ubels (2010) believe that the extent 

to which the cultural aspects (which exist 

and operate unconsciously) in organizations 

manifest in their behavior should be taken 

into consideration. However, they also fi rmly 

believe that the elements (vision, culture, 

structure, and skills) are necessary, but the 

mere presence of these elements is not 

sufficient for making any organizational 

capacity. This implies that the capacity 

framework needs to observe both visible 

as well as invisible elements (that are 

observable only through the eff ects they 

have). 

The locus of the capacity-bui lding 

framework has to take different levels 

of human organizing into account. The 
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levels of such organizing vary in many 

respects. It could be dealing either with 

individual capabilities, organizations, or 

the sector as a whole. The locus further 

could be distinguished across sectors and 

levels of governance: micro (communities), 

meso (Palika/province), and macro (the 

nation-state). While highlighting the case 

from Bhutan, Visser (2010) suggests that 

capacity-building efforts be effectively 

linked across levels by taking a broad view 

of how individuals could be supported in 

dealing with wider organizational, network, 

or institutional dimensions, and work 

with the formal institutions (regulatory 

frameworks), and informal institutions 

(cultural values) as well. A framework 

proposed by Cuthill and Fein (2005) 

also emphasized capacity-building as a 

collaborative local action requiring the 

engagement of local government. Since the 

capacity dimensions do not exist in isolation 

and organizations have a clear purpose 

for capacity building (Cox, Jolly, Van Der 

Staaij, & Van Stolk, 2018), the capacity-

building framework should be tailor-made 

(Akol, Brunie, Kalema-Zikusoka, Petruney, 

& Wamala-Mucheri, 2014) considering three 

levels of human organizing (i.e., individual, 

institution, and the sector as a whole).

2.2 Assessing Capacity Deficit is the 
Best Approach to Make the Capacity-
building Eff ective

Understanding the options and consciously 

choosing the best one to build the capacity 

is not easy. This difficulty has political 

and practical dimensions (Cairns, Harris, 

& Young, 2005). Since the CSOs are 

supposed to achieve radical social and 

economic changes for the society, more 

specifi cally for the marginalized segment 

of the society, and the capacity building is 

considered as a building block towards that 

end, a lack of clarity on the purpose brings 

that ideological and practical dilemma in 

designing capacity building initiatives.

The deficit model (Harrow, as quoted 

by Cairns, Harris, & Young, 2005) is a 

common approach where capacity building 

is designed to fill gaps irrespective of 

how the organizational capacity has been 

understood by different organizations. 

Some well-known tools for organizational 

capacity assessment aim to facilitate 

identifying the capacity defi cit. However, the 

number of capacity domains varies among 

diff erent tools. McKinsey's Organizational 

Capacity Assessment Tool (OCAT) includes 

10 capacity areas: aspirations; strategy; 

leadership, board, and staff ; funding; culture; 

innovation and adaptation; marketing 

and communications; advocacy; business 

processes; infrastructure; and organizational 

culture (Cox, Jolly, Van Der Staaij, & Van 

Stolk, 2018). On the other hand, MCF tools 

include 4 capacity domains (Connolly, et 

al., 2003) such as leadership, adaptive, 

management, and operational/technical 

capacities. While both tools largely share 

similarities, the MCF tool focuses on fewer 

capacity components than OCAT. In addition, 

the capacity assessment methodology user's 

guide of UNDP has 13 capacity domains, 

including 8 core functional domains and 5 

cross-cutting functional domains (Cox, Jolly, 

Van Der Staaij, & Van Stolk, 2018). One 

commonality exists between all three tools: 

proportional weightage of each capacity 

dimension is not assigned.

Since capacity building is not invested 

just for the sake of doing it, its benefi t is 

a key concern for all stakeholders. For 

some, capacity itself might be synonymous 

wi th organizat ional  ef fect iveness. 

However, Healyb, Kapucua, & Tolga (2011) 

argue that though capacity correlates 

well with eff ectiveness, they should not 

be considered synonymous. Akol A., 

Brunie, Kalema-Zikusoka, Petruney, & 

Wamala-Mucheri (2014) are cautious if 

there is enough evidence of its proven 

impact on the development progress, 

the capacity-building eff orts are found to 
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have a signifi cant positive impact (Healyb, 

Kapucua, & Tolga, 2011; McKinsey & 

Company, 2001; Cairns, Harris, & Young, 

2005) not just on organizational operations, 

but also on sustaining improvements over 

time (Eisinger, 2002; Bies & Millesen, 2005)

The capacity-building effort may not 

n e c e s s a r i l y  g e n e r a t e  i m p r o v e d 

organizational effectiveness in the civil 

society organization. McKinsey & Company 

(2001) emphasized the conditions for 

capacity building to have a positive 

impact on organizational eff ectiveness. It 

emphasized that capacity-building eff orts 

should be employed systematically across 

the levels of the organization avoiding 

doing it in silos. For McKinsey & Company 

(2001)systematic capacity building means 

it is individualized, holistic, and adopts 

sustained approaches, which they consider 

creates positive impacts within civil society 

organizations. 

What is focused on in the capacity 

development intervention also determines 

the extent to which the expected level of 

effectiveness is achieved and whether 

the results are going to sustain. Though 

technical knowledge - expertise in knowing 

and doing - is important, explicit knowledge 

and hard expertise are not enough to 

bring effectiveness (Acquaye-Baddoo, 

2010). Acquaye-Baddoo (2010) further 

highlights that eff ectiveness of capacity-

building intervention depends on two 

things - knowledge of capacity-building 

practitioners, on which the intervention 

relies, and the relationship between the 

core capabilities areas that together make 

up the capacity. 

2.3 C a p a c i t y - b u i l d i n g  P r o m o t e s 
Organizational Governance Provided 
I t  Addresses  Some Inherent 
Challenges

Several challenges hinder capacity 

development. Poor attention to the recipient 

organization’s readiness (Pearson, 2011) is 

one of the challenges besides the supplier’s 

poor ability to facilitate eff ective capacity 

building (Eade, 2007). Lack of consensus on 

the approaches and what constitutes best 

practices for capacity building is also one 

of the challenges. It is prevalent not only 

among capacity-building practitioners but 

also between its providers and recipients 

(Akol, Brunie, Kalema-Zikusoka, Petruney, 

& Wamala-Mucheri, 2014). Similarly, failure 

in identifying the real need for capacity 

building also hinders capacity building. 

Eade (2007) and Kaplan (2000) argue 

that many practitioners fail to diff erentiate 

between perceived or assigned and real 

needs for capacity building. They believe 

that the generalization of the term as a more 

acceptable and sophisticated synonym for 

mere training or short-term skills-building 

itself poses a challenge to capacity building 

(Brough & Potter, 2004). As a result, most 

capacity-building initiatives focus more on 

technical knowledge (Acquaye-Baddoo, 

2010). Hence, the ‘deficit model’ helps 

identify the real needs of the organization 

and design appropriate means of capacity 

building. 

The extent to which the learning is 

informing the capacity-building as such 

also determines its effectiveness (Akol, 

Brunie, Kalema-Zikusoka, Petruney, & 

Wamala-Mucheri, 2014). However, scholars 

doubt if the learning from one capacity-

building initiative has been applied in the 

next course of similar action. UNDP (2009) 

realizes that 

“…in the constantly evolving cycle of the 

[capacity building] process, 

Mistakes are as useful to learning as 

successes", which demands that

 successes, as well as failures, are unpacked 

to determine what can 

be replicated, what can’t, and why”. 
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Since the capacity assessment tools 

are inherently refl ective and the regular 

review and reflection on the status of 

organizational capacity are embedded into 

it the learning from the capacity-building 

eff orts can easily be incorporated into the 

next phase of capacity-building initiatives. 

If rooted in the local context, the capacity-

building initiative gains relevance. The 

benefi ciaries of the capacity-building should 

have space not only to identify their needs 

(which informs the approach and content 

of the capacity-building intervention) but 

to capture the learning and experiences. 

However, Kaplan (2000) has experienced 

the opposite, where instead of what the 

situation demands, many times capacity 

building practitioners deliver what is most 

easy for them to deliver. Akol, Brunie, 

Kalema-Zikusoka, Petruney, & Wamala-

Mucheri (2014) consider this phenomenon 

as a result of failure to objectively access 

capacity needs and see if those engaged in 

the process have competencies in building 

capacity. In addition, they have experienced 

that the benefi ciaries are not consulted to 

share their experience with the capacity-

building eff orts, rather it is the views of 

the outsiders (such as capacity-building 

providers, external evaluators, or scholars). 

So, engagement of key stakeholders in the 

systematic capacity assessment process is 

a must to avoid this challenge.

Context sensitivity, particularly in linking 

broader context to the domestic issues 

(internal to the organization), enables 

organizations to perform well after capacity-

building support. Capacity building is 

meaningful, effective, and resource-

effi  cient when it best links local realities 

to international policies and practices to 

create synergies (Harden-Davies & Vierros, 

2020). 

Since CBOs vary in size and therefore 

require diff erent approaches and methods 

for their capacity building (Healyb, Kapucua, 

& Tolga, 2011) understanding the context 

is a key to identifying support, what 

organizational capacity-building is required 

for diff erent organizations (Cox, Jolly, Van 

Der Staaij, & Van Stolk, 2018). Understanding 

the context includes understanding the 

agency’s capacity for capacity building as 

well. Though CSOs have a need for their 

capacity building, the absence of strong 

desire and ability to utilize what has been 

gained through the capacity building 

fails the organization benefi tting (Healyb, 

Kapucua, & Tolga, 2011) from the investment 

in capacity building. 

Context sensitivity of the capacity building 

requires that CSOs can navigate the 

external factors successfully. Since the 

extent of operational and political space 

(Brinkerhoff , Hans, & Rapp, 2010) across 

sectors and levels becomes a critical 

external determinant towards ensuring 

horizontal as well as vertical accountability 

(Brinkerhoff , 2005) the ability to successfully 

analyze these factors ensures the capacity 

building and its sustainability. In addition to 

the external environmental factors (such as 

funding trends, and benefi ciaries' needs) 

that determines if CSOs can participate in 

capacity-building interventions (Healyb, 

Kapucua, & Tolga, 2011) there is a need 

to consider various interdependent 

dimensions of capacity (Cox, Jolly, Van Der 

Staaij, & Van Stolk, 2018) while planning for 

capacity building intervention. 

The empowerment approach considers 

action-learning as the best means for 

building capacity since it is believed to 

support an organization master itself 

by reflecting on its actions and the 

environment. Cairns, Harris, & Young 

(2005) further believes that action research 

can best support organizations to excel 

beyond building competencies and skills in 

individual as preferred in the 'defi cit model' 

of capacity building and empower them in 

a true sense so that they will be able to 
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retain their organizational autonomy from 

the powerful funders.

The readiness of an organization for 

change is one of the preconditions for 

the longer-term capacity building of an 

organization since it requires developing 

sophisticated processes, functions, and 

structures for improved organizational 

functioning (Cairns, Harris, & Young, 2005). 

However, the short-term and project-based 

nature of the capacity building (Harden-

Davies & Vierros, 2020) failed to generate 

this readiness on the part of the recipient 

organization as well as the donor for their 

lack of commitment to long-term external 

funding. Whether capacity-building support 

comes from government agencies or non-

governmental organizations, the issue 

of maintaining the independence and 

distinctiveness of CSOs (Cairns, Harris, & 

Young, 2005) is as important as developing 

their capacity through partnerships.

The effectiveness of capacity building 

requires organizations to defi ne their goal 

in explicit terms (Bishop, 2007) and the 

baseline performance measures (McKinsey 

& Company, 2001; Wing, 2004) along with 

an appropriate framework to evaluate the 

capacity building. The absence of these 

will make capacity-building a risky venture 

not only for funders who prefer visibility 

of their investment (Brown, 1980) but also 

for the organization whose governance 

including the results of capacity building 

is under surveillance radar. In addition, 

the disconnect between capacity-building 

providers and the CSOs about what to 

invest more in makes it diffi  cult to design 

it from the long-term perspective, and 

subsequently in gaining a commitment to 

funding. 

3. Conclusion
Since capacity-building is a common 

approach across sectors both practitioners 

as well as scholars are concerned about its 

results. Growing investment from donors 

in training, workshops, and advocating for 

an enabling environment has even raised 

this concern further as to what extent the 

capacity building has supported enhancing 

governance in CSOs that are supposed 

to advocate for good governance. 

Despite the varied understanding of the 

elements and the framework of capacity 

building, there is a wider agreement that 

it should consider both the elements – 

internal to the organization as well as the 

external environment that infl uences an 

organization’s ability to use its capacity 

for the common good. In addition, there 

is a common understanding that all three 

levels of capacity (individual, organizational 

and institutional) are to be considered for 

capacity building. Since assessment of 

capacity through a systematic process 

helps identify the gaps ‘the defi cit model 

of capacity building’ better helps capacity 

building intervention in many ways: fi rstly, 

to assess the current status, secondly, 

to design a realistic plan for capacity 

building that is informed of the ground 

reality, thirdly to engage key stakeholders 

periodically in learning from the capacity 

building intervention, all of which is seen 

as lack of eff ort to build capacity which 

is labeled as ‘supply-driving the demand’ 

model. Engagement of stakeholders in 

assessment and periodic review helps 

gauze organizational readiness as well 

as in customizing the capacity-building 

support since the ‘one-size-f its-al l ’ 

approach doesn’t help CSOs with varying 

sizes and capacities. Despite a range of 

organizational capacity assessment tools 

being in place, the number of elements of 

organizational capacity somehow diff ers 

from tool to tool. Similarly, these tools have 

weaknesses in assigning relative weights 

of these elements to the organizational 

capacity. In addition, many scholars and 

practitioners agree that capacity building 

has a signifi cant positive contribution to 
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promoting organizational governance, 

including the improvement in the quality 

of service, engagement of stakeholders 

in decision-making, and increasing 

accountability among others. From the 

empowerment theoretical perspective, 

capacity-building eff ort needs to focus on 

the action-learning to help the organization 

gain mastery of itself through the refl ection 

of its actions and the environment.

References
Acquaye-Baddoo, N.-A. (2010). The balanced practitioner. In J. Ubels, N.-A. Acquaye-Baddoo, & A. 

Fowler (Eds.), Capacity Development in Practice (pp. 65-79). London: Earthscan Ltd.

Acquaye-Baddoo, N.-A., Fowler, A., & Ubels, T. (2010). A resource volume on capacity development. 

In T. Ubels, A. Fowler, & N.-A. Acquaye-Baddoo (Eds.), Capacity Development in Practice (pp. 

1-8). London: Earthscan Ltd.

Agostino, M. J., & Kloby, K. (2011). Building community capacity to engage government: Refl ections 

of nonprofi t leaders on post-Katrina New Orleans. Administration & Society, 43(7), 749-769.

Aijaz, R. (2010). Capacity building of municipal functionaries for good governance in Uttarakhand, 

India. Habitat International, 34, 386-391.

Akol, A., Brunie, A., Kalema-Zikusoka, G., Petruney, T., & Wamala-Mucheri, P. (2014). Informing the 

future of capacity building: lessons from an NGO partnership. Development in Practice, 24(3), 

435-441.

Antlov, H., Brinkerhoff , D. W., & Rapp, E. (2010, 9). Civil society capacity building for democratic 

reform: Experience and lessons from Indonesia. Voluntas: International Journal of Voluntary 

and Nonprofi t Organizations, 21(3), 417-439. Retrieved March 31, 2014, from http://www.jstor.

org/stable/27928228

Asu-Okang , S., Egbula, E., & Wonah , F. (2019, July/Sept). Heads of departments’ capacity building 

skills as correlates for promoting good governance in University of Calabar, Calabar, Cross River 

State, Nigeria. Journal of Educational Realities-JERA, 9(1), 1-7.

Baser, H., & Morgan, P. (2008). Capacity, change, and performance: Study report. Maastricht: European 

Centre for Development Policy Management.

Bishop, S. W. (2007). Linking nonprofi t capacity to eff ectiveness in the new public management 

era: The Case of community action agencies. State & Local Government Review, 39(3), 144-152.

Brinkerhoff  , D. W., & Brinkerhoff , J. M. (2002). Government-nonprofi t relations in comparative 

perspective: evolution, themes and new directions. Public Administration and Development, 

22(1), 3-18.

Brinkerhoff , D. W. (2005). Accountability and Good Governance: Concepts and Issues. In A. S. 

Huque, & H. Zafarullah (Eds.), International development and governance (pp. 269–289). New 

York: CRC Press.

Brinkerhoff , D. W., Hans, A., & Rapp, E. (2010). Civil society capacity building for democratic reform: 

Experience and lessons from Indonesia. Voluntas, 21, 417–439.

Brough, R., & Potter, C. (2004). Systemic capacity building: A hierarchy of needs. Health Policy and 

Planning, 19(5), 336–345.

Cairns, B., Harris, M., & Young, P. (2005). Building the capacity of the voluntary nonprofi t sector: 

Challenges of theory and practice. International Journal of Public Administration, 28(9-10), 869-

885. doi:10.1081/ PAD-200067377

Callahan, K. (2007). Elements of eff ective governance: Measurement, accountability, and participation. 

New York: Taylor and Francis.

Chikoto, G. L., & Neely, D. G. (2013). Building nonprofi t fi nancial capacity: The Impact of revenue 

concentration and overhead costs. Nonprofi t and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, XX(X), 1-19. doi: 

0.1177/0899764012474120

Promoting Civil Society Organization’s Governance Through Capacity Building: A Review of Literature



92 - 22   l   September, 2022

Cohn-Berman, B. (2005). Listening to the public: Adding the voices of the people to government 

performance measurement and reporting. New York: The Fund for the City of New York.

Connolly, P., Munemitsu, S., Ruiz-Healy, C., Sherman, A., Trebb, C., & York, P. (2003). Building the 

capacity of capacity builders. New York: TCC Group.

Cox, K., Jolly, S., Van Der Staaij, S., & Van Stolk, C. (2018). Understanding the drivers. California: 

RAND Corporation.

Cuthill, M., & Fein, J. (2005). Capacity building facilitating citizen participation in local governance. 

Australian Journal of Public Administration, 64, 63-80.

Eade, D. (2007). Capacity building: Who builds whose capacity? Development in Practice, 17(4-5), 

630–639.

Eisinger, P. (n.d.). Organizational capacity and organizational eff ectiveness among street-level food 

assistance programs. Nonprofit and Voluntary Sector Quarterly, 31(1), 115–130.

Fowler, A., & Ubels, J. (2010). The multi-faceted nature of capacity: Two leading frameworks. In J. 

Ubels, N.-A. Acquaye-Baddoo, & A. Fowler (Eds.), Capacity Development in Practice (pp. 12-24). 

London: Earthscan Ltd.

Harden-Davies, H., & Vierros, M. K. (2020). Capacity building and technology transfer for improving 

governance of marine areas both beyond and within national jurisdiction. Marine Policy. Retrieved 

from https://doi.org/10.1016/j.marpol.2020.104158

Healyb, B. F., Kapucua, N., & Tolga, A. (2011). Survival of the fittest: Capacity building for small nonprofit 

organizations. Evaluation and Program Planning, 34, 236–245.

Howell, J., & Pearce, J. (2000). Civil society: Technical instrument or social force for change? In D. 

Lewis, & T. Wallace (Eds.), New roles and relevance: Development NGOs and the challenge of 

change (pp. 75-89). Bloomfi eld, CT: Kumarian Press.

Kaplan, A. (2000). Capacity building: Shifting the paradigms of practice. Development in Practice, 

10(3-4), 517-526.

Keele, L. (2007). Social capital and the dynamics of trust in government. American Journal of Political 

Science, 51, 241-254.

McKinsey & Company. (2001). Eff ective capacity building in nonprofi t organizations. New York: 

Venture Philanthropy Partners.

OECD. (2006). The Challenge of capacity development: Working towards good practice. Paris: 

Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development.

Pearson, J. (2011). Integrating learning into organisational capacity development of Cambodian 

NGOs. Development in Practice, 21(8), 1037–1049.

United Nations Development Programme. (2009). Capacity development: A UNDP Primer. (K. 

Wignaraja, Ed.) New York: United Nations Development Programme.

Visser, H. (2010). Capacities at multiple levels and the need for connection: A Bhutan Example. In J. 

Ubels, N.-A. Acquaye-Baddoo, & A. Fowler (Eds.), Capacity Development in practice (pp. 42-54). 

London: Earthscan Ltd.

Wing, K. (2004). Assessing the eff ectiveness of capacity building initiatives: Seven issues for the 

field. Nonprofit and Volunteer Sector Quarterly, 33, 153–162.

Woodhill, J. (2010). Capacity lives between multiple stakeholders. In J. Ubels, A. Fowler, & N.-A. 

Acquaye-Baddoo (Eds.), Capacity Development in Practice (pp. 26-41). London: Earthscan Ltd.

Yu-Lee, R. T. (2002). Essentials of capacity management. New York: John Wiley & Sons, Inc.

(Mr. Uttam Uprety is a Ph.D. Scholar at the Kathmandu University School of Education, Nepal. 
Email: uttam.uprety2010@gmail.com).


