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INTRODUCTION

Governments, donors, and NGOs have made significant investments in 
capacity building, but the term is often vaguely defined and operational-
ized, and impact is difficult to measure. The mechanisms for planning, 
implementing and evaluating organizational capacity building can also 
be dramatically different in practice.  Meanwhile, the chorus of capac-
ity building enthusiasts continues to grow. In 2009, the World Bank put 
out a new and significant publication—Capacity Development Results 
Framework1—that stresses a strategic and results-oriented approach to 
nurturing the building and rational utilization of capacity at national and 
sub-national levels. There is also recognition that sound capacity building 
approaches and practices are essential to achieving PEPFAR targets and 
the Millennium Development Goals, as well as the PEPFAR and Global 
Health Initiative goals of health systems strengthening, country ownership, 
and sustainability. These approaches and strategies are also aligned with 
the commitments from the Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness, 2005. 2 

1.  “The Capacity Development Results Framework – a strategic and results oriented approach to learning 
for capacity development”, The World Bank, June 2009

2.   http://www.oecd.org/dac/effectiveness/parisdeclaration/members
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INTRODUCTION & ACRONYMS  n   i i

The nature and needs of health service organi-
zations, both public sector institutions and civil 
society organizations, are changing dramatically. This 
is especially true for HIV/AIDS implementing orga-
nizations. Many of these entities are being asked to 
take over programs, integrate programs or assume 
new organizational mandates, scale up existing 
services, manage larger budgets and employ larger 
workforces. These organizations face expectations 
for greater accountability and transparency as well 
as improved organizational results. As such, these 
organizations and donors must pay attention to 
needed improvements in leadership and gover-
nance, financial management, human resource 
management, planning and logistics, monitoring and 

evaluation, grants management and other internal 
systems and processes, team work, partnership 
and alliance building, and resource generation. 
Many organizations would benefit from more 
effective communication and decision-making 
processes. Capacity building in these areas can 
contribute greatly to the efficiency and effective-
ness of any organization.

The framework in this Technical Brief offers a 
simplified and systematic approach to organi-
zational capacity building that most local imple-
menters, especially those that provide HIV/AIDS 
services, can draw from to better fulfill or expand 
their mandates. n

ACRONYMS

	
AIDSTAR	 AIDS Support and Technical Assistance Resources

CBO		  Community Based Organization

COTR		 Contract Office Technical Representative

CSO		  Civil Society Organization

IT		  Information Technology

M&E		  Monitoring and Evaluation

NGO		  Non-governmental Organization

PEPFAR	 President’s Emergency Program for AIDS Relief

USAID		 United States Agency for International Development
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The organizational capacity building frame-
work presented here was developed by 

the AIDSTAR-Two Project, in collaboration with 
USAID. Funded by USAID, AIDSTAR-Two’s overall 
objective is to contribute to stronger and more 
sustainable, country-led HIV/AIDS programs, orga-
nizations, and networks. Like other frameworks, 
this one serves to hold together a set of ideas or 
practices that comprise a broad approach or course 
of action. It provides an operational understand-
ing of organizational capacity building, particularly 
in the context of local civil society organizations 
although it has applicability to a wide range of 
organizations, including government institutions at 
local, regional and national levels. 

Specifically, the framework serves to:

�� Assist local implementing institutions and 
organizations, capacity building providers and 
donors to understand and utilize the prin-
ciples, concepts and practices of organizational 
capacity building. 

�� Describe the process of designing, implement-
ing, measuring and documenting capacity 
building interventions capable of improving an 
organization’s performance, or the skills and 
competencies of its staff. 

�� Encourage the capacity building community to 
use a more systematic approach to improve 
the efficacy of organizational capacity building.

I. 	 The PURPOSE of the ORGANIZATIONAL CAPACITY BuildinG 
FRAMEWORK

The definitions of certain common “capacity 
building” terms frequently used in this docu-

ment provide a basis for discussions and forging a 
common understanding.  A glossary of other terms 
is provided on page 21.

�� Capacity: the ability or power of an organi-
zation to apply its skills, assets and resources to 
achieve its goals.

�� Capacity building: an on-going evidence-
driven process to improve the ability of an 
individual, team, organization, network, sector 
or community to create measurable and 
sustainable results.

�� Organizational capacity building: 
the strengthening of internal organizational 
structures, systems and processes, manage-
ment, leadership, governance and overall staff 
capacity to enhance organizational, team and 
individual performance.

II.	 Definition of Terms
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III. 	Gu iding Principles for Organizational Capacity Building 

If done well, organizational capacity building can 
contribute to sustainability, ownership, improved 

organizational services and products, and a sense 
of common purpose. It can also enhance institu-
tional flexibility in responding to change, problem 
solving and learning. 

Incorporating certain principles in the design, 
implementation and monitoring of organizational 
capacity building initiatives and programs is criti-
cal to successful capacity building processes and 
sustainable results. These principles include:

�� Ownership and Leadership: For orga-
nizational capacity building to be useful and 
effective, the organization that is the subject of 
the capacity building assistance must own the 
process. This means capacity building assess-
ments and planned improvements are defined 
and carried forward by the implementing 
organization, with the guidance and assistance 
of any external partners as needed. Senior 
management must commit to the process, 
providing ongoing leadership, management and 
technical support.  

�� Demand-driven Technical Support:  
The need for external local, regional and/or 
international partners, in providing technical 
assistance and support for capacity building 
efforts of local organizations will vary based 
on the organization requesting the support. 
The way in which capacity building technical 
assistance is offered and facilitated is key to 
the effectiveness and sustainability of interven-
tions.  Organizations need to work collabora-
tively with any external organization providing 
the technical assistance to identify, participate 
in and potentially endorse the key concepts of 
any external technical assistance.  As organi-
zations change and grow there may be new 
or additional opportunity to seek external 
support or technical assistance.

�� Participation: Capacity building ideally 
involves the organization at all levels including 
other relevant stakeholders as appropriate in 
order to ensure buy-in and commitment, build 
real local capacity and enhance sustainability. 
Participation also involves commitment of 
time and other resources on the part of the 
organization.

�� Context-specific: The selection of capacity 
building approaches, tools, and methodologies
is based on the context in which the orga-
nization, team, or individual operates and its 
current level of capacity.  Context, for example, 
can reflect resource-constrained or post-
conflict environments, or can be driven by 
donor expectations or national policies.

�� Evidence-based capacity building 
practices: Capacity building approaches, 
tools, and methodologies are designed 
or selected based on proven evidence of 
impact and appropriateness for the type of 
organization, setting and needs. 

�� Results-oriented capacity building: 
Implementing organizations should develop 
and use indicators to measure progress 
toward achieving capacity building results. 
To help monitor and improve organizational 
performance, organizations should set perfor-
mance targets and measurable results, analyze 
impact, correct course if necessary, identify 
lessons learned, and determine if the organiza-
tional capacity building practices were effective. 

�� Learning and knowledge exchange: All 
those involved in capacity building need to 
prioritize the documentation, dissemination, 
and application of lessons learned and promis-
ing practices in this area and share this infor-
mation. Strengthening the capacity building 
evidence base should be a high priority for all.
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Effective organizational capacity building consists 
of evidence-based approaches to meet a hier-

archy of needs over time. Capacity building must 
occur with the full support of the organization’s 
leadership, if investments in capacity building are to 
pay off.  

Additionally, organizational capacity building is 
complicated by a multiplicity of environmental 
factors including culture, politics and even geog-
raphy. Organizations also operate within broad, 
sometimes overlapping and often complex 
contexts with laws, regulations, ordinances, poli-
cies and other government, community and donor 
priorities.

This framework is an attempt to provide some 
consistency and simplicity, especially for civil society 
organizations implementing HIV/AIDS programs, 
but can serve as a model for non-health related 
organizations as well. 

The organizational capacity building framework 
presented here is organized around four compo-
nents: organizational functions, organizational 
practices, standards and indicators. 

1.	 Organizational functions:  These are the 
set of core organizational features that need to 
be present and functioning together effectively 
in a sustainable institution. This framework 
defines five primary functions of an organiza-
tion or a network (see Diagram 1 below):

�� Mission, vision, and strategy: the 
organization’s purpose and approaches 
that define and underline programs and 
activities, and inform the planning process.

�� Structure: programs, projects, offices, 
departments/units, lines of authority 
and accountability, decision making and 
communication mechanisms to accomplish 
the mission and goals of the organization. 

�� Management systems: integrated 
internal systems that enhance utilization 
of all resources and assets to advance 
the organization’s mission. Examples of 
these systems include human resource 
management, financial management, 
health information, drugs and supply, and 
monitoring and evaluation.  

�� Partnerships, external relations and 
networking: mechanisms and approaches 
for building and nurturing effective 
alliances and networks in order to 
leverage support and extend the scope 
and effectiveness of services and overall 
mandate of the organization.

�� Leadership and governance: stewardship, 
defining values and promoting standards 
of ethical practice, mobilizing resources, 

IV. 	Compo nents of the Organizational Capacity Building 
Framework 

Leadership
&

Governance

Mission,
Vision

 & Strategy

Management 
Systems

        Partnerships,
           External 

     Relations &
             Networking

Structure

ENVIRONMENT

DIAGRAM 1. 

Organizational Functions
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effective trusteeship in setting strategic 
direction, detecting and correcting 
undesirable trends or distortions.

By conceptualizing organizational life in this manner, 
local organizations, governments, donors and 
capacity building providers can determine with 
some precision where to target their interventions. 
All these components are important, but leader-
ship and governance appear in the middle of the 
diagram, since they are especially critical and often 
serve as the glue that binds and promotes the 
effectiveness of all the other functions.

The primary functions constitute the core elements 
that are normally the focus of organizational 
assessment and capacity building interventions. 
Additionally, understanding who the beneficiaries 
or clients of these interventions are guides the next 
step, which is to determine which functions need 
improving. The subject or client of an intervention 
could be an individual, team, department, an entire 
organization, network or community.

2.	 Organizational Practices: These are the 
essential processes and activities that organiza-
tions require to demonstrate capacity in any 
one of the core functions. For these practices 
to be sound, they must be supported by 
and encouraged through policies, structures, 
systems and actions. To increase an organiza-
tion’s efficiency and effectiveness, all of the 
practices described in this framework are 
essential. Capacity building interventions 

must take them into account, while bearing in 
mind the absorptive capacity of the organiza-
tion receiving the assistance. Without a deep 
understanding of these practices and how 
they interact, effectiveness and sustainability of 
capacity building programs can be at risk. 

3.	 Standards: These are the established inter-
nal norms or requirements of an organiza-
tion, which can be used as measures to gauge 
development and identify capacity building 
needs.  Just as there are standards for clini-
cal medicine and public health, so are there 
standards for organizational functions and 
practices. However, some level of customiza-
tion may be necessary for different contexts 
and levels of organizational maturity.  Organi-
zations work toward the achievement of these 
standards over time. 

4.	 Indicators: These are the metrics used to 
monitor and measure progress in meeting 
the standards for each essential organizational 
practice. Measuring intermediate progress 
and longer term results requires a systematic 
approach with metrics that assess efficiency, 
effectiveness and impact. 

The framework on the following pages provides a 
comprehensive picture, with examples, of organi-
zational functions, practices, standards and indica-
tors. When understood and applied together, the 
components of the capacity building framework 
bolster the functionality of a program or  
organization.  n
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MONITORING & EVALUATION  n   1 9

Monitoring and evaluation are an integral 
part of all successful development activities 

including capacity building. Organizational capacity 
building interventions must be monitored, evalu-
ated, and documented. Such a process offers data 
on the results of capacity building interventions 
and provides the evidence for corrective actions 
and the use of more effective practices and tools if 
approaches are not successful. Indicators are used 
to track progress and provide a basis for effective 
monitoring and evaluation. 

When local implementing organizations and capac-
ity building providers have determined the level 
and focus of organizational capacity building and 
have assessed current capacity of organizational 
practices against standards, they can design, deliver 

and measure tailored interventions that respond 
to the assessed needs, by addressing weaknesses 
in specific practices, and using clear standards and 
indicators to measure progress.

The indicators in the framework are based on the 
organizational functions to be strengthened. It is 
important to select the appropriate indicators for 
improvements based on the results to be achieved 
and to monitor progress against these to deter-
mine the results and impact of capacity building.  n

VI. 	 Monitoring and Evaluation



CONCLUSION  n   2 0

Underlying the rationale of organizational 
capacity building—and its popularity—is the 

notion that it will lead to local implementing orga-
nizations that are better able to address the health 
needs of their communities in both the short- and 
long-term.

Providing quality services along the HIV/AIDS 
prevention-care-treatment continuum requires 
managers who can lead their teams to results as 
well as committed, competent and supported staff 
at all levels. Together, these teams can develop and 
sustain high-performing organizations that possess 
a clear mission, a shared vision and viable strate-
gies; and structures and systems that support the 
mission, vision and strategy. Other essential ingre-
dients include good governance and leadership 
practices that translate into a productive work 
environment; the management capacity necessary 
to model and inspire a work ethic that is disci-
plined, results oriented, and reward based; and, 
finally, strategic partnerships that allow an organiza-
tion or network to expand its core services and 
reach more clients. 

This framework defines the elements that must be 
present for a systematic approach to organizational 
capacity building in order to meet these needs. 
Taking into full account the essential elements of 
organizational capacity building described here can 
enhance understanding and practice in different 
contexts, and improve comparability across differ-
ent capacity building programs and organizations. It 
is important to note that the practices and indica-

tors within this framework should be considered 
a guideline. While there are minimum standards 
for the organizational practices, not all of these will 
be applicable to every organization, especially as 
capacity building is a process that takes place over 
time.

In addition, the framework can be used to guide 
the development of a monitoring and evalua-
tion strategy to measure success of the orga-
nizational capacity building efforts and possibly 
evidence of its impact on the ultimate goal: 
improved and expanded service delivery. Just 
as the fields of public health and clinical medi-
cine are informed and advanced by continuous 
and detailed research-based scrutiny, the field of 
capacity building must be subject to similar stan-
dards and organizational practices. This conceptual 
framework provides an opportunity for donors, 
practitioners and implementing organizations to 
adopt a systematic evidence-based approach to 
capacity building at all times, and to insist on the 
use of common standards, essential organizational 
practices and indicators to monitor and measure 
impact. As an organization engages in a systematic 
capacity building process, it acquires new knowl-
edge about organizational results and outcomes; 
what it is doing well and in which areas it needs 
to improve. Ultimately, this contributes to stronger 
and more sustainable HIV/AIDS programs and 
health services that are able to prevent infections; 
treat the sick as well as improve the lives of people 
living with HIV/AIDS.   n
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Evidence:  Evidence is a fact or concrete obser-
vation that supports the identified stage of devel-
opment.  Convincing evidence answers the ques-
tion, what can we see or hear, or what do we know, 
that tells us that something is true?

Mission:  An organization’s mission is its purpose, 
the reason it exists.  It provides guidance, consis-
tency, and meaning to decisions and activities at all 
levels.  It answers the question, why do we do what 
we do?

Strategy:  An organization’s strategies are the 
broad approaches used to define the programs 
and activities that will fulfill the organization’s 
missions and goals.  The strategies answer the 
question, how will we get where we want to go?

Structure:  Structure refers to the programs, 
projects, and offices that make up an organization.  
Structure answers the question, are we organized 
in a way that facilitates what we want to do and 
where we want to go?

Systems:  Systems are independent functions 
that allow an organization to do its work.  Organi-
zational systems answer the question, what helps us 
carry out our activities?

Values:  An organization’s values are the beliefs 
and ethical principles that underlie its mission.  
They give meaning to the organization’s work and 
form the basis for staff commitment.  They answer 
the question, what are the core beliefs and principles 
that we all share and that give meaning to our work?
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