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HOW TO uSE THIS GuIDE

The CHF Capacity Building Approach articulates and describes CHF’s philosophy 
and approach to capacity building. It is based on 45 years of development 
experience and lessons learned from designing and implementing hundreds of 
projects with developing country partners throughout the world. Specifically, these 
guidelines have been developed: 

• to guide CHF program managers and technical staff in designing, 
implementing and monitoring capacity building programming in their 
projects;

• to describe CHF’s capacity building approach and methodology to current 
and prospective partners; and

• to explain the rationale for our capacity building activities and approaches to 
donors and other development stakeholders.

The document has been organized in three main sections. Section 1, Understanding 
Capacity Building, looks at the evolution and practice of capacity building within 
the arena of international development assistance, some key concepts in current 
discourse, and the definition of capacity building that CHF uses. Section 2, 
Capacity Building at CHF, looks at the place of capacity building within CHF’s 
development philosophy and practice, describes the approach we use, and the types 
of capacity building assistance we provide. Section 3, What CHF Can Offer Our 
Partners & Key Lessons Learned, summarizes experience based on field testing over 
the past ten years. Specific references and capacity building tools are provided in 
annexes to this document. Finally, in this document the terms capacity building 
and capacity development are used interchangeably.
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1     uNDERSTANDING CApACITY buILDING

1.1	 What	is	Capacity	Building?
 The concept of capacity building has become increasingly important in the arena 

of international cooperation over the last 20 years as governments, donors, and 
implementing agencies seek to realize more sustainable impacts from development 
assistance. Despite considerable resources expended, technical assistance alone failed 
to achieve results that lasted after projects ended and international “experts” returned 
home. As the 2004 World Bank Institute publication Capacity Enhancement Indicators, 
Review of the Literature notes, “technical assistance projects may have an initial positive 
impact on performance results, but as soon as the funding of these projects ends, or 
foreign experts leave the country, performance indicators deteriorate.”1. Emerging 
in the late 1980s, capacity building was a new approach to development that sought 
to focus resources and interventions more strategically to build, strengthen or 
improve the effectiveness of developing country capacities. Since then, there has been 
ongoing dialogue and debate within the international community on the concept of 
capacity building and the methodologies to apply to it. As a learning organization, 
CHF is actively engaged in this exchange through practical application in the field, 
participation in various forums and policy dialogue.

1.2	 Evolution	of	Capacity	Building
 The emergence of capacity building as a central focus can be found within the 

history of international development assistance itself. Over the past 60 years, 
thinking on international issues and international aid has evolved through five 
general phases, as described below. These should not be seen as discrete, sequential 
stages, but rather as shifts in perspective and emphasis over time, with each stage 
borrowing and adapting from the ones before.

	 1950s	to	1960s	—	Institution	Building
 Institution building was based on a management philosophy whose underlying 

objective was to equip developing countries with the basic inventory of public 
sector institutions required to manage a program of public investment. More often 
than not, it meant importing or transplanting models from developed countries. 
The focus was on the design and functioning of individual organizations, with little 
attention to contextual issues. Development assistance focused on training, technical 
assistance, financial support, program design and improvements in organizational 
structures and systems.

	 1960s	to	1970s	—	Institutional	Strengthening
 This period represented a shift toward improving existing organizations, as opposed 

to “building” new ones. However, the focus remained substantially on individual 
organizations and transfer of western administrative techniques. Donor interventions 
were directed towards strengthening of specific organizational functions (e.g., redesign 
of administrative systems) or training to upgrade capacities of individuals. Institutional 
strengthening was also seen as a means of supporting other project objectives.

1	 Mizrahi,	Y.	(2004)	Capacity Enchancement Indicators, Review of the Literature, World	Bank	Institute	Working	Papers,	p.5.
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 1970s	—	Development	Management
 Development management reflected an emphasis on management and 

implementation of development programs, as opposed to improvement of individual 
institutions. The primary focus was on delivery systems of public programs and the 
ability of governments to reach target groups. Development management was a 
reaction to previous top-down approaches and involved more strategic thinking and 
political content than its predecessors. This stage was also characterized by greater 
support for decentralization, involvement of local groups (NGOs, CBOs) and 
institutions, as well as integration of public programs with programs of integrated 
rural development.

	 1980s	—	Institutional	Development
 The shift towards ‘institutional development’ in the 1980s added new emphasis to 

debates on organizational and management questions. First, it was applied to the 
private sector and NGOs, as well as government. Second, the time horizon with 
respect to investments began to lengthen. Third, it was based on the assumption that 
organizational effectiveness was related not just to internal management, but to the 
external environment as well. Fourth, it marked a move beyond the framework of 
the individual organization. And finally, institutional development began to address 
the sustainability issue — not just ‘what works’ but ‘what lasts’. Other features of 
this phase included a move away from blueprint approaches and more emphasis on 
broader sectoral perspectives.

	 1980s	to	1990s	—	Capacity	Development
 The experience of structural adjustment in the 1980s made it clear that many 

developing countries did not have the management skills and organizational 
resources to adjust to dislocating shifts in the global economy. The emergence 
of Capacity Development during this period was, in part, a response to this. It 
was also closely tied to criticisms of technical assistance (limited impact), the 
growing emphasis on sustainability and the need for developing countries to be 
self-managing. Development thinking in the 1980s was further characterized by 
increased emphasis on ‘soft issues’ (inter-organizational relationships, enabling 
environment, cultural influences) and multi-dimensional, cross-sectoral responses. 
And local capacities became the central focus of attention which meant a move 
towards a more catalytic or facilitative role for donors.

	 1990s	to	2000s	—	Systems	Perspectives  
Thinking about capacity development in the late 1990s and in the current decade 
has continued to evolve with increased recognition of the importance of a systems 
perspective — making sense of the whole, the interdependence of elements within 
and strategic interventions to affect systems level changes. Programmatically for 
donors this has led to great emphasis on more comprehensive approaches including 
SWAps, broad-based poverty reduction strategies and support for development 
networks. The capacity building literature also increasingly notes the importance of 
issues such as legitimacy, motivations, incentives, leadership, and building on local 
traditions and practices to capacity building and effective capacity utilization. 



�

 Despite broad consensus on some of the fundamentals of capacity building, the 
concept is still evolving and, at times, it remains imprecise. For some, it is still 
seen simply as a development objective. For others capacity building represents 
an approach to development. While defining capacity building as an objective 
is important, it is not enough. In fact, simply embracing capacity building as an 
objective risks shifting attention away from those behavioural and organizational 
changes required if capacity building is to be adopted as a way of ‘doing business’. 
What one is left with is a redefinition of objectives without any significant change in 
behaviour. 

 The breadth of the concept can also leave practitioners uncertain regarding strategies 
and points of entry. As Brinkerhoff has suggested, capacity can be defined narrowly 
(focusing on individuals), broadly (synonymous with development) or in the mid-
range (organizations and networks) (Brinkerhoff, 1991). This guide will focus on 
the latter vision while attempting to look at capacity building both as an objective of 
CHF’s efforts and as a way of working. 

1.3	 Key	Concepts
 The following section summarizes key concepts that have emerged in current 

thinking about capacity building. The CHF capacity building approach is situated 
within and responds to this discourse.

1.3.1	 A	Systems	Approach	to	Capacity	Issues	
 The term ‘systems approach’ is increasingly referred to in discussions about capacity 

development. For some it refers mainly to inter-organizational systems, while for 
others it suggests a different way of thinking, acting and organizing, regardless of the 
level of the activity. This perspective, however defined, takes one away from linear 
notions of changes to a more dynamic view of development as a process influenced 
by a multitude of factors interacting simultaneously — factors which are not always 
easy to map out in advance. Systems theory is often associated with the notion of 
‘emergence’ as variables come together in different combinations, at different points 
in time, leading to a particular outcome(s). For practitioners, the challenge is to 
understand the ‘system’ within which one is functioning and to support strategic 
interventions which promote positive development outcomes within that.

 
 Thinking about capacity development from a ‘systems perspective’ leads planners and 

practitioners inevitably to reflect on how changes in one part of a system (including 
capacity issues therein) affect behaviour or capacity changes in the broader system. 
For example, planners contemplating support for sector-wide reforms will want to 
consider how the SWAp can be structured to ensure that interventions deal not only 
with technical issues within the sector, but also broader policy issues, relationships 
amongst key actors (within the sector and beyond), and factors in the broader 
enabling environment. The individual unit, from this perspective, is less important 
than the system of which it is a part, with the emphasis being more on ‘the whole’ 
and relationships and interactions amongst the constituent parts. As Peter Morgan 
has noted, according to a systems perspective “the behaviour of the parts depends 
more on how the parts are connected rather than on the nature of the parts.” 
(Morgan, 2005). 
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1.3.2	 Networks	and	Capacity	Issues	
 Increasing attention in the capacity development literature is also being given to 

networks, largely given the perceived benefits arising from harnessing the capacities 
which networks bring together. Much of the enthusiasm associated with networks 
is rooted in a belief that the capacity of networks is greater than the sum of its 
parts. This has led, in some cases, to a focus on networks as ‘the’ solution to a 
particular development problem. Despite the prevailing enthusiasm for networks, 
the conceptual frameworks and intervention repertoires used to analyze and support 
capacity development of networks are drawn mostly from the human resource and 
organizational development (OD) literature and therefore may be inadequate for 
understanding and making choices about intervention strategies and evaluating 
capacity in networks. The caution which arises from this is to ensure that capacity 
interventions to support networks are based on a clear understanding of network 
dynamics and capacity issues therein. A systems perspective has much to offer in 
this respect as it can help to understand networks as an organizational form which is 
different, at least by degree, from ‘traditional’ organizations. 

 
1.3.3	 Soft	Capacities
 Some capacities are defined as ‘hard’ or technical (e.g. engineering design, financial 

management) while others are often characterized as ‘soft’ (e.g. the ability to 
internalize values and principles, build and sustain relationships, garner ongoing 
commitment and loyalty). Increasingly the literature suggests that ‘soft capacities’ 
may be as or more important than hard capacities in influencing change. They also 
may be more enduring than hard capacities, which tend to come and go from an 
organization, while a strong sense of identity, for example, lives on. Ultimately, 
overall capacity will be shaped by the development of both hard and soft capabilities 
and the ability of an organization or system to balance both. External interveners, 
though, need be attuned to the existence and importance of soft capacities when 
identifying opportunities for support and when designing interventions. 

 
1.3.4	 Legitimacy	and	Capacity	
 Legitimacy is seen as both an aspect of capacity (e.g. part of an organization’s social 

capital) and something that can contribute to the development or strengthening 
of capacity — for example, by opening up access to resources or ensuring 
ongoing commitment and support of key stakeholders. Legitimacy can arise from 
performance (e.g. organizations that consistently reach or exceed expectations, or 
thrive in difficult circumstances). Legitimacy may also be conferred or earned when 
organizations effectively represent deep-seated values, which may have cultural, 
religious or symbolic roots. Understanding legitimacy of actors and ideas in 
development contexts can thus be important in determining who to work with and 
how which, in turn, can influence the success of capacity interventions. 
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1.3.5	 Capacity	Enablers	and	Constraints	
 The success (or lack thereof ) of capacity building interventions is often determined, 

in large measure, by any of a number of capacity ‘enablers’ or ‘constraints’. These 
may include factors in the ‘enabling environment’ (e.g. political or economic 
situation) or considerations internal to an organization (e.g. financial solvency, 
internal dissent among staff, lack of capable leadership, skill deficiencies). Some of 
these are competencies or capabilities themselves which can be the object of CB 
initiatives, while others are contextual variables that CB interventions may or may 
not be able to influence. 

 The enabling environment is described in a 2000 CIDA paper as “the broad context 
within which development processes take place.” The paper goes on to note that 
“this environment may in fact be either enabling or constraining, or possibly a mix 
of both. For example, poorly conceived policies, high levels of corruption, or lack of 
legitimacy can make for a highly ‘disabling environment’. On the other hand, sound 
policies, high levels of commitment, effective coordination, and a stable economic 
environment can be important contributors to an enabling environment, which 
can greatly increase prospects for success.”2 CHF’s capacity building initiatives seek 
to be sensitive to factors at this level and intend, as appropriate, to influence them, 
or at least be able to mitigate risks at that level which could undermine project 
investments. 

1.3.6	 Capacity	Building	and	Sustainable	Livelihoods
 There is a great deal of overlap between the concepts of capacity building and 

sustainable livelihoods. Both are rooted in a systems perspective and a holistic 
approach to development. They both also focus on capacity as a key to sustainability, 
although more frequently referred to as ‘assets’ in the sustainable livelihoods 
literature. However, while capacity development focuses more on organizations, 
public institutions and policies, sustainable livelihoods analysis looks at communities 
and households. CHF’s sustainable livelihoods approach (SLA) makes the link at 
the ‘enabling environment’ level. It notes that: “A community’s livelihood assets are 
influenced by, and reflect, on the institutional structural milieu of which it is  
a part.”3 

1.4	 Capacity	Building	Defined
 There are numerous definitions of capacity or capacity building, each reflecting its 

own particular bias or orientation. Some describe capacity building as an approach or 
process to achieve a goal, such as poverty reduction, while others see it as an objective 
in itself, such as the development of individual or organization effectiveness. Many 
definitions fall somewhere in between these two perspectives. The following are just 
some of the definitions posited by various international development organizations:

2	 Bolger,	J	(2000),	Capacity Development: Why, What and How.	Capacity	Development	Occasional	Series,	Vol.	1,	No.	1.	Prepared	

for	Policy	Branch	and	Performance	Review	Branch,	Canadian	International	Development	Agency	(CIDA),	p.3.

3	 CHF,	Sustainable	Livelihoods	Approach,	Guidelines,	March	2005,	p.	12
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DAC	Network	on	Governance

‘capacity’…is understood as the ability of people, organizations and society as a whole to manage 
their affairs successfully.� 

World	Bank	Africa	Region

Capacity is the proven ability of key actors in a society to achieve socio-economic goals on their 
own. This is demonstrated through the functional presence of a combination of most of the 
following factors: viable institutions and respective organizations; commitment and vision of 
leadership; financial and material resources; skilled human resources. In short, Capacity = 
Institutions + Leadership + Resources + Skills + Practices — Constraints.�

United	Nations	Development	Program	(UNDP)

Capacity is the ability of individuals, organizations and societies to perform functions, solve 
problems, and set and achieve goals. Capacity development entails sustainable creation, utilization 
and retention of that capacity to reduce poverty, enhance self-reliance, and improve people’s 
lives. It requires acquisition of individual skills, institutional capacities and social capital as 
well as the development of opportunities to put these skills and networks to productive use in the 
transformation of society.6 

Canadian	International	Development	Agency	(CIDA)

…developing capacity…means helping women, men and children in developing countries, their 
communities and institutions, to acquire the skills and resources needed to sustain their own social 
and economic progress.� 

While specific wording and emphasis may differ, there is a general consensus among 
development actors that “capacity” is the ability of individuals, institutions and societies 
to solve problems, make informed choices, define their priorities and plan their futures. 
“Capacity Building” is the process used to help developing country partners build those 
capacities, that is boost their ability to achieve their development goals. CHF uses the 
following description of its capacity building approach (see next page):

4	 DAC	Network	on	Governance	(2006),	The	Challenge	of	Capacity	Development:	Working	Towards	Good	Practice,	DCD/DAC/
GOVNET

�	 World	Bank	(2006),	Capacity	Development	Resource	Center	—	Perspectives	and	Definitions,	quote	from	World	Bank	Africa	
Region	

6	 UNDP	quoted	in	World	Bank	Capacity	Development	Resource	Center	—	Perspectives	and	Definitions,	(2006)
�	 CIDA	quoted	in	World	Bank	Capacity	Development	Resource	Center	—	Perspectives	and	Definitions,	(2006).
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CHF’S	APPROACH	TO	CAPACITY	BUILDING

CHF seeks to assist and support partner organizations to improve 

their organizational capacity in order to build sustainable livelihoods 

for the rural poor. CHF ensures the active participation of partners 

in developing a strategic framework for the organization, the 

identification of organizational strengths and weaknesses and in 

developing a longer-term plan to strengthen capacity, for example, 

in organizational management, human and financial resource 

management, or program planning and evaluation. 

CHF brings the experience of developing organizational capacity 

for partners in several different country contexts and has developed 

an approach that is effective and partner-led. 
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Capacity Building  
at CHF

Capacity building activity in Guyana.
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2      CApACITY buILDING AT CHf

2.1	 Background
 As described previously, there is a growing recognition among international 

development practitioners and policy makers of the importance of strengthening the 
capacity of national and local governments and of local civil society organizations. 
Sustainability is increasingly seen as linked to the capacity of local actors to mobilize 
resources, provide valued services and advocate for and deliver their own programs. 
In government, there is now a widespread demand for support and assistance in 
building institutional capacity in all areas from policy design and implementation 
to program management and service delivery. In civil society, there is a growing call 
for services aimed at strengthening individual organizations, creating and fostering 
networks and linking local, national and international organizations in the pursuit of 
what are increasingly common global objectives. 

 CHF has developed a solid base of expertise in institutional capacity building of 
local NGOs and networks. It has gained practical experience in strengthening the 
capacity of rural communities, of local government and national institutions in 
areas related to agriculture and rural development, and has evolved a business model 
that is proving to be quite successful. Its organizational evolution has moved along 
a continuum from project delivery to service provision. Within the parameters of 
its mission and strategic framework, CHF has become more “client-centred” with 
regard to its local NGO and government partners. With this in mind, CHF has 
recruited a complement of staff rich in professional skills and field experience and has 
created an organizational culture that is more entrepreneurial and service-oriented. 
Its relations with its local partners have evolved from a model based on funding to 
one which concentrates more on the provision of technical services and professional 
support. Partners increasingly look to CHF for high-end technical skills in order to 
strengthen their institutional capacity, provide training and technical support to their 
management and staff and help in developing their own relationships with donors 
and local governments. CHF has thus been able to bring a wider international 
perspective to its work with partner organizations. This added dimension is deemed 
by partners to be of significant value. In effect, CHF has become less a broker of 
funds and more a supplier of knowledge and practical experience. The provision of 
technical services has emerged as an important value added contribution for CHF.

 CHF believes that the sustainable livelihoods approach for the rural poor offers a 
coherent, compelling strategic focus for its work. Sustainable livelihoods serve as the 
key organizing principle, methodological core and expected outcome of the activities 
for the organization. Instead of the traditional sector focus, whether on water, food, 
health, etc., CHF bases its interventions, to the extent possible, on the application 
of sustainable livelihoods analysis. Its choice of projects and the methodologies 
incorporated in its project designs and competitive bids are tested against the 
sustainable livelihoods approach. This methodological focus combined with a 
commitment to help strengthen the institutional capacity of its local partners is what 
drives CHF forward.
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 The	following	are	three	examples	of	CHF	projects	that	help	illustrate	its	
institutional	capacity	building	experience:	

 Building Community Capacity Project (BCCP)
 In Guyana, CHF has been working since 1997 to build the capacity of a number of 

civil society organisations and to strengthen their linkages with government bodies 
through the CIDA-funded $11 million Building Community Capacity Project 
(BCCP). The long-term aim of BCCP is to build capacity of local NGOs so that 
they can make a more effective contribution to the objectives of the Guyana poverty 
reduction strategy. Phase I of the project generated dramatic results: Guyanese non-
governmental as well as volunteer organisations were able to upgrade their local 
organizational and delivery capacity, to increase their collaboration and partnerships 
with civil society and government bodies, and to increase the reach, range and 
availability of their services. Over Phase I of the project, the organisations benefiting 
from the project increased their membership from 19,500 to 31,870 and direct 
beneficiaries of these organisations’ services more than doubled, from 109,655 to 
296,485. In recognition of its success in working with volunteers in Guyana, CHF 
and the Building Community Capacity Project were awarded the UNDP Guyana, 
Volunteer Partner Award in 2002. 

 CHF is now in the process of implementing a $5 million contract for Phase 2 of 
the project over a further 5 years, working with 17 new organizations to build their 
institutional capacity. Recently, this program was selected by the International 
NGO Training and Research Centre (INTRAC), as one of two success stories to be 
featured at their 2006 international capacity building conference, with CHF and 
one other practitioner sharing the first place award in a global competition for best 
practices in the capacity building of NGOs.

 Farmer Mechanisms in Extension and Research (FARMER) Project 
 In Ghana, CHF implements the $10 million FARMER project, which seeks to 

strengthen linkages between research institutions and extension agencies and 
through them, foster the promotion of innovative agricultural techniques and 
approaches. It also encourages stronger linkages between formal and informal 
agricultural organisations in the north of Ghana. By strengthening the institutional 
capacity of both government and civil society partner organisations at district and 
regional levels, the project aims to contribute to the improvement of food security 
in northern Ghana through a farmer demand-driven process. This project started 
in 2002 and will continue until 2007 to benefit some 2.7 million people (300,000 
households) in 3 northern regions of Ghana.

 Partnership for Food Security (PFS) Project 
 In Ethiopia, the $11 million Partnership for Food Security Project aims to address 

a chronic food insecurity situation, through capacity building and collaboration 
with local partners. Its goal is to sustainably improve food security of households by 
strengthening agricultural productivity, management and conservation of natural 
resources, diversification of household income, and improving disaster prevention 
and management capacity. The project will benefit some 60,000 drought-affected, 
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food insecure households in the Amhara Region of Ethiopia. The project involves 
training and capacity building support for NGO, government and farmers groups 
in a variety of technical and institutional topics including watershed management, 
forest rehabilitation, animal husbandry and the Sustainable Livelihoods Approach. 
CHF is helping its main local NGO partner, the Organisation for Rehabilitation and 
Development in Amhara (ORDA), undertake a major organisational change process 
by providing technical advice on a range of organisational functions.

 As these examples show, CHF is evolving a partnership model that entails carefully 
tailored technical assistance interventions aimed at providing international calibre 
support for key technical areas relating to their programming and organisational capacity 
building, ranging from institutional assessments to advice and coaching across the whole 
range of organisational development needs. 

 This kind of ongoing support has been highly rated by independent evaluators in terms 
of value for money, development effectiveness and the long term sustainability of results: 

 “The approach of working through local NGOs and building their capacity is commended. By 
investing in local networks, the benefit can multiply exponentially and has a leveraging effect 
on the initial CIDA grant. The evaluators conclude that this very productive relationship 
with competent and well-connected local NGOs represents good value for money and has the 
added benefit of creating sustainable local capacity.” 8

  Sample comments regarding the success of the CHF capacity building approach 
are given here below in a selection of vignettes featuring CHF’s partners and fellow 
development professionals. These comments are selected from CHF’s Guyana capacity 
building project, BCCP and a network capacity building project, CIREP in India:

	

�	 	Duska-Anema	Development	Associates	(DADA)	Int.,	CHF	Program	Evaluation	commissioned	by	CIDA,	January	2006,	p.	viii.

	 —		Beverly	Edwards,	Executive	Director,	Youth	Challenge	Guyana

“ Its been really great having BCCP. On a personal level, I was very green. They 
could give [me the] guidance I wanted, it was absolutely fantastic. [BCCP] 
builds your capacity and supports you and, actually, you can see it happen. 
There are other organisations that are supposed to build capacity, but actually 
don’t. [With BCCP you can] just pick up the phone and the support is there!

“ [What is] special is their willingness to work with what you want. Other 
training may be too generic, but BCCP modifies the structure to fit your reality 
…that’s the big difference.”
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   — Dahn Mattie Sohai, Civil Society Officer, USAID Guyana and Current    
 President, YWCA

“ What I like most is the sub-project initiative. [So often NGOs say there is] …too much 
training, what are we going to do with it? Sub-projects really made a difference in the 
BCCP effort. USAID has gone that way [now, using sub-projects too].”

“ BCCP is an initiative of a different form, different from what we’ve been accustomed to 
… [it] has made a difference to NGOs and their existence.”

 — Julia Rehwinkel, USAID Guyana

“ [There are three main areas where you see a big difference when working with a  
BCCP trained organisation…]

• workplan development and strategy;
• management skills, both of staff and finances, they understand sustainability  

and try to work towards it;
• and credibility [which adds to] donor confidence.”

  — Mr. B. Shamsuddeen, Head, Institute for Youth and Development (IYD) 
   Bangalore, India , Member IRENet, the network which benefited from   

  CIREP, CHF’s network capacity building project

“ [CIREP] definitely has helped, especially in capacity building for improved NGO 
management. [In the case of IYD] it definitely helped us to move towards bigger projects. 
[ We had] no professionals earlier, now [we] use professional engineers. ... the Board is 
more motivated and involved. [We are now ] the lead NGO at the district level, before 
our strength was less. The capacity building included management that was completely 
different, [we] definitely feel the results for the organisation .”

2.2	 CHF	Development	Philosophy
 Capacity building at CHF is, like all of our development programming, grounded 

in our mission: to enable poor rural communities in developing countries to attain 
sustainable livelihoods. Our programming is focused on the ultimate objective of 
improving the lives of the rural poor in ways that they, their communities and their 
governments can continue to sustain and develop without the need for external 
resources. Capacity building is part of an integrated approach and process we use to 
achieve that objective, founded on the following basic principles:

	 Looking	for	opportunities	and	taking	a	holistic	approach:	Traditionally, rural 
development has tended to look at communities in need by focusing only on what’s 
wrong with the picture — seeing only clouds, rather than the promise of rain. 
This approach has left communities no further ahead than before, presenting only 
temporary solutions to long-term chronic problems. 
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 CHF prefers to adopt a sustainable livelihoods approach, which enables communities 
to become self-sufficient. We call this approach Three-Dimensional Development. 
We look longer, further and deeper into a community, to discover what’s right with 
the picture.

 
 This unique approach helps identify hidden assets, untapped potential, networks of 

people, skills and resources — all of which give communities the power to transform 
themselves and create stable and sustainable livelihoods.

	 It	means	seeing	the	good by viewing things through a positive 
lens, looking for opportunities, not problems. 

 It	means	seeing	all	sectors and determining the influence 
groups and interrelationships can have on a community.

	 It	means	seeing	assets	everywhere by taking an all-
encompassing look at all aspects of a community.

	
	 Partnerships:	CHF places partnerships with individual and networks of southern 

NGOs at the centre of its international programming. It has a long history of 
working with and through local NGOs in the pursuit of its mission and has a great 
deal of experience in forging constructive, responsive relations with them. It is 
recognized for its empathy with its partners and for its businesslike, service-oriented 
approach to their and their constituencies’ objectives. It offers its partners a high 
level of technical expertise and professionalism while seeking common ground in a 
humanistic drive for the elimination of poverty. 

	 Gender	equity: CHF recognizes that gender affects not only patterns of access to 
resources, but the ability of women and men to negotiate their interests and expand 
their rights within a broader system of gender relations operating at household, 
community and state levels. The ability of different social groups to access, control, 
and strategically use resources has significant implications for food, nutrition, and 
health security, and the capacity of resource users to manage their resources. CHF 
does not seek to “add women” to its activities, but rather to integrate gender analysis 
and gender equity principles into its work, to ensure that benefits accruing from its 
work are equitably distributed.

	 Environmental	sustainability: CHF tests all of its programming for environmental 
sustainability and aims to have a positive effect on the natural environment where 
it and its partners operate. It has the in-house expertise to conduct environmental 
assessments and strives to ensure that full account is taken of environmental impacts.
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	 Macro-micro	linkages: CHF draws out the macro-micro linkages between 
its practice in the field and larger sectoral, national and international policy 
formulation. Its ability to extract lessons from its projects and disseminate them 
to a wider audience is of real value in a field where there are few direct rewards for 
thoughtful policy dialogue but where even modest influence over decision-makers 
can contribute to meaningful change. 

	 Innovation:	CHF, as a small actor on the international stage, can add value far 
beyond its size and scope by fostering innovation among its own staff and its 
partners. By striving to position itself at the front edge of its field, it can make 
a leading contribution to rural development policies and practices. Indeed, staff 
and board alike believe that leadership in the development and dissemination of 
knowledge is an important attribute for CHF. This, however, demands a willingness 
to take risks and experiment with new ideas and approaches. It also requires the 
shrewdness to accept failure openly, learn the relevant lessons and move on. 

2.3	 CHF	Programming	Approaches
 CHF fulfills its organisational mission by designing and implementing programming 

to help rural communities achieve developmental results in areas such as food 
security, sustainable economic development, and post-disaster recovery and 
rehabilitation. Working through a local partner, partners and/or partner network, 
we address a community’s development needs through physical and technical 
support, while at the same time building local capacity to sustain and further its own 
development. Our practice is based on two core processes: sustainable livelihoods 
analysis (SLA) and capacity building. 

2.3.1	 Sustainable	Livelihoods	Analysis
 CHF sees sustainable livelihoods analysis (SLA) as key to achieving its mission 

and bases its interventions to the extent possible on SLA. SLA offers a positive, 
forward-looking approach to rural poverty that respects and empowers communities 
as architects of their own development. SLA is a holistic process that looks at and 
involves entire communities, and supports them in collaborating with government 
and civil society service agencies. Instead of focusing on a specific sector, it looks at 
all of the influences on and opportunities for individual and community economic 
sustainability, often crossing sectors to find the optimal mix of livelihood activity. For 
a more detailed description of SLA, please refer to CHF’s SLA Guidelines The CHF 
Capacity Building Approach and CHF’s SLA Guidelines, are seen as complementary 
documents and should be treated as such in CHF program planning and 
development. 

2.3.2	 Institutional	Capacity	Building	and	the	Sustainable	Livelihoods	Approach
 At CHF, capacity building is teamed with a sustainable livelihoods approach to 

development in order to best support our mission for improved livelihoods for 
the rural poor. Capacity building is seen as an integral part of the Sustainable 
Livelihoods Approach. Through SLA, CHF employs different asset enhancement 
techniques to alleviate poverty. One group of important community assets are 
the institutions that work on a community’s behalf. In addition, the policies and 
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processes surrounding that community, influence the potential of those assets. 
The capacity building work of CHF seeks to develop, for the benefit of the poor 
communities, all of these aspects — the policies, institutions and processes (PIP). For 
example, as one part of developing the Village Development Plan (VDP) the activity 
can use mapping to identify relevant PIPs. Thus the capacity building work of CHF 
seeks to address the right hand shaded ellipse found in the CHF SLA diagram below. 

 CHF capacity building work focuses on strengthening civil society organisations, 
such as our partner NGOs, community based organisations, local level government 
and locally based committees that work with the community. By focusing our 
capacity building programming on local partner NGOs, we are strengthening a 
home-grown asset that will be key to sustaining further development. 

 
	 In summary, CHF does not act simply as a conduit of development funds to local 

partners. We offer an additional value to the work of poverty reduction through 
provision of capacity building expertise to local partners, assisting them not just to 
do the work of a given project more vigorously, but to grow as institutions, better 
able to contribute to the development of their respective communities.

Figure	1:	CHF’s	SLA	Livelihoods	Framework
	

(Diagram modified from Khanya 2000, “Guidelines for undertaking a regional/national sustainable rural 

livelihoods study” Department for International Development).
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2.3.3	 Capacity	Building
 Sustainability is increasingly linked to the capacity of local actors to mobilize 

resources, provide valued services and advocate for and deliver their own programs. 
Thus capacity building is another key process we use to achieve our mission. 
Although some of CHF’s projects deliver more physical inputs than others (such as 
our post-disaster programming), all of our projects are designed and implemented 
so as to increase local capacity to sustain project results. While our ultimate aim 
is to build capacity at all levels of the local system, from household through to 
government, we use our resources and expertise strategically, focusing on one or 
more key local partners, usually local NGOs, as the most effective conduit for 
capacity development activities. CHF holds to the view that NGOs in developed 
countries can add real value in developing countries by providing technical and 
professional support to strengthen local NGOs and, through them, their community, 
civil society, academic and government partners. 

2.4	 CHF	Capacity	Building	Approach	
 Our partnership programming is designed to enhance the capacity of implementing 

organisations and related CBOs. Improvements in technical and managerial capacity 
are necessary for developing strong organisations, for achieving enhanced financial 
self-reliance and for sustaining increases in rural productivity and incomes. The 
following sections describe key features of the CHF approach.

2.4.1	 Partnership	
 CHF’s capacity building model is based on partnership. In each country and for 

each project, CHF enters into a partnership with a local organisation, usually an 
NGO, which leads the design, implementation and management of the project. Our 
partnership model promotes local ownership and relevance and provides an effective 
avenue for developing sustainable local capacity. The approach is highly valued 
by our partners and, as mentioned above, has been highly rated by independent 
evaluators for cost-effectiveness, development effectiveness and long-term 
sustainability. Using a partnership approach also reinforces the legitimacy of CHF’s 
work, thus building the support of key stakeholders.

2.4.2	 Systems	Approach
 While our primary mode is to develop the capacity of our designated local partners, 

we also consider and address capacity within the broader context of a program or 
project. Thus, we support our partners to build the capacity of communities, CBOs, 
and local government agencies to plan and implement projects. We also coach and 
mentor them in developing collaborative relationships and networks with donors, 
other NGOs, government and other organisations.

 In addition to NGO partners, most projects increasingly involve local departments 
of agriculture, renewable energy, health, water and sanitation, and education. 
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	 2.4.3	 Two-Way	Flow	of	Knowledge	and	Experience
 The CHF capacity building approach is a two-way street. It is expected 

that knowledge will flow in both directions, partners moving towards 
their own dearly held aspirations, and CHF learning new approaches and 
organisational ways of working from partners that can then be assimilated 
and passed on to other partners around the world, resulting in a cross-
fertilization of ideas and best practices.

	 2.4.4	 Coaching	and	Mentoring
 The CHF Capacity Building Approach is built around the concept of 

coaching and long term partnership. It is by nature a holistic approach 
that increases the opportunity to build both soft capacities as well as hard 
capacities within an organisation. The coaching approach keeps costs down, 
but brings top benefit to the organisations involved. This approach was 
found to be more cost effective in that it utilized in-house capacity building 
talent which could be sustained over a longer period of time, as opposed to 
a series of hired consultants, which was expensive and often lacked a sense 
of continuity with the partner. The coaching team consists of organisational 
specialists on the CHF staff, who nurture and develop the participating 
organisation, tailoring each intervention to the specific needs of that 
organisation at any given time. It is a key approach to defining activity, 
monitoring results and then defining the next steps in light of those results.

 
 In CHF’s capacity building work, a face-to-face field presence is often a 

part of the partnership. As well, the capacity building initiative is often 
launched through a participatory self assessment and creation of a capacity 
building action plan which then guides the capacity building process for 
each organisation. Through this process a capacity building plan is agreed 
upon and put into action over time with support of CHF and possibly 
other donors. CHF has found that capacity building is not any one 
particular ingredient but a unique recipe; it is unique to each organisation, 
and must be constantly revised to keep pace with the external environment. 
Furthermore, capacity is embedded in an organisation and needs to be 
nurtured or grown in the organisation’s staff. 

 CHF works within and responds to the contextual variables surrounding 
the organisation; some variables may act as capacity enablers and others 
may act as constraints to the building of capacity.
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 The use of a coaching mechanism has been found to provide many benefits as  
listed below.

• Capacity building interventions are tailor-made for the partner, and 
offer a personalized approach to each partner’s needs. 

• Sustained engagement over time allows for trust to be developed and for 
organisations to assimilate information over a longer period of time. 

• There is a greater chance of success because of the thoroughness of the 
interaction.

• One-to-one contact between the coach and the partner builds a sense of 
partnership and credibility.

CHF adopted a coaching approach after interviewing a number of representatives from 
various NGOs attending capacity building workshops. They indicated that (a) often only 
a few people in their organisations received training and there was not a high level of 
knowledge transfer; (b) persons became burdened with attending workshops; (c) the training 
was general and did not focus on the specific situation or needs of the NGO; and (d) people 
were not always confident or comfortable with the idea of being solely responsible for taking 
information to the Boards of their organisations. 

It was in answer to these recognized limitations that the CHF capacity building approach was 
developed. This new approach depends on the needs of the partner. This is done to allow the 
partner organisation to think about and determine what the needs of their own organisation 
are, in a manner and at a time that is appropriate to them. 

2.5	 Strategies	and	Interventions
 The following section describes in more detail CHF’s approach to capacity building. 

It is meant to be representative rather than prescriptive — our partner-led approach 
to development requires us to remain flexible enough to adapt to each specific 
context, and to apply lessons learned. However, we do apply a similar framework and 
draw from a common set of tools that can be mixed and matched and tailored to 
partner needs. 

 CHF’s Capacity Building Approach is largely based on these five strategies:
• Increasing financial resources for implementing expanded programs 

and services;
• Strengthening financial management and accountability to ensure 

transparency in the operations of organisations;
• Improving content of programs for delivery of better services to target 

groups;
• Improving human resource capacity for more professional management 

of organisations and programs; and
• Strengthening the capacity for developing and influencing policy.
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 Our capacity building programming draws upon, as needed, three main categories of 
capacity building support: 

Figure	2:	Capacity	Building	Components	Diagram�

 Technical	Assistance provides for strengthening organisations in certain key 
technical areas, often through training or other forms of learning such as study 
or exchange visits. Areas of training can include, for example, the Sustainable 
Livelihoods Approach, improved approaches to monitoring and evaluation, or 
results-based management. Sometimes, this support takes the form of helping an 
organisation to develop new financial systems. Tailor-made technical assistance can 
also be used with organisations to achieve legal registration, to review programs and 
carry out strategic planning, and to develop marketing plans and promotional kits.

	 Organisational	Support is made up of the financial support provided to partner 
organisations. It can include assistance with program funding, or more direct 
assistance, such as support for equipment purchase or certain limited new staff costs, 
called recurring cost support. Sub-project funding is also one form of organisational 
support; in addition to the funding of programming, sub-projects can be used as 
a tool that provides an important learning-by-doing opportunity around which to 
build a partner’s capacity. 

�	 	Diagram	derived	from	concept	provided	by	INTRAC,	Oxford	UK,	2005
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	 Organisational	Development includes activities to strengthen partner organisations 
so that they are better able to deliver the intended development results and realize 
their own organisational goals. Partners find this kind of support can help them 
reach the next level of development within their organisation. It is also a kind of 
support that is not always funded by other donors and is thus particularly valuable 
to growing organisations. It is a planned, systematic and participatory process that 
aims to facilitate understanding and change in an organisation, improving the 
alignment between the organisation’s internal systems and structures, its relationships 
with stakeholders and its operational activities, and bringing them closer to their 
aspirations as an organisation. It aims to increase organisational effectiveness and 
build a reservoir of capacity on which it can draw for further development.

 Organisational development can take the form of a short, one-time intervention, or 
it can be the result of a longer-term program, built upon a longer term organisational 
coaching process of participatory organisational assessment, capacity building 
planning, and development intervention, followed by monitoring and review. 

 Our programming typically draws upon all three of these components, although 
the mix will be tailored specifically to project and partner needs. CHF can provide a 
wide variety of capacity building interventions or support within these three broad 
categories, as shown in the table below.

Community planning activity in Vietnam.
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Table 1   Categories and Types of Capacity Building Interventions 

Component Intervention

Technical Assistance •  General training
•  Tailor-made technical assistance
•  New financial systems
•  RBM training
•  SLA training
•  Marketing seminars
•  Public relations 
•  Communications
•  Gender equality workshops
•  Fundraising seminars
•  Governance, board management
•  Monitoring and evaluation training
•  Project and grant management skills development
•  Study or exchange visits
•  Building new skills for resource mobilization through public 

fundraising and business development
•  Other topics of interest to the partner organisation

Organisational Support •  Limited equipment support
•  Limited recurring cost support
•  Sub-project funding
•  Support for programming

Organisational 

Development

•  Coaching support
•  Organisational assessments
•  Networking
•  Institutional linkages
•  Various organisational development interventions
•  Cooperatively developing policy interventions with partners 

and other institutions

 CHF has found that capacity building tools or interventions complement each other 
and can best be used in a package approach, as if selecting from a menu of possible 
options. It is crucial to determine the correct mix of capacity building tools for any 
given organisation at any specific time in its development, rather than favouring 
any one tool as better than another. Through use of the coaching approach, CHF is 
able to work with partners to determine the best combination of capacity building 
interventions over time for the organisation. CHF has found that flexibility in 
application is an important key success factor to the process, as opposed to being 
held to a generic or prescribed sequence of capacity building interventions with a 
partner organisation.
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 Further Explanation of Certain Support Options

 Limited material support and other assistance required for efficient delivery of 
programs identified in the capacity building action plans can be provided. This 
support could include material items such as office and field equipment, office 
supplies, communications equipment and, occasionally, vehicles. 

 Sometimes capacity building assistance incorporates a unique aspect of the CHF 
approach which is recurring cost support. This mechanism enables organisations to 
hire new, qualified staff. In each case, this support is linked to a financial plan for the 
organisation. Experience has shown that this mechanism can be a sustainable source 
of growth for the organisations involved. In working with partners, CHF has found 
that most donors do not provide funding for administrative activities and personnel, 
regardless of how critical these activities are to carrying out the organisation’s 
programs and projects. CHF has addressed this issue by allowing for a mechanism 
which covers the full time salary for one and possibly two key partner staff positions 
in order to build a foundation or focus for the organisation’s capacity building 
activities. The provision of funding for these positions is, however, usually contingent 
upon a sustainability plan that shows that the partner organisation should be able to 
fund these costs from its own resources over ensuing years. 

 This approach allows the partner to develop or grow a new often critical mass of 
resources and thus deal with funding and other issues without having to constantly 
draw further upon the efforts of frequently overworked staff or volunteers. It also 
provides for sustainability in that such capacity building is built into the organisation 
at the local or grassroots level. 

 In regards to networking, many partners are not in a position to effectively develop 
and maintain networks which would add value to their work. As partners strive to 
have an impact they are limited by both human and financial resources. Expanding 
their networks can help to alleviate these problems by creating linkages with other 
organisations working in similar fields, donors and other stakeholders. 

 CHF has found that two types of assistance are required with respect to networking. 
The first focuses on helping the partner to make their own connections with other 
similar organisations, such as NGOs, government agencies and donors, through 
financial and other support. The second approach can be wherein CHF takes on 
the role of intermediary with senior officials and other key persons or institutions, 
allowing the partner access to persons they would not normally be able to easily 
reach. In these cases, CHF has found it critical to develop and maintain a high level 
of networking itself, so as to be able to assist organisations when needed. 

 A sub-project is a project that is implemented by a partner NGO as part of a 
larger capacity building project with the aim of supporting the programs of the 
partner organisation in order to enhance program development, quality, reach and 
effectiveness. 

 Sub-projects should support the development activities of the partner organisations 
and be based on the strategic needs of their clients or beneficiaries. They should be 
designed to support the beneficiaries’ socio-economic development and promote self-
reliance.
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 Sub-projects are not just a funding mechanism, but also function as an important 
capacity building tool that allows organisational development to take place.  
The combined effect of a dynamic coaching environment coupled with the  
“hands on” impact of sub-projects has proven to be a successful approach to 
organisational capacity building. In each development context, the various capacity 
building components are adjusted to fit the exigencies of a particular locale. Thus, 
the basic CHF capacity building approach is adjusted to the requirements of the 
development context. This level of flexibility is an important aspect of successful 
capacity building.

2.6	 CHF’s	Step-by-Step	Approach	to	Capacity	Building

 A typical step-by-step CB process with CHF would include the following elements. 
The steps outlined here are, however, representative and actual practice will differ 
according to the particulars of a given context and assignment. 

STEP 1:  Familiarization
 Undertake a dialogue and discussions, one-on-one where possible with the 

management and/or board of the NGO partner, key community members, other 
donors and persons that might have relevant opinions or views on the NGO. This 
is an opening of dialogue that familiarizes the CHF team with the activities and key 
influences affecting the NGO. It also provides the NGO with an opportunity to 
become familiar with the CHF team. Relationship building is an important key to 
effective partnerships. 

STEP 2:  Participatory	Institutional	Assessment	and	Capacity	Building	Plan
 Early on in the process, CHF will often undertake a participatory institutional 

review to develop a longitudinal capacity building action plan (usually covering three 
to five years) in order to identify an organisation’s capacity building needs. Through 
this process it is also possible to identify the extent and level of organisational 
coaching required, assuming coaching is considered appropriate and desirable by 
the partner. Plans must also be balanced with an understanding of the absorptive 
capacity of the partner. 

Sub-projects are linked to community priorities.
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STEP 3:   Coach	Identification	and	Assignment
 Once the partner’s needs have been mutually discussed and agreed upon, and based 

on the skills required, an appropriate capacity building coach is identified. It is quite 
possible that more than one coach will be used over the course of the engagement 
with the partner but it is advisable that as much as possible the same person be used. 
Building trust between the organisation and the coach is critical and the partner 
must understand that the coach has the best interest of the partner at heart. For 
this reason and for consistency it is better to have the partner interact with as few 
coaches as possible. A coach is usually in country but CHF can do coaching work 
internationally, or across borders in some instances. 

CHF has found it beneficial to coach around a specific 
planned activity or initiative so a partner can use new 

capacities in a timely and practical manner.

STEP 4:  Coaching	&	Capacity	Building	Plan	Implementation
 After the capacity building action plan is agreed to and in place, coaching can begin 

with the partner organisation. It becomes important for the coach to make sure the 
organisation understands the areas in which it will receive coaching and to explain 
how each intervention fits into the larger aims and goals of the organisation. CHF 
may also liaise with other donors to see if they are prepared to support aspects of 
the CB plan. Coaching, mentoring and working hands-on with the partner then 
begins, providing continuous support as necessary. Workshops are included on some 
occasions but only if supported subsequently by extensive hands-on coaching and 
mentoring. Without this added assistance, CHF has found that most participants at 
workshops do not retain enough of the information such that they are then able to 
undertake the activity on their own. 

 Where possible, CHF uses its own in-house expertise for capacity building. The use 
of CHF staff gives staff the opportunity to become familiar with the partner and to 
play a long-term role in serving as mentors and coaches. It also serves to build trust 
and build relationships which are both key to effective partnerships. 

 As the different types of assistance begin, they are supported by a number of critical 
additional activities, which can run concurrently but are described below for clarity, 
as additional steps. 

STEP 5:  General	Technical	Assistance
 General technical assistance can include a wide range of support from assisting the 

development of financial systems, to the provision of training in the sustainable 
livelihoods approach or communications. Regardless of the type of technical assistance, 
it is always supported by regular liaison, coaching and monitoring from the CHF 
team. Technical assistance support enables partners to assess, revise and improve 
their strategic plans, programs, organisational structures, and financial systems and 
undertake legal registration if necessary. CHF will advise and recommend changes that 
will improve organisational performance in the delivery of the partner’s activities.
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STEP 6:  Organisational Support
 As part of the implementation process, agreed upon areas of organisational support 

can be designed and deployed. Depending on the needs of the organisation, program 
funding may be initiated, or certain material or human resource requirements 
may be funded in a sustainable manner. Sometimes sub-projects are designed and 
implemented by partners as part of the coaching and strengthening of programs 
process.

STEP 7:  Monitoring and Evaluation of Capacity Building Initiatives
 Monitoring and evaluating is undertaken based on indicators that the partner itself 

develops in their capacity building action plan. They are regularly checked by the 
CHF staff as indicators of progress. However, it is even more important that the 
partner carries out the monitoring as it helps them to develop their capacity and 
understand what works, identify problems and address any issues. 

STEP 8:  Eventual Exit Strategy
 Plans are made for an eventual disengagement from the formal organisational 

development process, but with a view to the potential for future cooperation as 
opportunities arise.

 
CHf COACHING pROCESS IN ACTION

As a final note, it has been CHF’s experience that capacity building of 
institutions and organisations takes much more time than might at first 
be expected. It is best seen as a longer term process accompanying the 
organisation through its path of development.
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What CHF Can Offer 
Our Partners

Participatory institutional assessment in Zimbabwe.
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3     WHAT CHf CAN OffER OuR pARTNERS — 
CHALLENGES AND KEY LESSONS LEARNED 

3.1	 What	CHF	Can	Offer	Our	Partners

 The CHF Capacity Building Approach will allow partners to:
• Strategically plan for capacity building support 
• Develop an integrated approach that takes into consideration all aspects of 

capacity building 
• Design interventions that have been used in and are applicable to local contexts
• Become aware of various considerations that must be kept in mind when 

building capacity 

	 The	model	offers:

	
	 A	Tried	and	Tested	Approach
 The CHF Capacity Building Approach has been developed out of the 

actual experience of working with local partner organisations in Guyana, 
Ethiopia, Vietnam, India, Zimbabwe, Ghana and other countries 
where CHF has been active. Therefore, the information contained in 
this manual is based on practical experience and as such is relevant and 
appropriate to partner interests.

	
	
	 An	Integrated	Approach 
 It offers an integrated approach to capacity building as it looks at the 

organisation’s development as a process. It integrates several aspects of 
capacity building that complement and reinforce each other, such as 
human resource development, resource mobilization, governance issues, 
skills enhancement and other aspects. 

	
	 	

A	Participatory	Approach
 The CHF approach is participatory in that it provides a structure for 

the inclusion and participation of NGOs and other partners. It allows 
for the participation of disadvantaged groups (e.g., women, youth) and 
maximizes participation by building capacity which remains within the 
community. Participation introduces practices that organisations can 
learn from, use and maintain. This approach allows NGOs and other 
local partners to become more productive and more sustainable. 
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 Creates	Long-Term	Strategic	Thinking
 
 The approach helps	organisations to think strategically over the long-term as opposed 

to an activity centered approach to projects and organisational management and 
planning.

 

	 Promotes	Collaboration
 
 The CHF approach brings together various institutions such as government agencies, 

academic institutions and NGOs to work with each other in a collaborative manner. 
Collaboration fosters the development of productive and beneficial relationships as 
opposed to those that become antagonistic or competitive. This positive interaction 
of various entities enhances the confidence and credibility of the NGO or other 
local partner. Furthermore, the CHF approach, using a team of international and 
local capacity building experts, allows for the flow of field experience back into the 
CHF capacity building methodology, creating an exchange of ideas and approaches. 
Lessons and methods are shared within the organisation as well as across the different 
geographic regions in which CHF is active.

	 Two-Way	Flow	of	Knowledge	and	Experience

 The CHF capacity building approach is a two-way street. It is expected that 
knowledge will flow in both directions, partners moving towards their own 
organisational aspirations and CHF learning new approaches and organisational 
ways of working from partners that can then be assimilated and passed on to 
other partners around the world, resulting in a cross-fertilization of ideas and best 
practices.

The CHF capacity building approach.
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3.2	 Challenges	and	Key	Lessons	Learned

 It has been through facing a variety of challenges in regards to the practice of 
capacity building over the years that CHF has developed a series of key lessons 
learned related to the successful capacity building of partner organisations. 
Challenges include pre-conceptions on the part of partner institutions about what 
capacity building really involves. It can be a lack of resources for actual sub-project 
implementation. Challenges can also be found in the demand for skilled talent. 
Newly skilled human resources within a partner organisation can be drawn away 
quickly by other organisations happy to find a new talent pool. It is as a result of 
facing the many challenges to this work that CHF has derived the following key 
lessons.

 
 Participatory	Development	
 Experience has shown that participation improves the quality, effectiveness and 

sustainability of development activities. By placing people at the centre, development 
activities have a much greater potential for empowering participants, and lead to 
beneficiary ownership of development initiatives. 

	 	Partner	Aspirations
 CHF has found that it works best to tie a capacity building initiative to important 

partner aspirations. Partners can use this capacity building plan to help them reach 
the next level in their organisational development. For example, some organisations 
have used this process as a means to expand their donor base, for a broad 
organisational re-structuring, or in order to develop a new programmatic focus. In 
effect, the process is used as an opportunity for a partner organisation to pursue their 
own aspirations in a way that would not have been possible otherwise.

	 Tailor	Made	and	Flexible
 Feedback from CHF’s partners over the years indicates that the customised approach 

to capacity building has proven much more effective for the partners than the more 
traditional general training methods, in which organisations are given the same 
training or assistance at the same time, across the board. The successful coaching 
or partnering team relies on a strong sense of relationship and trust with each 
organisation. The team needs to be very approachable: always there to encourage 
organisations each step of the way, giving them just the individual assistance they 
need when they need it. Generally, the CHF team operates across functions; they 
do not isolate, for example, financial advice from managerial advice, or program 
development advice from human resources advice. Rather at all times the coaching 
approach is multi-dimensional. 

	 Coaching	
 An important key to the success of the CHF capacity building approach has been 

the development of an organisational coaching model, which tailors each individual 
capacity building intervention to the specific needs and abilities of each organisation. 
Face-to-face coaching with organisations, performed by in-house capacity building 
specialists over a period of time, has led to significant results for CHF initiatives for 
the development of civil society organisations.
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 Role	of	Facilitators
 The process of change for organisations cannot be expected to be completed by 

the end of the operational period of the capacity building project. Therefore, the 
availability of a local talent base and expertise to continue to foster and complete the 
organisational change process is an issue that continues to be vital for sustaining the 
capacity building results achieved by the organisations with CHF’s assistance. 

	 	Capacity	Building	Initiatives
 Funding for sub-projects can be an important component of plans for organisational 

development. Sub-project funding should compose a significant percentage of total 
project funding (typically around 25% for a purely capacity building project). It has 
been found that sub-projects are a good way of focusing and measuring the impact 
of capacity building interventions, though it is not always a necessity that projects 
contain a sub-project component. 

	 	Partner	Selection
 In capacity building projects involving a number of local partners, the organisational 

selection process should not be so detailed and time consuming an operation that the 
NGOs lose interest in participating in the program. 

 As the work of CHF has a poverty reduction goal, CHF has found that it is also 
necessary to assess organisations with respect to their poverty reduction “potential”, 
as opposed to just evaluating their current operations. This assessment is qualitative 
in nature and requires a firm understanding of the poverty reduction priorities 
amongst the beneficiaries of the NGO or other type of partner. The evaluation 
team, therefore, needs to be grounded in not just evaluation but also requires a firm 
understanding of the local community and the type of poverty issues most critical to 
those communities. 

	 	Collaboration
 Organisational linkages have proven most effective at the national level, for example, 

with other donors, the private sector or the government. Links to northern NGOs 
have not proven as effective as a capacity intervention. This is because in many cases 
the two actors were often not compatible. For example, the other organisations had 
access to tools and resources that local NGOs did not.

 It is also important for the capacity building project to work in collaboration with 
other in-country donors in order to jointly support certain standards and reinforce 
the progress achieved with the organisations. 

	 A	Responsive	Fund	for	Capacity	Building
 The project manager working with the capacity building coach needs to have some 

budgetary flexibility to respond to issues as they arise within partner organisations. 
This flexibility can be provided through a responsive fund. Such flexibility can 
prove critical to achieving fully all parts of the capacity building initiative. It can 
be especially relevant if there is an unforeseen expense that becomes critical to the 
success of the capacity building exercise. 
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CONCLuSION

CHF has been able to develop, in concert with our partners, a cooperative approach 
to capacity building that includes an orderly progression through an organisational 
strengthening process. This approach recognizes that capacity building is a 
continuing process that involves improving the capital and assets available to an 
organisation and thus a community, so as to foster development of  
sustainable livelihoods. 

Key elements in the process include partner identification and participatory 
assessment. The joint design of a capacity building plan follows, which is then 
supported by CHF and other stakeholders that work in conjunction with the 
partner. The process usually moves forward through use of a “coaching approach.”

The CHF coach works hand in hand with the partner to help grow its capacity as 
needs and opportunities arise. CHF has developed the internal expertise to facilitate 
this coaching process and has various links to external resources for use as  
situations arise. 

Experience has shown that the capacity building process is both rewarding and 
challenging. It is rewarding to observe partner organisations grow in strength and 
confidence, delivering new and more effective programs for their communities, 
challenging to ensure that new strengths are sustainable and become vested in  
the organisation. 

In conclusion, it is important to note that the CHF Capacity Building Approach is 
both flexible and adaptive in nature. Different CHF projects use variations of this 
approach in order to reach their capacity building objectives. For example, some 
CHF undertakings are primarily organisational capacity building projects, while in 
others, capacity building may involve a selection of training programs linked to a 
specific rural development initiative. Although the needs and opportunities may vary, 
CHF has found that this approach provides its partners with the ability to attain new 
organisational goals and is a valued addition to the partnership process. In light of 
the foregoing, this document is a guide to the CHF Capacity Building approach and 
will evolve and be refined as new experience and knowledge is gained over time. 
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CHF is a non-profit organization 
dedicated to enabling poor rural communities 

in developing countries to attain 
sustainable livelihoods.


