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Capacity building. In its pur-
suit, nonprofits flock to work-
shops, conferences, and con-

sultants. Too often, however, they’re 
seeking a magic bullet to build their 
future without actually changing 
how they run things.

Is this poor out-of-the-box think-
ing? Well, not really. It’s more like 
that other saying, “You can’t read 
the label of the jar you’re in.” It’s the 
lack of self-analysis that often stands 
in the way of authentic capacity 
building. Thus, “capacity” is envi-
sioned as a new-and-improved way 
of rehashing the same old hash. True 
self-diagnosis requires many degrees 
of reflection beyond merely surfac-
ing trendy ideas.

For example, many resource-
strapped nonprofits are bringing in 
volunteers without first asking if it 
makes practical sense. Others are 
leaping on the social-media band-
wagon when evaluation might cau-
tion them to improve their market-
ing messages before worrying about 
how to send them out. 

The other side of the challenge 
has to do with the capacity-building 
solutions themselves. In attempts to 
become more “businesslike,” some 
nonprofits latch on to whatever’s in 
style in the for-profit sector. Others 
fall prey to snake-oil barkers in the 
form of consultants proffering one-
size-fits-all panaceas.

To come into their own, nonprof-
its must do a better job of shopping 
around for genuine capacity-building 
solutions. They must find innovative 

ideas that fit their own unique mis-
sions. And those approaches can’t be 
short-term band-aids. They must ad-
dress the long-term future.

If increased enterprise capacity is 
indeed the future you desire, here 
are some no-nonsense consider-
ations:

•  You’re not going to build capac-
ity unless you’re willing to 
change your organizational 
structure. Capacity building isn’t 
an add-on proposition. Done 
well, it’s more often a tear-down 
and build-back-up one. 

•  You can’t build capacity without 
analyzing the strengths and 
weaknesses of your organiza-
tion. What you think you require 
for the future may not be what 
you actually need.

•  You can’t settle for whatever 
trendy solution is making the 
rounds. Your obligation to your 
funders and stakeholders is to 
procure solutions tailored to 
your specific mission.

•  Casually sending your staff to 
“career-advancement opportuni-
ties” won’t build capacity. You 
must concretely link employee 
enrichment efforts to your orga-
nization’s own strategic goals. 
Otherwise, no one will truly 
benefit. 

•  You can’t build capacity simply 
by sending people to a workshop 
or conference. Don’t waste the 

dime or the time unless you’ve 
prepared a concrete work plan 
to implement lessons learned as 
soon as you complete the learn-
ing event. 

•  Better yet, invest only in the 
type of training and education 
that involves your entire board 
and staff from the get-go. Capac-
ity-building must be systemic to 
be sustainable.

But, first get out there and read 
the label of that jar you’re in. You 
may find that your jar has more ca-
pacity than you thought. 
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cializing in anticipatory management 
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A Pro-Active Look to the Future
Build long-term capacity with 

these Nonprofit World articles 
(www.snpo.org/members):

• Using Training Strategically to 
Build Organizational Capacity 
(Vol. 14, No. 4)

• The Nonprofit Executive as 
Chief Learning Officer (Vol. 16, 
No. 2)

• Training Programs Need More 
than Good Information (Vol. 21, 
No. 2)

• The Dark Side of Collabora-
tion (Vol. 17, No. 6) 

• Advance to the Future or Re-
treat to the Familiar? (Vol. 22, No. 
6)

• Four Steps to Evaluation Suc-
cess (Vol. 23, No. 2)

Link employee 
enrichment efforts to 

your organization’s own 
strategic goals.


