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Abstract 

An in-depth examination of the use of assessing capacity to stimulate capacity building was 

conducted with member nonprofits of the Guilford Nonprofit Consortium, in Guilford County, 

North Carolina. The primary research question was ―to what extent and in what ways does 

assessing the capacity of a nonprofit organization help that organization‘s executive director 

engage in capacity building?‖  

As an academic and practitioner in nonprofit leadership and management, the researcher was 

interested in exploring the use of assessing capacity prior to implementing capacity building 

initiatives. The research question prescribes the mixing of research methods and stipulated a 

connected mixed methods design due to the need to connect qualitative interview data to 

quantitative survey data. As a result of this study, the researcher found, when an executive 

director surveys the capacity of their nonprofit it helps them plan and implement capacity 

building. 

This study is significant for future research and practice of assessing the capacity of nonprofit 

organizations. More specifically, the results of this study contribute to the current literature and 

practices on capacity building from both a micro and macro perspective. Executive directors and 

leaders of nonprofit organizations have insight on how assessing capacity stimulates capacity 

building in nonprofits. Additionally, the nonprofit sector has knowledge about the significance of 

assessing capacity to plan and implement capacity building initiatives.  

Keywords: nonprofit and nonprofit organization, capacity, capacity building, organization 

development. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

Introduction 

 

The executive directors who lead and manage nonprofit organizations are faced with 

opportunities and challenges that impact their growth and development in the nonprofit sector. 

However, their ability to benefit from such endeavors is oftentimes contingent on the capacity of 

the nonprofits they represent. The capacity needs of nonprofits are urgent, as is the growing need 

within foundations to justify future funding outlays for organizational capacity and effectiveness 

(Kibbe, 2004). According to Sherman (2008) nonprofits, in the same manner as for-profits, need 

to ensure the organization is equipped to engage in growth and development strategies to support 

quality programs and services. For businesses and corporations, making a profit is first priority; 

for the nonprofit, the main priority is maintaining the mission. Either way, the imperative to 

establish a robust organizational structure with substantial capacity is the same. As executive 

directors strive to achieve substantial capacity, they oftentimes engage in capacity building 

activities without first verifying the organization‘s current capacity. This oversight can result in 

the loss of program funding, day-to-day operations funds and in some cases dissolution of the 

organization. According to Newborn (2008), receptivity to capacity building has evolved from 

funders not funding capacity building to funders displaying their support by financing 

comprehensive capacity building initiatives. Funders have grown to realize that funding 

programs with low levels of capacity can result in unsuccessful outcomes. She states, ―thus, the 

trend is toward a focus on building capacity‖ (p. 23). In this regard, this study explores capacity 

building by examining ways in which assessing capacity fosters capacity building.  

Individual nonprofits and the nonprofit sector acknowledge and utilize capacity building 

as a means to enhance capacity. Nonprofits are facing major challenges as a result of the soft 
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economic climate, changes in the demographics of potential donors and advancements in 

technology. Nonprofits can minimize the impact of these realities by engaging in strategically 

planned capacity building activities. As reported by Brussalis (2009), nonprofits are faced with 

the dilemma of meeting an increased demand for services with declining revenue streams and 

strained capacity. To survive and succeed in this economy, organizations must find a way to turn 

challenges into opportunities and position itself to capitalize on its strengths and distinctiveness. 

As Brussalis (2009) also argues, nonprofits that are stretched to do more with less must take an 

honest, introspective look at the needs that they are trying to satisfy compared with their ability 

to meet them. Assessing needs in relation to capacity to deliver is a critical step organizations 

must take to position themselves to weather turbulent times and to prepare for a rebounding 

economy. A strategy of using external market intelligence concomitant with an internal 

assessment of capacity will significantly strengthen any organization‘s ability to navigate an 

economic downturn and capitalize on robust periods of growth. Kibbe (2004) postulates that in 

recent years, a growing number of nonprofit leaders, representing grantmakers and grantseekers 

alike, have embraced the importance of investing in the capacity and effectiveness of individual 

organizations and of the sector as a whole. To this end, the purpose of this study was to examine 

the use of assessing capacity to stimulate capacity building with nonprofits in Guilford County, 

North Carolina.  

 The definitions for capacity and capacity building for this study are defined by Deborah 

Linnell (2003) in her Evaluation of Capacity Building: Lessons Learned report. Linnell states 

capacity building and capacity are related but they are not the same. She refers to capacity as an 

organization‘s ability to achieve its mission effectively and to sustain itself over the long term. 

She describes capacity building as activities that improve an organization‘s ability to achieve its 
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mission. Linnell further explains that capacity building may relate to almost any aspect of its 

work: improved governance, leadership, mission and strategy, administration (including human 

resources, financial management, and legal matters), program development and implementation, 

fundraising and income generation, diversity, partnerships and collaboration, evaluation, 

advocacy and policy change, marketing, positioning, planning, etc.  

 Nonprofit America has confronted a difficult set of challenges over the recent past. Fiscal 

stress, increased competition, rapidly changing technology, and new accountability expectations 

have significantly expanded the pressures under which these organizations must work, and this 

has affected the public support these organizations enjoy and their ability to attract and hold staff 

(Salamon, 2002). According to Connolly and Lukas (2002), the accelerating rate of change and 

major restructuring of the nonprofit sector are taking a toll on nonprofit organizations. The 

distinctions between for-profit, nonprofit, and public sectors are blurring as each sector adapts 

new approaches and vehicles from the other. Competition among sectors is heightened as 

managed health care expands, education becomes more privatized, and government outsourcing 

grows. Stakeholders are calling for more value and accountability from nonprofits. The 

population is becoming more diverse. Rapid technological progress has allowed larger, well-

financed nonprofits to automate, streamline operations, and take advantage of more affordable 

and efficient telecommunications, while smaller nonprofits, often serving the most pressing 

social needs, have not been able to do so. Fix and Lewis (as cited in Jones, 2003) argue that 

human services, heavily funded through governmental channels since the Johnson era‘s War on 

Poverty, are seeing substantial reductions due to changes in governmental policy as well as fee-

based, cost-shifting strategies such as managed care and increased reliance on Medicaid funding 

in mental health, child welfare, and developmental disabilities. Furthermore, as fee-based 
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funding has increased, there has been a significant increase in for-profit and nonprofit human 

service competition. Many new nonprofit organizations have entered the fund development arena 

at precisely the time when philanthropic giving to human services is stagnant. Light (2004) 

explains, 

America‘s nonprofit organizations face a difficult present and an uncertain future. Money 

is tight. Workloads are heavy, employee turnover is high and charitable donations have 

not fully rebounded from the recent economic downturn. Media and political scrutiny 

remain high, and public confidence in nonprofits has yet to recover from its sharp decline 

in the wake of well-publicized scandals. Yet the nonprofit sector has never played a more 

important role in American life. As a generation of nonprofit executives and board 

members approach retirement, it becomes increasingly important to ensure that their 

organizations are prepared to continue their missions. (inside cover) 

Linnell (2003) reports that nonprofit and funder accountability is being emphasized more than 

ever before, necessitating the increased involvement of capacity builders to help nonprofits 

develop systems and expertise to identify indicators, establish processes of measurement, and 

document outcomes. As well as, the economic environment has produced enormous changes in 

funding for nonprofits, influencing the demand for capacity building. Venture Philanthropy 

Partners (2001) also argue that as nonprofit organizations play increasingly important roles in 

our society, it becomes even more critical for them to perform effectively. In response, nonprofit 

managers have demonstrated a growing interest in management practices and principles that will 

help them build high-performing organizations, rather than just strong programs. Traditional 

foundations and venture philanthropists have also professed a new commitment to investing in 

the organizational capacity of the nonprofits that they fund. According to Jones (2003), these 
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shifts and challenges are dramatically changing the fundamental assumptions, economic drivers, 

and very foundation on which many human service organizations, historically undercapitalized 

and cash flow challenged, were built. Within this context, many nonprofit executives and boards 

are seeking the tools and strategies to chart a future for their organization and community. Their 

focus is high performance and organizational excellence through capacity building. Venture 

Philanthropy Partners (2001) report, while the benefits of capacity may be compelling, the actual 

effort of building capacity can seem daunting indeed. It takes a long time to implement capacity 

building and the need is not always apparent to staff, volunteers, board members, or donors. 

They report, it is critical that in their roles as nonprofit funders, board members, staff and 

advisors, they support nonprofit managers in their efforts to build organizational capacity. They 

suggest nonprofit managers take on the difficult and often painful task of assessing their own 

capacity and identifying the gaps that need to be filled.  

 While many funding supporters endorse capacity assessment and building within non-

profit organizations, other researchers remain somewhat skeptical about its benefits. For 

example, Light and Hubbard (2004) noted that without evidence demonstrating how capacity 

building produces stronger organizations, and lacking a baseline against which to declare success 

or failure, it is difficult for nonprofit executives and funders alike to justify spending scarce 

resources on capacity building efforts. However, despite existing skepticism, many who support 

capacity building have assessed capacity needs, and conducted studies to develop and 

disseminate capacity building resources that nonprofit leaders can use to strengthen their 

organization‘s capacity. In order to identify nonprofit capacity building needs and efforts, The 

Conservation Company (TCC) surveyed the membership listserv of The Alliance for Nonprofit 

Management, and interviewed capacity builders, nonprofit leaders, researchers, funders and other 
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experts. Many of those interviewed articulated a wide range of nonprofit capacity needs. As 

these responses indicate, there are many different levels and types of nonprofit capacity needs. 

For example, some interviewees stated that nonprofit organizations are struggling with core 

functions like fundraising, board development, staff retention, and use of technology. Others 

argued that nonprofits need to improve how they set priorities and manage, share and use their 

knowledge, act as social entrepreneurs, reflect on their work, and empower staff (Connolly & 

York, 2003). Recent research by the Global Committee on the Future of Organization 

Development shows how capacity-building and organization-development practices can 

strengthen nonprofit organizations. Their survey results revealed, nonprofit leaders see an 

increasing opportunity for organizational development and capacity-building work that is critical 

to the nonprofit sector‘s future. Overall, these leaders agree more than they disagree about what‘s 

important and where they most need assistance. They point to five key steps, of a capacity 

building nature, in which nonprofits need to take: strengthen leadership skills; solve 

organizational problems systematically; align strategies, people systems, and processes 

organization-wide; apply organizational change principles; and create an organizational culture 

that supports collaboration and strategic alliances (Applegate, 2008). Dolan (2002) discovered, 

after conducting a regional survey in southwest Ohio with over six-hundred nonprofit 

administrators, that administrators hold a common perception that they need training in 

generating additional resources, both in fundraising and in grant writing. However, they showed 

relatively little interest in areas that could help them better manage those resources. Areas such 

as program evaluation and accounting were well down the list, and budgeting did not even make 

the cutoff for inclusion. Ironically, each of these areas have components that can assist an 

organization in a more efficient and effective use of resources. Paarlburg and Owen (2011) 
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report that from 127 nonprofit respondents in southeastern North Carolina, marketing, program 

planning, implementing strategic change, and developing and maintaining community 

partnerships as top challenges facing nonprofits. These challenges are typical areas in which 

nonprofits engage in capacity building.  

 Collectively, these survey results have set the precedence for assessing the capacity of 

nonprofit organizations. However, in North Carolina there have been few studies that report 

surveying capacity before or when planning and implementing statewide capacity building 

initiatives. More specifically, limited research has been conducted, in Guilford County, North 

Carolina, relative to surveying the capacity of nonprofits. Thus this study, contributes to the 

existing literature on surveying capacity of nonprofits and adds to the limited reports about the 

capacity of nonprofits in North Carolina.  

 Jones (2003) suggests we understand that America‘s human service nonprofit sector will 

be shaped much less by external trends and crises, and much more by the ability of boards and 

executives to develop new visions of leadership and organizational capacity. Seeking excellence 

in performance and understanding the basics of effective capacity building is more than a 

theoretical enterprise. In this environment, it is an organizational imperative that will have a 

significant impact on organizational survival and the future of the overall nonprofit sector. 

 Light (2004) concludes that greater capacity leads to increased effectiveness. He proposes 

a logic model to explain the implications of the link that greater capacity leads to increased 

effectiveness, which increases public confidence, which in turn results in more discretionary 

giving and volunteering. Light‘s solution to diminished public confidence in nonprofits is thus to 

invest more in building their capacity, thereby increasing their effectiveness and changing the 

public‘s perceptions. 
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 The theoretical conceptual frameworks that guide this study are from two bodies of 

knowledge—organization development and capacity building. Organization development is an 

academic discipline and a core subject of leadership studies and capacity building is a 

foundational topic and primary component of nonprofit studies. A primary initial step in 

organization development and capacity building is organizational diagnosis. In this study the 

researcher examined the use of surveying organization capacity (organizational diagnosis), a task 

that happens in the initial stages of both organization development (Gallant & Rios, 2006; 

Noolan, 2006; Tschudy, 2006) and capacity building (Connolly & Lukas, 2002; De Vita & 

Fleming, 2001; Sherman, 2008; Venture Philanthropy Partners, 2001). According to these 

researchers, organizational diagnosis is one of the first steps of organization development and 

capacity building and this task is oftentimes accomplished through surveying. In this study, 

feedback from surveying the capacity of a group of nonprofits was essential for an in-depth 

examination of the investigational topic.   

 In an effort to systematize capacity building, proponents of capacity building have 

developed and disseminated capacity building frameworks and models nonprofit leaders can use 

to strengthen their organization‘s capacity. The Conservation Company, Center on Nonprofits 

and Philanthropy at the Urban Institute, Wilder Foundation and Venture Philanthropy Partners in 

partnership with McKinsey and Company have provided funding and other resources to develop 

and introduce frameworks for capacity building. The model for organizational effectiveness 

relative to capacity building developed by the New York-based firm, The Conservation 

Company (TCC) and reported by Sherman (2008), emphasizes four critical areas leadership 

capacity, adaptive capacity, management capacity, technical capacity and organizational culture. 

De Vita and Fleming (2001), in their Building Capacity in Nonprofit Organizations report, 
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present a conceptual model for thinking about effective ways to build the capacity of nonprofits. 

The model consists of five components that are commonly found in all organizations and 

intermediary structures: vision and mission, leadership, resources, outreach, and products and 

services. As published by Connolly and Lukas (2002), in Strengthening Nonprofit Performance: 

A Funder’s Guide to Capacity Building, organizational capacity is multifaceted and continually 

evolving. Their model includes six components of organizational capacity that are necessary for 

high performance: mission, vision, and strategy; governance and leadership; program delivery 

and impact; strategic relationships; resource development; and internal operations and 

management. Venture Philanthropy Partners (2001) developed a “Capacity Framework” to 

provide a common vision and vocabulary for nonprofit capacity. The Capacity Framework 

defines nonprofit capacity in a pyramid of seven essential elements: three higher-level 

elements—aspirations, strategy, and organizational skills, three foundational elements—systems 

and infrastructure, human resources, and organizational structure, and a cultural element which 

serves to connect all the others.  

Some of the survey instruments available to nonprofit executives are the McKinsey 

Capacity Assessment Grid funded by Venture Philanthropy Partners (2001), a Checklist of 

Nonprofit Organizational Indicators offered by Authenticity Consulting LLC, the Organizational 

Capacity Assessment Tool authored by Point K, Organizational Assessment—Stepping Back, 

Taking Stock provided by Fieldstone Alliance and Peter Drucker‘s Self Assessment Tool (Stern, 

Drucker, & Hesselbein, 1999). 

In this study, the framework used to examine and analyze the capacity of nonprofits was 

the ―Capacity Framework‖ and the survey instrument was the McKinsey Capacity Assessment 

Grid (GRID). Both were developed by Venture Philanthropy Partners in partnership with 
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McKinsey & Company. The Capacity Framework presents nonprofit organizations with the 

GRID to assess, clarify aspirations, and plan strategic investments in building the organization 

(Jones, 2003). According to Guthrie and Preston (2005), the GRID grew out of research 

commissioned in 2001 by Venture Philanthropy Partners to identify successful nonprofit 

capacity-building experiences. The results published in ―Effective Capacity Building in 

Nonprofit Organizations,‖ presented the framework to conceptualize different components of 

organizational capacity, and showcased the GRID as a tool to help nonprofits identify strengths 

and weaknesses across areas of capacity.  

According to Raderstrong (personal communication, September 7, 2010), the GRID has 

been customized for various types of organizations to use in assessing and benchmarking 

capacity. This includes 41 nonprofits, 10 international nonprofits, 5 foundations, 4 international 

foundations, 1 corporate foundation, 2 governments, 2 for-profits, 4 consultants, and 8 

academics. In addition, the GRID has also, either entirely or partially, been translated into over 

eleven different languages (included among these eleven are English, Spanish, Korean, Chinese 

and Hebrew) via the work of organizations that have been given permission to use the GRID.  

Definition of Terms 

 This study defines nonprofits or nonprofit organizations as charity based organizations 

with a 501(c)(3) tax exempt status from the Internal Revenue Service in the United States. 

Capacity is an organization‘s ability to achieve its mission and sustain itself and capacity 

building is described as activities that improve an organization‘s ability to achieve its mission 

(Linnell, 2003). 
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 Organization development is an effort that is planned organization-wide and managed 

from the top, to increase an organization‘s effectiveness and health through interventions in the 

organization‘s processes, using behavioral-science knowledge (Beckhard, 2006). 

 Surveying is a popular research method and surveys are frequently an appropriate and 

useful means of collecting information. The use of surveying permits researchers to measure the 

prevalence of attitudes, beliefs, and behavior; to study change in them over time; to examine 

group differences; and to test causal propositions about the sources of attitudes, beliefs and 

behavior (Weisberg, Krosnick, & Bowen, 1996).  

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this study was to examine the use of assessing capacity with nonprofit 

organizations. An in-depth examination of assessing capacity with member nonprofits of the 

Guilford Nonprofit Consortium, in Guilford County, North Carolina was conducted to determine 

how assessing the capacity of a nonprofit organization stimulates capacity building. 

Research Question 

 As an educator in nonprofit leadership and management, the researcher was interested in 

exploring the use of surveying the capacity of nonprofit organizations. The primary research 

question was ―to what extent and in what ways does assessing the capacity of a nonprofit 

organization help that organization‘s executive director engage in capacity building?‖ The 

research procedures and content of the study reflect the research question and prescribes a mixed 

methods research approach. According to Creswell (2009), this approach enhances the viewpoint 

that the study intends to lead to some integration or connection between quantitative and 

qualitative methodology. In this study, qualitative interview data was connected to quantitative 

survey data.  
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Significance of the Study 

 The quantitative results and qualitative findings of this study contribute to the current 

literature and practices on capacity building from both a micro and macro perspective. Both 

individual nonprofits and the nonprofit sector gained insight on the use of surveying capacity 

from an academic and practitioner perspective. The research based information and knowledge, 

quantitative results, and qualitative findings from this study are a basis for future research on 

surveying the capacity of nonprofit organizations.  

Delimitations 

 The primary delimitations that posed concern in the design of this study were relative to 

the knowledge, availability and accessibility of the executive directors who would complete the 

survey and participate in the interviews. The challenge was ensuring the executive directors that 

completed the survey were knowledgeable enough about the organization to give an accurate 

account of capacity and available and accessible for follow-up interviews four weeks after 

completing the survey.  

Organization of the Study 

 The present study is organized around five chapters. Chapter One introduces the 

topic of the study, the primary research question, and the significance of the study. The second 

chapter reviews the literature that is relevant to the study. Chapter Three explains the research 

design and methodology which includes a description of the survey respondents and interview 

informants and the procedures used to collect and analyze the data. The fourth chapter describes 

the quantitative results and qualitative findings and the final chapter discusses the results and 

findings and imparts recommendations and implications for future research and practice. 
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CHAPTER 2 

Review of the Literature 

This study was designed to examine the use of surveying capacity to stimulate capacity 

building with nonprofit organizations. More specifically, the study was conducted to explain and 

identify to what extent and in what ways assessing the capacity of a nonprofit organization helps 

that organization‘s executive director engage in capacity building. While Chapter 1 introduced 

the scope and focus of the research, Chapter 2 is a review of the literature. The literature review 

was compiled using a thematic approach to summarize and synthesize published information, 

about significant subject areas, related to examining the use of assessing the capacity of 

nonprofit organizations. This chapter presents an overview of capacity and capacity building, the 

relevance of capacity building and organization development as theoretical conceptual 

frameworks for the study, a synopsis of the need to survey the capacity of nonprofits, a 

description of capacity building frameworks and survey instruments, the impact of assessing the 

capacity of nonprofit organizations, and major gaps in the literature related to capacity building 

(see Figure 2.1).  

Capacity and Capacity Building 

 An essential element, at the onset of this study, is to learn and identify a working 

definition of capacity and capacity building. The selected working definitions that will be used 

throughout the study are from Deborah Linnell author of Evaluation of Capacity Building: 

Lessons Learned. Linnell (2003) states ―capacity building and capacity are related, but they are 

not the same‖ (p. 13). She refers to capacity as ―an organization‘s ability to achieve its mission 

effectively and to sustain itself over the long term‖ (p. 13). She describes capacity building as 

―activities that improve an organization‘s ability to achieve its mission‖ (p. 13). According to 



16 

 

Linnell (2003), capacity building emerges in various forms related to the day-to-day operations 

of nonprofit organizations. Capacity building has taken place through training and technical 

assistance with nonprofit professionals in the form of the enhancement of governance and 

oversight, mission and vision, human resources board development, program management and 

evaluation, fundraising and revenue generating strategies, financial management, advertising and 

marketing, volunteer recruitment and management, public relations and social media. For 

nonprofit leaders, capacity building is secured in the form of professional coaching. The focus 

for professional coaching is primarily associated with personal and professional development on 

how to establish, maintain and sustain nonprofit organizations.  

 

Figure 2.1. Components of Literature Review 
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 Other definitions in the field are consistent with those of Linnell (2003). As described by 

Hudson (2005), building organization capacity is ―about systematically investing in developing 

an organization‘s internal systems (for example, its people, processes, and infrastructure) and its 

external relationships (for example, with funders, partners, and volunteers) so that it can better 

realize its mission and achieve greater impact‖ (p. 1). According to Hudson (2005), capacity 

building should occur in the context of accomplishing an organization‘s goals while maintaining 

the organization‘s mission, values, and beliefs with the intent of enhancing its infrastructure. 

Hudson (2005) conveys capacity building is about repositioning an establishment‘s posture to 

address issues related to its mission for the purpose of influencing mission-driven outcomes 

without holistically succumbing to business like techniques.  

Connolly and Lukas (2002) explain capacity as ―an abstract term that describes a wide 

range of capabilities, knowledge, and resources that nonprofits need in order to be effective‖ (p. 

15). They describe capacity building as ―activities that strengthen a nonprofit organization and 

help it better fulfill its mission‖ (p. 19). These activities include, among others, strategic 

planning, technology upgrades, operational improvements, and board development. They agree, 

―capacity building can advance an organization‘s ability to deliver programs, expand, and be 

adaptive and innovative‖ (p. 19). 

Kibbe (2004) explains,  

in this less-than-perfect world, populated by complex organizations with multiple goals 

and varying capabilities, some comfort can be taken in one simple truth and its corollary. 

The truth: Many types of capacity and many different competencies are useful or 

essential to helping a nonprofit organization achieve its goals. The corollary: Different 

organizations, working in different fields, will require different capacities at different 
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times and at different stages of development. As stated by Kibbe (2004), many thoughtful 

leaders and practitioners in the field of nonprofit capacity building, believe three central 

aspects of organizational capacity are essential to all (or nearly all) successful nonprofit 

organizations: Planfulness, effective leadership and strong governance. Planfulness is the 

capacity to revisit the organization‘s mission, goals, and strategies on a regular basis to 

make sure they are fresh and appropriate to new opportunities, new challenges, and 

changes in the wider world. Effective nonprofit leaders are equal parts politician, 

cheerleader, change agent, and manager. They are capable of marshaling an 

organization‘s people and its resources for maximum effect. Strong governance is 

demonstrated by the exemplary nonprofit board functioning as an essential resource for 

its organization—a source of knowledge, expertise, vision, resources, and contacts in the 

community. By developing its board, a nonprofit organization can go a long way toward 

improving its overall effectiveness as well as its capacity to carry out its plans. (pp. 5-8) 

Theoretical Conceptual Framework  

 As stated in Chapter 1, the theoretical conceptual frameworks that guide this study are 

from two bodies of knowledge—organization development and capacity building. Organization 

development is an academic discipline and a core subject of leadership studies and capacity 

building is a foundational topic and primary component of nonprofit studies. A primary initial 

step in organization development and capacity building is organizational diagnosis. In this study, 

diagnosis of the capacity of nonprofits through surveying was viewed as an essential element of 

examining the use of surveying capacity to stimulate capacity building.  

 Organization development and capacity building. According to Beckhard (2006), 

organization development (OD) is ―an effort that is planned organization-wide and managed 
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from the top, to increase organization effectiveness and health through interventions in the 

organization‘s processes, using behavioral-science knowledge‖ (p. 3). He describes an ―effort 

planned‖ as an organization development program that involves a systematic diagnosis of the 

organization, the development of a strategic plan for improvement, and the mobilization of 

resources to carry out the effort (p. 3). From a process point of view, OD is the implementation 

of several phases of development that involves diagnosing an organization, coordinating and 

facilitating intervention strategies based on the diagnosis, and evaluating progress towards 

enhancement of the organization (Jones & Brazzel, 2006). Similarly, these components of OD 

can be used to examine the capacity of nonprofits and implement capacity building (Wirtenberg 

et al., 2007). Moreover, steps taken by nonprofits to engage in capacity building correspond with 

phases of organization development (see Table 2.1). Capacity building begins with an initial 

consultation to build rapport and discuss needs, followed by assessing and analyzing current 

capacity, then a plan is developed for capacity building and concludes with a review of progress 

to determine if capacity building is complete or the process has to be restarted (Connolly & 

Lukas, 2002; De Vita & Fleming, 2001; Sherman, 2008; Venture Philanthropy Partners, 2001). 

Table 2.1 

 

Corresponding Theoretical Conceptual Frameworks 

 

Phases of Organization Development Capacity Building 

Entry and Contracting Build Rapport and Discuss Needs 

Diagnosis Survey and Analyze Capacity 

Intervention 
Develop a Plan and Engage in Capacity 

Building 

Evaluation and Termination Review Progress and Restart or Finish 

Source: Jones and Brazzel (2006). The NTL Handbook 

of Organization Development Change Principles, 

Practices, and Perspectives 

Sources: (Sherman, 2008, De Vita and Fleming, 2001, 

Connolly and Lukas, 2002, and Venture Philanthropy 

Partners, 2001) 
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Organization development is presented as a broad approach to assisting organizations 

with improvements and change in direction. While organization development helps an 

organization understand its goals and increases the awareness of resources for change; this 

approach primarily introduces possibilities for organization enhancement. On this broad level, 

organization development proves to be an impactful intervention method. However, capacity 

building affects multiple areas with specificity. Rather than, just make organizations aware of 

tools that can be used, capacity building gives each nonprofit the opportunity to engage in 

implementing these tools. After studying the steps and procedures for organization development 

and capacity building, capacity building offers an action-oriented method for lasting change to a 

nonprofit organization‘s vitality and growth.  

The Importance of Capacity Building and the Need to Survey Capacity 

 The research based information and knowledge, quantitative results, and qualitative 

findings from this study are significant for future research on surveying the capacity of nonprofit 

organizations. The results and findings can be used to prompt further investigation on using 

surveying capacity as an essential step in capacity building. Worth (2009), Hudson (2005), De 

Vita and Fleming (2001), and Connolly and York (2003) indicate through their research that 

capacity building is important to the growth and longevity of nonprofit organizations. 

As explained by Worth (2009), capacity building is essential to an organization‘s ability 

to grow and sustain successful programs that deliver positive impactful results. Forfeiting 

capacity building could result in limited accessibility of human services for people in need and 

perpetuate issues and problems in communities large and small. He further explains, inadequate 

capacity intensifies the stress of staff and volunteers who serve diverse populations of people.  
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According to Hudson (2005), since the early 1980s ―there has been a growing realization 

that nonprofit organizations need significant investment in organization capacity if they are to 

have greater impact‖ (p. 3). Grant-making foundations have been among the first to acknowledge 

this need. These organizations have pioneered and funded capacity building initiatives to grow 

the ability of nonprofit organizations to continue their work. They have posed questions 

regarding the achievements of nonprofits and the availability of resources to further their reach.  

De Vita and Fleming (2001) report, 

Community structures are generally organized around three realms: the government, 

business, and nonprofit sectors. Like a three-legged stool, all three sectors must be 

present, sturdy, and working together to achieve balance and stability. However, in 

today‘s rapidly changing environment, there is considerable concern that the third 

sector—community-based nonprofit entities—may lack the capacity and technical 

expertise to keep up with change and thereby contribute to an enriched and healthy 

quality of life. Many small, community-based groups are organizationally fragile. Many 

large groups are stretched to their limits. As demand from community-based services 

grows, as new needs are identified, and as new paradigms for exchange and interaction 

emerge, the nonprofit sector is continually challenged to devise ways to increase and 

strengthen its capacity. Indeed, capacity building must rest on the notion that change is 

the norm and not a passing anomaly. (p. 13) 

In the executive summary of Building the Capacity of Capacity Builders: A Study of 

Management Support and Field-Building Organizations in the Nonprofit Sector, Connolly and 

York (2003) report 



22 

 

there are numerous theories to test, models to refine, outcomes to demonstrate, and ideas 

to explore. They suggest researchers play a pivotal role in advancing the capacity 

building field by conducting research that examines what works, what doesn‘t, and under 

what circumstances. (p. 19) 

Capacity Building Frameworks and Survey Instruments 

In an effort to implement capacity building, The Conservation Company (TCC), the 

Center on Nonprofits and Philanthropy at the Urban Institute, the Amherst H. Wilder Foundation 

along with Grantmakers for Effectiveness, and Venture Philanthropy Partners in partnership with 

McKinsey & Company have provided funding and other resources to develop, introduce, and 

implement frameworks for capacity building in the nonprofit sector (see Table 2.1). 

As the field has matured, definitions of nonprofit capacity and ideas about how to 

measure it have proliferated. One model relative to capacity building, developed by the New 

York-based firm TCC and reported by Connolly and York (2002), emphasizes four critical areas 

of capacity: leadership capacity, adaptive capacity, management capacity, and technical capacity. 

Leadership capacity is the ability of all organizational leaders to create and sustain the vision, 

inspire, model prioritize, make decisions, provide direction, and innovate, all in an effort to 

achieve the organizational mission. Adaptive capacity is the ability of a nonprofit organization to 

monitor, assess, and respond to internal and external changes. Management capacity is the ability 

of a nonprofit organization to ensure the effective and efficient use of organizational resources. 

Technical capacity is the ability of a nonprofit organization to implement all the key 

organizational and programmatic functions. These areas are considered critical to the 

sustainability of nonprofit organizations. Along with this framework for investigating capacity, 

TCC has a survey—The Core Capacity Assessment Tool (CCAT) that highlights the 
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organizational capacity of nonprofits by assessing leadership, adaptive, management and 

technical capacity. CCAT contains a broad group of questions about organizational behaviors 

administered electronically to a nonprofit‘s leaders and board members. The data from the 

survey provide the context and information that guides the design and focus of capacity building 

for nonprofits.  

De Vita and Fleming (2001), explain a conceptual model for thinking about effective 

ways to build the capacity of nonprofits, in their Building Capacity in Nonprofit Organizations 

report, presented by the Center on Nonprofits at the Urban Institute. They report, capacity 

building traditionally has occurred primarily at the organizational level. For example, nonprofits 

have received assistance to develop sound financial management practices or to improve 

fundraising capabilities. They expand upon this historical paradigm by suggesting that nonprofit 

capacity also may be conceptualized in collective terms. This new vision of nonprofit 

development is based on nurturing and growing the sector‘s capacity as a whole. While the 

ultimate goal of capacity building is to create safe and productive communities where people can 

work, live, play, and develop their potentials, the strategies for intervention can be approached 

from several perspectives—the nonprofit organization, the nonprofit sector, and the community. 

Although enhancing the capacity of nonprofit groups is not synonymous with building healthy 

communities, there are important linkages that need to be explored. Their model can serve as a 

guide in the development of intervention strategies. The model illustrates a common framework 

for analyzing and assessing potential pathways for addressing the capacity needs of the nonprofit 

sector. It consists of five components that are commonly found in all organizations and 

intermediary structures: vision and mission, leadership, resources, outreach, and products and 

services. These five factors are interrelated and mutually dependent on one another. As a system, 
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each factor reinforces and bolsters the other factors in the model. It is unlikely, however, that all 

five factors are equally present in any particular organization. Some groups may emphasize one 

factor over another, but a healthy mix of these five components is necessary for an organization 

to survive and thrive. Each factor can be viewed as a possible intervention point for enhancing 

organizational capacity. They recommend the Drucker Foundation‘s Self-Assessment Tool for 

Nonprofits to identify the capacity needs of nonprofit organizations.  

As published by Connolly and Lukas (2002) in their book Strengthening Nonprofit 

Performance: A Funder’s Guide to Capacity Building, organizational capacity is multifaceted 

and continually evolving. The model in this book, promoted by the Amherst H. Wilder 

Foundation and Grantmakers for Effective Organizations, includes six components of 

organizational capacity that are necessary for high performance: mission, vision, and strategy; 

governance and leadership; program delivery and impact; strategic relationships; resource 

development; and internal operations and management. These interdependent factors contribute 

to the health and performance of a nonprofit organization. The model also suggests continual 

interaction between the organization‘s external environment and its internal components. Each of 

the components serves as a critical role in an organization‘s overall effectiveness. Mission, 

vision, and strategy are the driving forces that give the organization its purpose and direction. 

Program delivery and impact are the nonprofit‘s primary reasons for existence, just as profit is a 

primary aim for most businesses. Strategic relationships, resource development, and internal 

operations and management are all necessary mechanisms to achieve the organization‘s ends. 

Governance and leadership are the lubricant that keeps all the parts aligned and moving and all 

of these components are affected by the environment in which the organization exists. For this 

model, the CCAT, Self-Assessment Tool for Nonprofits and the GRID (see Table 2.2) are 
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recommended by the Amherst H. Wilder Foundation and Grantmakers for Effective 

Organizations to survey capacity. 

Table 2.2 

 

Capacity Building Frameworks and Survey Instruments 

 

 

Developed by 

 

The Conservation 

Company 

 

Center on Nonprofits and 

Philanthropy 

The Urban Institute 

Amherst H. Wilder 

Foundation 

And Grantmakers for 

Effective Organizations 

 

Venture Philanthropy 

Partners and 

McKinsey & Company 

 Framework  

Core Capacities 

 Leadership 

 Adaptive 

 Management 

 Technical 

 Organizational Culture 

Components 

 Vision and Mission 

 Leadership 

 Resources 

 Outreach 

 Products and Services 

Process 

 Plan to Plan 

 Take Stock 

 Set Direction 

 Take Action and Evaluate 

Capacity Pyramid 

 High Level 

 Foundational 

 Cultural 

 Areas of 

Focus 

 Monitor, Assess, 

Respond and Stimulate 
Change 

 Inspire, Prioritize, make 
Decisions, provide 

Direction, and Innovate  

 Use of Organizational 
Resources 

 Implement key 
Functions and deliver 

Programs and Services  

 Board, Staff and 

Volunteer Leadership 

 Financial, 

Technological, and 
Human Resources 

 Dissemination, Public 
Education, 

Collaboration, and 

Advocacy 

 Outputs, Outcomes and 

Performance 

 Mission, Vision and 

Strategy 

 Governance and 

Leadership 

 Program Delivery and 

Impact  

 Strategic Relationships 

 Resource Development 

 Internal Operations and 

Management 

 Aspirations 

 Strategy 

 Organizational Skills 

 Systems and 

Infrastructure 

 Human Resources 

 Organizational Structure 

 Cultural 

 Survey 

CCAT 
(Core Capacity 

Assessment Tool) 

Recommend 
Self-Assessment Tool for 

Nonprofits 

(Drucker Foundation) 

Recommend  
CCAT, Self- Assessment 

Tool for Nonprofits and the 

GRID 

GRID 
(Capacity Assessment Grid) 

 

 Website www.tccccat.com www.urban.org/center www.fieldstonealliance.org www.vppartners.org 

 

According to Venture Philanthropy Partners (VPP) (2001), capacity is one of those words 

that has a varied meaning to a diverse audience of people, and nonprofits have approached and 

interpreted capacity building in many different ways. The team at VPP developed a ―Capacity 

Framework‖ to provide a common vision and vocabulary for nonprofit capacity. The Capacity 

Framework, defines nonprofit capacity in a pyramid of seven essential elements: three higher-

level elements—aspirations, strategy, and organizational skills—three foundational elements—

systems and infrastructure, human resources, and organizational structure—and a cultural 

element which serves to connect all the others. By combining all the different elements of 

organizational capacity in a single, coherent diagram, the pyramid emphasizes the importance of 
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examining each element both individually and in relation to the other elements, as well as in 

context of the whole enterprise. Aspirations are viewed as an organization‘s mission, vision, and 

overarching goals, which collectively articulate its common sense of purpose and direction. 

Strategy is considered the coherent set of actions and programs aimed at fulfilling the 

organization‘s overarching goals. Organizational skills are the sum of the organization‘s 

capabilities, including such things (among others) as performance measurement, planning, 

resource management, and external relationship building. Human resources are the collective 

capabilities, experiences, potential and commitment of the organization‘s board, management 

team, staff, and volunteers. Systems and infrastructure are the organization‘s planning, decision 

making, knowledge management, and administrative systems, as well as the physical and 

technological assets that support the organization. Organizational structure is the combination of 

governance, organizational design, inter-functional coordination, and individual job descriptions 

that shapes the organization‘s legal and management structure. Culture is the connective tissue 

that binds together the organization, including shared values and practices, behaviors norms, and 

most important, the organization‘s orientation towards performance. Using this framework, these 

areas of capacity are surveyed using the Capacity Assessment Grid (GRID).  

Studies on the Use of the McKinsey Capacity Assessment Grid 

 

For the purposes of this study, the ―Capacity Framework‖ developed by Venture 

Philanthropy Partners and McKinsey and Company was used to examine and analyze 

organizational capacity amongst a group of nonprofit organizations in Guilford County, North 

Carolina. The McKinsey Capacity Framework for building organizational capacity presents 

human service organizations with a unique tool to assess, clarify aspirations, and plan strategic 
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investments in building the organization. As previously noted, the assessment tool is the 

McKinsey Capacity Assessment Grid or GRID (Jones, 2003). 

According to Raderstrong (personal communication, September 7, 2010), the McKinsey 

Assessment GRID has been customized for various types of organizations to use in assessing and 

benchmarking capacity. Specifically, customization of the GRID has centered around 41 

nonprofits, 10 international nonprofits, 5 foundations, 4 international foundations, 1 corporate 

foundation, 2 governments, 2 for-profits, 4 consultants, and 8 academics. In addition, the GRID 

has also, been translated, either partially or entirely, into over eleven different languages. 

Included among these eleven translations are English, Spanish, Korean, Chinese, and Hebrew.  

According to Gillis (2010),  

the GRID significantly advanced the nonprofit management field‘s ability to assess an 

organization‘s capacity. Strengths of this approach are that it: Builds capacity while 

assessing it by providing a four-level rating scale with detailed descriptions of the 

capacities that an organization at each level has in place. The GRID allows organizations 

going through the assessment process to see significant detail about where they are, 

where they are trying to go, and what improvement looks like along the way. It can also 

be used to involve all of the key stakeholders in an organization (staff and board) in the 

self-assessment process, requiring the group to come to consensus on a single set of 

ratings for the organization. Doing so strengthens alignment among key stakeholders and 

helps to reduce the subjectivity of the final set of ratings, enhancing the ability to 

compare ratings across organizations. After The Feeding America network undertook a 

comprehensive strategic planning process in partnership with its members, they favor the 

Grid over other capacity assessment approaches because it strengthens capacity while 
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assessing it and contributes to the work, allows for a deeper understanding of capacity 

inside and across organizations, has been well received by those who have ―assessed‖ 

their organizations; and can help track changes in capacity over time. (p. 2) 

Guthrie and Preston (2005) examined the results of the GRID completed by three 

nonprofits. The process helped grantees better understand strengths and weaknesses in their own 

organizational capacity and also provided the funders valuable data to inform their overall 

program planning. The three nonprofits were Social Ventures Partners Seattle, the Marguerite 

Casey Foundation, and the Community Clinics Initiative.  

Social Ventures Partners Seattle goals for assessing capacity—―help funder and nonprofit 

align on goals and resources for annual capacity building plans for individual grantees and 

measure long term growth in capacity and assess effectiveness of different capacity building 

resources and strategies‖ (Guthrie & Preston, 2005, p. 3). Social Venture Partners Seattle state,  

now that we‘ve been using the assessment tool for two consecutive years, it‘s hard to 

imagine that we ever did effective capacity building without it. It‘s proven as essential 

starting point for discussion and planning, especially among staff and board members 

who might not otherwise be engaged in conversations about capacity building. The 

structure provided by the capacity assessment tool is very powerful. It is a well distilled 

template for thinking about how you plan all aspects of your organization. (Guthrie & 

Preston, 2005, p. 24) 

The goals for the Community Clinics Initiative (CCI) for assessing capacity were ―give a 

portrait of capacity strengths and weaknesses across the field, stimulate dialog in the field about 

the importance of capacity, provide an initial needs assessment baseline for long-term evaluation, 

and inform funder‘s program development‖ (Guthrie & Preston, 2005, p. 3). The assessment 
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helped Community Clinics Initiative by informing program development and focus. Found some 

surprises of scale which provided course corrections to their capacity building work. CCI intends 

to re-administer the assessment over time as part of our program evaluation.  

Marguerite Casey Foundation goals for assessing capacity were to increase awareness of 

capacity issues among grantees, deepen funder‘s understanding of the strengths and weaknesses 

in capacity across grantee portfolio, and identify potential opportunities for cross-grantee training 

and technical assistance (Guthrie & Preston, 2005, p. 3). As a result of the assessment, 

Marguerite Casey Foundation indicated 

they will use the information to help craft their collective capacity building plan, 

particularly in sub-regions, and to better understand how they can support a group of 

movement-building organizations. They further state this allows better understanding of 

how their dollars might help strengthen grantee organizations as a group, and increase 

their collective capacity to help families create change. They intend to complete 

assessments periodically and compare the data against prior results. They also plan to 

choose a group of cornerstone grantee organizations, to complete assessments so they can 

compare results. (Guthrie & Preston, 2005, p. 21) 

While the previously mentioned reports and reviews on capacity building and the GRID 

are helpful to individual nonprofits, foundations and the nonprofit sector and contribute to the 

literature on capacity building. There is still room for more research on the subject. As 

commented by Hubbard and Light (2004), ―What is needed are more comparable and 

comprehensive findings about the outcomes of capacity building, both to ensure the ongoing 

commitment of funders to support this work and to demonstrate what kinds of capacity building 

efforts have the greatest effects and when‖ (p. 5). 



30 

 

Major Gaps in the Literature on Capacity Building 

 Venture Philanthropy Partners (2001) found that there is little information about what 

works and what does not in building organizational capacity in nonprofits. De Vita and Fleming 

(2001) state the existing literature provides no easy formula for building organizational capacity 

or achieving favorable outcomes. Worth (2009) purports that indeed, most experts agree with 

intuition, arguing that capacity and effectiveness are inextricably linked. But solid evidence of 

the link has proven to be elusive. Light (2004) concludes from results in his study that there is 

strong enough evidence to make the case that capacity matters to the effectiveness of nonprofit 

organizations, which is more than enough to justify further analysis of whether and how capacity 

building efforts work.  

 Venture Philanthropy Partners (VPP) (2001) suggests it is important for nonprofit 

organizations to perform effectively because they moderate discussions on social issues, 

coordinate events and movements for change, and develop and manage programs that address 

major issues in our society. As a result of the engagement of nonprofits, nonprofit managers have 

requested training and development, technical assistance and professional coaching to help them 

build high-performing organizations, rather than just strong programs. Traditional foundations 

and venture philanthropists have funded the design and implementation of capacity building 

initiatives demonstrating their commitment to enhance the organizational capacity of the 

nonprofits they fund. Although funders are committed to capacity building, the sector is 

challenged by the lack of a widely shared definition of the term. As well as, VPP reports, there is 

limited research about what works and what does not in building the capacity of nonprofits. 

These realities exist in regard to the sector from a micro and macro perspective. Respectively, 

nonprofit managers have historically displayed little interest in capacity building and funders 
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have viewed capacity building low in their funding priorities. This research study will provide 

information to address VPP‘s noted concerns regarding what works and what does not in 

capacity building by offering assessing capacity as a salient component to jumpstart capacity 

building with nonprofits.  

 De Vita and Fleming (2001) report, capacity building is an involved process with less 

than specific guidelines to facilitate the identification of capacity building needs. They also 

report, the existing literature is limited in communicating practical procedures for building the 

capacity of nonprofits. This study presents a replicable research process related to assessing the 

capacity of nonprofits while giving a practical approach to surveying capacity building needs and 

contributes to the literature. 

 Worth (2009) conveys, indeed most experts agree with intuition, arguing that capacity 

and effectiveness are inextricably linked. But solid evidence of the link has proven to be elusive. 

This study responds to the capacity part of Worth‘s argument. However, in order to address the 

effectiveness part of his argument, the capacity part has to be addressed. Thus, this study offers 

an approach to organizational diagnosis and a necessary first step to understanding capacity for 

nonprofit organizations. 

 In his book Sustaining Nonprofit Performance, Light (2004) indicates a high level of 

capacity leads to a more effective nonprofit organization. He implies, the degree of public 

confidence in a nonprofit impacts its effectiveness therefore we should invest more in capacity 

building to increase public confidence. This study supports capacity building for nonprofit 

organizations with an emphasis on surveying capacity to identify level of capacity with nonprofit 

organizations.   
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 Together, Venture Philanthropy Partners (2001), De Vita and Fleming (2001), Worth 

(2009), and Light (2004) describe various gaps in the literature and their perspectives suggest 

opportunities for research on capacity building. As a response to these contributors, the 

researcher designed and implemented this study on surveying the capacity of nonprofits to 

stimulate capacity building. As previously stated, this research has implications for organization 

development which is a core subject of leadership studies and capacity building which is a 

foundational topic of nonprofit studies. 

Summary 

 In this chapter the researcher provided background information about capacity building 

with nonprofit organizations. Most importantly, published research on pertinent topics related to 

the investigational topic of surveying capacity was explained in the context of the research 

question. Major gaps in the literature were identified and this study was presented as a salient 

contribution to research about engaging nonprofit organizations in capacity building. The next 

chapter, Chapter 3, provides an explanation of the research design and methodology. 
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CHAPTER 3 

 

Research Design and Methodology 

 

Chapter 3 includes the research design and methodology for this study. The research 

design includes the intent of the study, a description of the researcher‘s philosophical worldview, 

basis for this research, and rationale for strategies of inquiry. The methodology is mixed and 

embodies two phases of research which is comprised of quantitative (Phase I) and qualitative 

(Phase II) research methods with emphasis on the qualitative phase. An explanation of the 

methodology for each phase of research entails a description of the population and sample, 

instrumentation, data collection procedures, data analysis, explanation of reliability and validity 

of the GRID, and protocol for trustworthiness of the qualitative methodology. 

Research Design 

The intent of this study was to examine the use of assessing capacity to stimulate capacity 

building with nonprofits. More specifically, the primary research question was – ―to what extent 

and in what ways does assessing the capacity of a nonprofit organization help that organization‘s 

executive director engage in capacity building?‖ This two part research question—―to what 

extent‖ and ―in what ways‖ is addressed respectively through quantitative and qualitative 

research methodology.  

Pragmatism is the philosophical worldview and basis for the research that guides this 

study and is built on the researcher‘s desire to identify what works and to report results and 

findings to both academics and practitioners (Creswell, 2009). From this view, academics and 

practitioners can obtain a better understanding of the applicability and use of surveying capacity 

as a stimulant for engagement in capacity building. This pragmatic perspective was fitting, based 

on the nature of the research question, design, and emphasis on qualitative inquiry. Also, 
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pragmatism allowed the researcher to inductively explore the topic thus framing the research 

process. Through inductive reasoning, the research topic was examined by surveying the 

capacity of nonprofit organizations, investigating the degree of engagement in capacity building 

after surveying capacity, explaining emerging thoughts and ideas about to what extent assessing 

capacity stimulates capacity building, and identifying conclusive tenets about ways assessing 

capacity stimulates capacity building. 

To address the research question, a group of executive directors of nonprofit 

organizations has to first assess the capacity of their organizations using a quantitative survey. 

Engaging executive directors in this activity was thus the first phase of the research design. A 

subgroup of these directors was then interviewed to yield qualitative data about their experience 

of assessing their organization‘s capacity and their subsequent use of the information and 

insights that the assessment generated.    

In these two sequential phases (see Table 3.1), the capacity of 54 nonprofit organizations 

was assessed by the executive director of each organization, and 12 of these executive directors 

were interviewed. In Phase I executive directors of nonprofit organizations were surveyed to 

determine their organization‘s capacity, and this group formed the population for selecting a 

sample to participate in Phase II. In Phase II qualitative data were collected via phone interviews 

to ascertain the degree of engagement in capacity building and to identify ways in which 

surveying capacity stimulated capacity building. The findings from Phase II ultimately facilitated 

full examination of ―to what extent‖ and enabled the identification of ―in what ways‖ assessing 

capacity stimulates capacity building. 
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Table 3.1 

Phases of Research  

Research 

Phases Methodology Instrumentation Time 

Phase I Quantitative Survey October 2011 

Phase II Qualitative Interview Dec 2011 

 

Phase I—Quantitative Survey  

In the first phase of the research, a quantitative survey of organizational capacity was 

completed by a group of nonprofit executive directors. The survey has a long and varied history. 

As defined by Neuman (2006), survey research is quantitative research in which the researcher 

systematically asks a large number of people the same questions and then records their answers. 

In this study, executive directors of nonprofits were surveyed to document the individual 

capacity of nonprofit organizations. More specifically, the McKinsey Capacity Assessment Grid 

(GRID), a tool designed to help nonprofit organizations assess their organizational capacity, was 

used to survey and document the current capacity of member nonprofits of the Guilford 

Nonprofit Consortium. The Guilford Nonprofit Consortium (GNC) is established to plan and 

coordinate capacity building activities for its nonprofit members in Guilford County, North 

Carolina. 

Population and sample. The targeted population was executive directors of nonprofit 

organizations in Guilford County, who were members of the Guilford Nonprofit Consortium and 

volunteered to complete the GRID. The Guilford Nonprofit Consortium, a collaborative group of 

nonprofits, is established to foster mutual assistance and support within the nonprofit community 

to create a more efficient and effective nonprofit sector. In addition, the Guilford Nonprofit 
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Consortium plans, coordinates and facilitates a variety of capacity building activities for 

nonprofit professionals (www.guilfordnonprofits.org).  

Upon selection of the survey instrument, the requirements for survey participants were 

defined and established. Requirements for survey participants were that they held the position of 

Executive Director with a GNC agency, volunteered to participate, communicated a willingness 

to be open and honest in responding to the survey questions, and were agreeable to spend at least 

an hour of their time to complete the assessment. The requirements were explained, in the 

informed consent to participate, approved by the North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State 

University Internal Review Board (see Appendix A). Fifty-eight members of GNC volunteered, 

met the requirements, and submitted a survey. However, four were eliminated because their 

surveys were incomplete. Consequently, the population to explore engagement in capacity 

building in Phase II of the study consisted of executive directors representing 54 nonprofits. It is 

important to understand that the primary function of surveying in the first phase of the study was 

to assess the current organizational capacity of a segment of nonprofit organizations and form the 

population in which the qualitative sample would be selected.  

Instrumentation. The quantitative instrument used in this study to survey the current 

capacity of each nonprofit organization was the McKinsey Capacity Assessment Grid (GRID) 

(see Appendix B). This instrument of choice was preferred based on the literature in Chapter 2. 

The quantitative approach to assessing capacity by Gillis (2010) and Guthrie and Preston (2005) 

influenced the review of the instrument and ultimately validated the selection of the GRID. The 

GRID is designed by Venture Philanthropy Partners (VPP) and McKinsey & Company (M&C) 

to help nonprofit organizations assess their organizational capacity. The mission of VPP is to 

concentrate investments of money, expertise, and personal contacts to improve the lives and 
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boost the opportunities of children and youth of low-income families. M&C is a global 

management consulting firm—a trusted advisor to the world‘s leading businesses, governments, 

and institutions.  

 The GRID is comprised of 58 items (attributes) categorized in 7 areas (variables). The 

areas are aspirations, strategy, organizational skills, systems and infrastructure, human resources, 

organizational structure, and culture (see Table 3.2 for a summary of variables). These areas are 

defined as follows: 

 Aspirations: An organization‘s mission, vision, and overarching goals, which collectively 

articulate its common sense of purpose and directions 

 Strategy: The coherent set of actions and programs aimed at fulfilling the organization‘s 

overarching goals 

 Organizational Skills: The sum of the organization‘s capabilities, including such things 

(among others) as performance measurement, planning, resource management, and 

external relationship building 

 Human Resource: The collective capabilities, experiences, potential and commitment of 

the organization‘s board, management team, staff, and volunteers 

 Systems and Infrastructure: The organization‘s planning, decision making, knowledge 

management, and administrative systems, as well as the physical and technological assets 

that support the organization 

 Organizational Structure: The combination of governance, organizational design, inter-

functional coordination, and individual job descriptions that shapes the organization‘s 

legal and management structure 

 



 

Table 3.2 

Summary of Variables—McKinsey Capacity Assessment GRID 

Variables Attributes Variables Attributes 

 

1. Aspirations – an organization‘s mission, 

vision, and overarching goals, which 
collectively articulate its common sense of 

purpose and directions 

 

 

2. Strategy - coherent set of actions and 

programs aimed at fulfilling the 
organization‘s overarching goals 

 

 Mission 

 Vision – Clarity 

 Vision – Boldness 

 Overarching Goals 

 
 

 

 Overall Strategy 

 Goals/Performance Targets 

 Program Relevance & Integration 

 Program Growth & Replication 

 New Program Development 

 Funding Model 

 

4. Human Resources - collective 

capabilities, experiences, potential 
and commitment of the 

organization‘s board, management 

team, staff, and volunteers 

 

 Staffing Levels 

 Board—Composition & Commitment 

 Board—Involvement & Support 
CEO/Exec Director and/or Sr Mgmt Team 

 Passion and Vision 

 Impact Orientation 

 People and Organizational leadership/effectiveness 

 Personal and Interpersonal effectiveness 

 Analytical and Strategic Thinking 

 Financial Judgment 

 Experience and Standing 

 Management Team and Staff – Dependence on 

CEO/Exec Director 

 Senior Management Team 

 Staff 

 Volunteers 

 

3. Organizational Skills – sum of the 

organization‘s capabilities, including such 

things (among others) as performance 
measurement, planning, resource 

management, and external relationship 

building 

 Performance Management 

 Performance Measurement 

 Performance Analysis & Program 

Adjustments 

 Planning 

 Monitoring of Landscape 

 Strategic Planning 

 Financial Planning/Budgeting 

 Operational Planning 

 Human Resources Planning 

 Fundraising & Revenue Generation 

 Fundraising 

 Revenue Generation 

 External Relationship Building & 

Management 

 Partnership, Alliances Development 

& Nurturing 

 Local Community Presence & 
Involvement 

 Other Organizational Skills 

 Public Relations & Marketing 

 Influencing of Policy Making 

5. Systems and Infrastructure - 

organization‘s planning, decision 

making, knowledge management, 
and administrative systems, as well 

as the physical and technological 

assets that support the organization 

 Systems 

 Planning Systems 

 Decision Making Framework 

 Financial Operations Management 

 Human Resources Management – Management 

Recruiting, Development & Retention 

 Human Resources Management – General Staff 

Recruiting, Development & Retention 

 Human Resources Management – Incentives 

 Knowledge Management 

 Infrastructure 

 Physical Infrastructure – Buildings & office space 

 Technological Infrastructure – Telephone/Fax 

 Technological Infrastructure – Computers, Applications, 

Network & Email 

 Technological Infrastructure – Website 

 Technological Infrastructure – Databases & Management 

Reporting Systems 

3
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Table 3.2 (cont.) 

 

Variables Attributes Variables Attributes 

  Management of Legal & liability 

Matters 
Organizational Processes Use & 

Development 

  

  6. Organizational Structure - 

combination of governance, 
organizational design, inter-

functional coordination, and 

individual job descriptions that 
shape the organization‘s legal and 

management structure 

 Board Governance 

 Organizational Design 

 Inter-functional Coordination 

 Individual Job Design 

  7. Culture - connective tissue that 
binds together the organization, 

including shared values and 

practices, behavior norms, and 
most important, the organization‘s 

orientation towards performance. 

 Performance as Shared Value 

 Other Shared Beliefs & Values 

 Shared References & Practices 

3
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 Culture: The connective tissue that binds together the organization, including shared 

values and practices, behavior norms, and most important, the organization‘s orientation 

towards performance. 

The attributes for each variable are scored on a continuum from ―1‖ to ―4.‖ The number 1 

= clear need for increased capacity, 2 = basic level of capacity in place, 3 = moderate level of 

capacity in place, and 4 = high level of capacity in place. According to VPP (2001), the scores 

are meant to provide a general indication—a ―temperature‖ taking, of an organization‘s capacity 

level. The GRID can be used by nonprofit managers for the purpose of identifying areas of 

capacity that are strongest and those that need improvement. This was precisely the purpose for 

which the instrument was used in this study. Surveying capacity using the GRID was 

strategically used to facilitate Phase II of the study. 

The researcher contacted VPP to seek permission and acquire protocol to use the GRID. 

Vrana (personal communication, July 21, 2009) explained that since there were no changes to the 

instrument, the researcher need only add attribution language to the instrument prior to 

distribution. Vrana (2009) forwarded the attribution language via email and the researcher added 

the language prior to disseminating the instrument. In addition, the researcher requested and 

received a formal letter (see Appendix C) granting permission to copy, distribute, and use the 

GRID for this research study. 

 In addition to rating items in the GRID, questions were included to collect demographic 

information about each respondent and basic information about the nonprofit organization. 

Collectively, the executive director and nonprofit data aided in developing a profile for both the 

executive directors and the nonprofit organizations they represent. The following information 

was requested about each executive director and their nonprofit organization: 
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Executive Director 

 name of the executive director 

 gender 

 years with the organization 

 years working in the nonprofit sector as an employee 

 educational level 

 a phrase reflective of how they would define capacity building 

Nonprofit  

 name of the organization 

 number of years in operation 

 size of staff 

 budget 

 volunteers 

Data collection and procedures. Prior to disseminating the GRID, the GNC announced 

the survey project to its nonprofit membership. The announcement (see Appendix D) noted the 

arrival of the survey, purpose of the survey, important dates relative to survey completion and 

submission, an invitation to executive directors to volunteer to complete the survey 

electronically, informed consent to participate, and a helpdesk email address. The informed 

consent to participate was approved by the North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State 

University Internal Review Board (see Appendix E). The email address was for respondents to 

email any questions they had about completing the GRID and obtain answers to their questions 

electronically.  
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SurveyMonkey an electronic survey distribution service, compatible with Microsoft 

Excel (Excel)—an electronic program used for storing, organizing, graphing and charting data, 

was used to disseminate the GRID to the GNC members. A fee was paid to use the 

SurveyMonkey system. Once the service was acquired, the GRID was uploaded into 

SurveyMonkey along with the additional questions pertaining to the executive directors and their 

nonprofits.  

The Guilford Nonprofit Consortium emailed the executive directors a link to the GRID, 

and the executive directors were asked to complete the GRID by scoring each of the 58 items on 

a continuum of ―1‖ to ―4.‖ As previously stated, the number 1 = clear need for increased 

capacity, 2 = basic level of capacity in place, 3 = moderate level of capacity in place and 4 = 

high level of capacity in place. The capacity data was used to develop a capacity profile of the 

collective group of executive directors and nonprofit organizations. Upon submission of the 

GRID, each organization was assigned a number in ascending order as a mechanism for 

confidentiality. The researcher also mailed each respondent a thank you note and informed them 

that they may receive a follow-up telephone call.  

Data analysis. Again, it is important to acknowledge that emphasis was on the 

qualitative findings and that the survey was used to prompt the qualitative research phase of the 

study. In order to study the use of surveying capacity, the current capacity of each nonprofit had 

to be surveyed and identified initially. Analysis of the quantitative data was of a descriptive 

nature with a focus on describing basic patterns in the numerical data using frequency 

distributions (Neuman, 2006). In particular, the quantitative data were used to provide basic 

descriptive information about the executive directors who completed the survey and their 

organizations and to summarize the current levels of capacity in the study‘s population of 
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nonprofit organizations. The survey data was further described by cross-tabulating level of 

capacity of the nonprofits with characteristics of the executive directors and nonprofits. Using 

Excel, descriptive data analysis consisted of calculating average level of capacity and generating 

frequency distributions. Average level of capacity was calculated for each of the seven variables 

of organizational capacity as well as for an overall average capacity level. The data was 

summarized using frequency distributions and measures of central tendency (i.e., the mean, 

median, and mode). This data provided a capacity profile about the nonprofit organizations.  

Collectively, the results from the analysis described the qualitative population for 

sampling and prompted the second phase of the study. In addition, the results could be used to 

suggest fruitful directions for future research and practice about surveying capacity.  

 Reliability and validity. The use of the GRID, in this study, was administered and the 

results documented in parallel with other survey studies in the field (O‘Leary, 2004). According 

to Raderstrong (personal communication, September 7, 2010) the McKinsey Capacity 

Assessment GRID has been used by various types of nonprofit organizations to assess and 

benchmark capacity. These organizations include 41 nonprofits, 10 international nonprofits, 5 

foundations, 4 international foundations, 1 corporate foundation, 2 governments, 2 for-profits, 4 

consultants, and 8 academics. The GRID has either entirely or partially been translated into over 

eleven different languages (included among these eleven are English, Spanish, Korean, Chinese 

and Hebrew) via the work of organizations that have been given permission to use the GRID. A 

detailed account of the GRID‘s use is explained in Chapter 2. Developers of the GRID view the 

instrument as a mechanism to generate reflection and dialogue in an organization rather than a 

measurement tool. Thus traditional evidence of its reliability and validity was less crucial 
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because the primary use of the GRID was to fulfill the imperative to first identify the capacity of 

a segment of nonprofit organizations.  

Phase II—Qualitative Method  

Further examination of the investigative topic was doable once surveying capacity in 

Phase I formed a population of nonprofits to examine in Phase II. Emphasis was on the 

qualitative phase because the findings would solidify an answer to the research question— ―to 

what extent and in what ways does assessing the capacity of a nonprofit organization help that 

organization‘s executive director engage in capacity building?‖ 

This phase of the study prescribed the use of qualitative research methodology and was 

examined by interviewing executive directors. According to Fontana and Frey (2005), both 

qualitative and quantitative researchers tend to rely on the interview as the basic method of data 

gathering. They postulate the most common forms of interviewing involves individual, face-to-

face verbal interchange, face-to-face group interchange, and telephone surveys. For this study, 

telephone interviews were utilized as the qualitative data gathering method. Patton (2002) puts 

interviews into three general categories: the informal, conversational interview; the general 

interview guide approach; and the standardized, open-ended interview. The general interview 

guide approach was applied to conduct the interviews, document the degree of capacity building, 

and note ways surveying capacity stimulates capacity building as reported by the executive 

directors. The interviews were significant in explaining suppositions and reporting findings about 

the use of surveying capacity.  

Selection of informants. As stated previously in this chapter, surveying the capacity of a 

segment of nonprofits formed the population in which the qualitative sample of informants was 

selected. Thus, the target population consisted of the 54 executive directors who completed the 
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GRID in Phase I. Requirements for informants included the following: executive director of a 

nonprofit organization who completed the GRID, voluntary participation, willing to answer 

questions openly and honestly and amiable to complete the interview within an hour by 

telephone. From this population, a purposeful sample of 12 informants from the Guilford 

Nonprofit Consortium membership were identified and selected to participate in a telephone 

interview.  

According to Patton (2002), the logic and power of purposeful sampling lies in selecting 

information-rich cases for in-depth study. The individual executive directors were capable of 

providing a rich account of capacity building, based on their roles as CEO of a nonprofit, and 

their unique perspectives and knowledge surrounding the investigational topic. Furthermore, 

these 12 informants are information-rich cases in that the researcher could learn a great deal 

about the use of surveying capacity from the perspective of the executive directors (Patton, 

2002). Each executive director‘s interest in capacity building is symbolized by their support of 

the Guilford Nonprofit Consortium through their paid membership with the organization.  

The sample size and selection of the sample followed guidelines purported by qualitative 

researchers who have provided detailed and descriptive accounts about particular qualitative 

phenomena (O‘Leary, 2004; Patton, 2002). In determining this sample size, what the researcher 

wanted to know, what would be useful for both academics and practitioners, and what would be 

credible were the impetus to validate the actual size of the sample (Patton, 2002). As conveyed 

by O‘Leary (2004), sample size very much depends on the nature of the research and the shape 

and form of the collected data. The qualitative sample was selected via a random purposeful 

sampling of 12 executive directors who completed the GRID in Phase I. This sample was 

selected using the Microsoft Excel random selection function. Excel is an electronic statistical 
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data analysis software and database system. After the selecting the informants, the researcher 

contacted them by phone and an appointment was scheduled for their interview. It is important to 

note, the original research proposal included the dissemination of a follow-up questionnaire to 

obtain feedback from all of the respondents of the GRID. Inquiry with the respondents in this 

manner was to ascertain their degree of engagement in capacity building after completing the 

GRID. Unfortunately, the researcher was unable to follow-up due to the weariness of the 

respondents completing the GRID.  

Instrumentation. The qualitative research instruments used in this study was 

interviewing and the researcher. After the executive directors completed and submitted the 

GRID, a semi-structured phone interview was conducted by the researcher to collect subjective 

data about the degree of engagement in capacity building and ways surveying capacity stimulates 

capacity building.  

Interview. The scope of the semi-structured interviews in this study was to capture the 

knowledge, experience, and behavior of the executive directors regarding surveying the capacity 

of their nonprofits. The interviews were framed using the general interview guide approach and 

identified as semi-structured due to the use of open and closed-end questions (Patton, 2002). The 

general interview guide approach aided in determining the nature of the interview questions. The 

primary focus was to discuss, in the interview, to what extent and in what ways did each 

executive director engage their nonprofit in capacity building after surveying capacity. The focal 

interview topic was the capacity building that took place after an executive director completed 

the GRID. An interview protocol (see Appendix F) was used for asking questions and recording 

answers and an observational protocol (see Appendix G) was used to record observational data 

(Creswell, 2009). This allowed the same basic line of inquiry in each executive director‘s 
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interview. According to Patton (2002), this also ensured the researcher would make good use of 

limited time and the guide helped make interviewing more systematic and comprehensive by 

delineating in advance the areas to be explored. Interviews with the executive directors provided 

essential information to describe and explain ways in which surveying capacity stimulated 

capacity building.  

The questions for the interview were sequenced, with a noncontroversial inquiry about 

experience surveying capacity as the first question, followed by knowledge, experience, and 

behavior questions (Patton, 2002). The questions were as follows: 

1. Prior to the assessment you completed in connection with this study, have you ever 

completed a nonprofit capacity assessment? If so, please describe that experience. 

2. What were your thoughts during and after completing this assessment? 

3. What did you learn and what new insights did you gain from completing this capacity 

assessment? 

4. What did you do as a result of completing the capacity assessment? 

a. I completed the assessment and reviewed the results. 

b. I shared the capacity results with others but have not yet engaged in any capacity 

building activities. 

c. I have begun to plan some capacity building activities, but have not yet put those 

plans into action 

d. I have already started implementing capacity building activities. 

5. If you shared the capacity results with others, who did you include? 

a. Staff 

b. Board of Directors (individual members or as a whole) 
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c. Volunteers 

d. Other Stakeholders 

6. If you are planning some capacity building activities, in which areas do these activities 

fall? 

o Aspirations 

o Strategies 

o Organizational Skills 

o Human Resources 

o Systems and Infrastructure 

o Organizational Structure 

o Culture 

7. If you have already started implementing capacity building activities, in which areas do 

these activities fall? 

o Aspirations 

o Strategies 

o Organizational Skills 

o Human Resources 

o Systems and Infrastructure 

o Organizational Structure 

o Culture 

8. Do you have any questions or additional comments? Thank you for your time. 

The observational elements of the interview were descriptive and reflective. Both the 

descriptive and reflective features of the interview were documented to capture the context in 
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which the interviews took place. The descriptive and reflective elements of the interview were as 

follows:  

Descriptive 

 

 Personality and Mood 

 Voice Tone 

 Location and Setting 

 Activities and Events occurring during the Interview 

 

Reflective 

 

 Speculation (contemplation, consideration of the subject and reasoning) 

 Ideas (plans, opinions and convictions) 

 Problems (barriers, objections and complaints) 

 Impressions (effect or feelings) 

 

To ensure confidentiality, the use of the mask number assigned to each nonprofit during 

Phase I of the study was the mechanism used for confidentiality during the facilitation of 

qualitative inquiry in Phase II. The Internal Review Board (IRB), at North Carolina Agricultural 

and Technical State University, approved and granted permission to conduct the interviews (see 

Appendix H). The IRB approval process included a review of the steps taken by the researcher to 

protect the rights of human participants.  

Researcher. The researcher is currently an assistant professor of nonprofit leadership and 

management at a private liberal arts university in North Carolina and the executive director of a 

small grassroots nonprofit organization that is a member of the Guilford Nonprofit Consortium. 

She has been an educator in the field of nonprofit studies for fourteen years, a recognized leader 
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and facilitator of capacity building for nearly 20 years and in the position of Executive Director 

of a nonprofit for three years.  

The researcher‘s concern about identifying what works and desire to report results and 

findings to academics and practitioners guides this study and provides direction for this 

connected mixed-methods strategy of inquiry. Both as an academic and practitioner the 

researcher aimed to maintain integrity of the research process by yielding to the ethical 

responsibilities of researchers. Therefore, during the interview, the researcher was intentional 

about expressing appreciation for a difference in realities between researcher and the researched, 

communicating respect towards each informant and their contribution to the study, and restating 

their responses for clarity and accuracy (O‘Leary, 2004). As instructed by Marshall and Rossman 

(2006), the researcher was explicit about explaining the role of the researcher through informed 

consent, when setting up the interview appointments and before, during and after asking 

questions at the time of the interviews.  

Data collection and procedures. Qualitative data collection was conducted by the 

researcher via telephone interviews. Each executive director was contacted, by phone at least 

four weeks after completing the GRID, to set up their appointment for a telephone interview. In 

the interview, the researcher documented the informants‘ responses to each question and noted 

descriptive and reflective elements of the interview. The informants‘ responses were scribed on 

interview and observation note-taking forms and voice recorded.  

The executive directors‘ interview responses were hand-written on a note-taking form 

and voice recorded. The note-taking form was designed based on the interview questions (see 

Appendix I). This produced eight primary categories of data that were sorted relative to (a) prior 

experience completing a capacity assessment, (b) thoughts during and after completing the 
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GRID, (c) knowledge and insight gained from completing this assessment, (d) degree of 

engagement in capacity building, (e) who they shared their GRID results with, (f) whether they 

had planned and/or (g) implemented capacity building activities relative to the seven elements of 

the GRID, and (h) questions and comments about the interview. Each set of data was grouped 

accordingly and designated a title matching each question. Hence, key words and phrases were 

categorized based on the interview questions.  

Likewise, during each phone interview, observation data was hand-written on a note-

taking form (see Appendix J). This shaped two secondary categories of data that were sorted 

according to contextual elements of the interview—identified as descriptive and reflective. The 

descriptive contextual categories of the interview included personality and mood, voice tone, 

location and setting, and activities and events occurring during the time of the interview. The 

reflective categories were comprised of speculations, ideas, problems, and impressions voiced by 

the executive directors. Both sets of data were grouped accordingly and designated a title 

matching the observation categories. Thus, key words and phrases were categorized based on the 

observation data sets. 

Data analysis. Using Microsoft Word, the interview notes from each interview were 

typed and compiled into one note-taking form and the voice recordings were transcribed into 12 

individual documents. The procedure for analyzing the qualitative interview data involved both 

(a) a thematic analysis that examined responses to each interview question and the contextual 

notes taken by the researcher, and (b) a content analysis of the overall stories told by the 

informants and derived from the interview transcripts.  These two approaches were 

complementary, the first providing a more analytic search for categories in the data and the 
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second providing a more integrative understanding of the experience through the narrative voice 

of the informants. 

Thematic analysis involved organizing, coding, and assigning themes to the data based on 

key words and phrases from the interview responses and contextual notes from the interview. 

The data was coded and assigned themes by the researcher and another person. This encouraged 

higher-level thinking about each theme and a cross-check of codes for intercoder agreement 

(Creswell, 2009). Thematic analysis moved the researcher from the raw data to meaningful 

understanding and coding allowed for reduction in the data and analytic categorization of the 

data (Neuman, 2006).  

Thematic analysis of the responses to the interview questions began with coding the 

interview responses, from the interview notes and transcriptions, around the eight questions 

explained in the instrumentation section. The answers to question one provided data about the 

informants‘ previous experience completing a capacity assessment. Question two, highlighted 

the thoughts of each participant during and after completing the GRID. Question three, specified 

learning that took place. Question four, documented the degree of engagement in capacity 

building after completing the GRID. Question five, noted with whom the executive director 

shared the results. Respectively, questions six and seven, detailed an account of capacity building 

activities that were planned and/or implemented relative to the seven areas of the GRID. As 

noted in Phase I (see Table 3.2, Summary of Variables), those areas are aspiration, strategies, 

organizational skills, human resources, systems and infrastructure, organizational structure and 

culture. The last question gave the executive directors an opportunity to ask questions and share 

additional comments. The researcher concluded the interviews by expressing appreciation for the 

informants‘ participation.  
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The data collected from the open-ended interview responses were coded using acronyms 

based on words written in the questions (see Table 3.3). For example, the question ―What were 

your thoughts during and after completing this assessment?‖ was coded with the acronym 

―THO.‖ After coding the interview data, data relative to each question were assigned thematic 

titles. Questions 1, 2, 3, 6, 7, and 8 were assigned a thematic title based on key words and 

phrases from the responses of the open-ended interview questions (see Table 3.3). The themes 

were related to the executive directors‘ knowledge about capacity assessments, learning that 

occurred, thoughts and insights that arose while completing the GRID, and plans and 

implementation of capacity building activities. Questions 1, 4, 5, 6, and 7 were assigned a 

specified title based on the focus of the closed-ended interview questions (see Table 3.4). These 

questions were associated with the experience and behavior of executive directors‘ degree of 

engagement in capacity building after completing the GRID. In addition, emerging themes were 

identified during this process. 

Table 3.3 

Open-Ended Response Codes from Interview Notes 

Open-Ended Questions 

(Knowledge) 

Response 

Codes 

(Coder I) 

Response 

Codes 

(Coder II) 

Same/Similar 

Codes 

1. Description of Previous Capacity 

Assessment  
EXP = x EXP = x EXP = x 

2. Thoughts During and After THO = x THO = x THO = x 

3. Learning and Insight LI = x LI = x LI = x 

6. Planning Capacity Building PL = x PL = x PL = x 

7. Implementing Capacity Building IMP = x IMP = x IMP = x 

8.  Questions/Comments  QC = x QC = x QC = x 
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Table 3.4  

 

Closed-Ended Responses from Interview Notes 

 

Closed-Ended Questions Response Choices 

 

1. Previous Experience Completing Capacity 

 Assessment 

 

Yes  

No  

 

4. Result of Completing the GRID 

 

a.  Completed the Assessment and Reviewed 

the Results 

b.  Shared the Capacity Results w/others but 

not yet engaged in Capacity Building  

c.  Begun to Plan Some Capacity Building  

d.  Already Implementing Capacity Building 

 

5. Shared the Capacity Results 

 

a.  Staff  

b.  Board of Directors  

c.  Volunteers  

d.  Other Stakeholders  

 

6. Planning Capacity Building 

 

a.  Aspirations  

b.  Strategy  

c.  Organizational Skills  

d.  Human Resource  

e.  Systems and Infrastructure  

f.  Organizational Structure  

g.  Culture 

7. Already Started Implementing Capacity 

Building 

a.  Aspirations 

b.  Strategy  

c.  Organizational Skills  

d.  Human Resource  

e.  Systems and Infrastructure  

f.  Organizational Structure  

g.  Culture 

 

 

Further analysis entailed coding data gathered from the written observation notes about 

the descriptive and reflective elements of the interview. The data collected from the observation 

notes were coded using acronyms based on the words used to describe the observation elements 

of the interview (see Tables 3.5 and 3.6). For example, the observation data set that captured the 

personality and mood of the executive director was coded with the acronym ―PM.‖ As 
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previously noted, the descriptive contextual elements of the interview were personality and 

mood, voice tone, setting, and activities and events occurring during the time of the interview 

and the reflective components were speculations, ideas, problems and impressions (see Tables 

3.5 and 3.6). This fostered the creation of eight observation data sets. Subsequently, the 

observation data sets were assigned a title matching the specified data sets and emerging themes 

were identified during this process. 

Table 3.5 

 

Descriptive Codes from Observation Notes 

 

Descriptive 

Response Codes 

(Coder I) 

Response Codes 

(Coder II) 

Same/Similar 

Codes 

1. Personality and Mood PM = x PM = x PM = x 

2. Voice Tone VT = x VT = x VT = x 

3. Location and Setting LS = x LS = x LS = x 

4. Activities and Events  

During Interview  
AE = x AE = x AE = x 

 

Table 3.6 

 

Reflective Codes from Observation Notes 

 

Reflective 

Response Codes 

(Coder I) 

Response Codes 

(Coder II) 

Same/Similar 

Codes 

5. Speculation SP = x SP = x SP = x 

6. Ideas  ID = x ID = x ID = x 

7. Problems PR = x PR = x PR = x 

8. Impressions IM = x IM = x IM = x 

 

Thematic analysis concluded with scanning for interconnections between and among 

themes derived from the interview responses and contextual elements of the interview (see 

Figure 3.1). The interview responses themes were scanned for connections between knowledge 
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and experience and behavior of the executive directors while completing the GRID. The 

contextual elements were scanned for connections between descriptive and reflective themes 

from the interview. The interview responses themes were scanned for connections to the 

contextual elements themes. In addition, how characteristics of the executive directors vary on 

any of these dimensions was explored (O‘Leary, 2004).  

Interview Responses 

 
 

Contextual Elements 

 
 

Interview Responses and Contextual Elements 

 
 

Figure 3.1. Interconnections between Themes across Qualitative Data Sets 

Content analysis of the transcripts began with creating stories from the 12 interview 

conversations to capture the richness of detail indicative of qualitative research. The stories were 

written from the transcripts to create storylines that conveyed the experience of the executive 

directors who completed the GRID.  After the stories were written, the researcher analyzed the 
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storylines by reading and re-reading each story to lift from the text inferences of to what extent 

and in what ways capacity building could have taken place as a result of completing the GRID. 

Trustworthiness of the study. Dependability of the research was ensured relative to the 

explicitness and appropriateness of the research design, methods, and relevance of the research 

questions to the scholarly community on capacity building for nonprofits (Marshall & Rossman, 

2006). Thus, the mixed methods research design and qualitative method of interviewing was 

explicitly detailed so readers can judge the adequacy and sense of the inquiry. Interviews were 

conducted by the researcher and interview notes were checked for mistakes and corrected. 

Relevance of the research question in the capacity building field is affirmed by Worth (2009), 

Hudson (2005), De Vita and Fleming (2001) and Connolly and York (2003). Soundness of the 

qualitative data collection procedures and analysis was assured by implementing more than one 

strategy to check the accuracy of the data (Marshall & Rossman, 2006). Interview notes were 

shared with informants, for clarification throughout the interview conversation, to member check 

accuracy and the researcher debriefed with the director of the Guilford Nonprofit Consortium so 

that the account would resonate with people other than the researcher (Creswell, 2009).  

Summary 

Chapter 3 provided an explanation for the mixed methods research design and presented 

a detailed account of data collection and analysis procedures. The research design which includes 

a description of the survey instrument and the nature of the interviews were approved by the 

North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University Internal Review Board (see 

Appendix K).  The analysis of quantitative and qualitative data yielded vital information for 

addressing the research question. The results and findings are presented in Chapter 4, and the 

interpretation of the entire analysis and conclusions of the study are provided in Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 4 

Quantitative Results and Qualitative Findings 

 Chapter 4 consists of a presentation and explanation of the quantitative results and 

qualitative findings of the research study. Systemized into two sequential phases, a mixed 

methods research strategy was the overarching design for this study.  In Phase I the capacity of 

54 nonprofit organizations was assessed by the organization‘s executive director, and in Phase II 

12 executive directors were interviewed by the researcher. The 54 nonprofit organizations 

surveyed in Phase I provided a population for selecting a purposeful random sample of executive 

directors to interview in Phase II.  

The analysis of data generated from this mixed methods study yielded vital information 

necessary to examine the research question—―to what extent‖ and ―in what ways‖ does assessing 

the capacity of a nonprofit organization stimulate capacity building?‖ Emphasis was on the 

analysis of the qualitative data; however, quantitative data from the survey completed by the 

executive directors were also examined. This data included the demographics of the respondents, 

the characteristics of the nonprofits they represent, and the capacity scores generated from the 

GRID survey.  The qualitative findings describe reoccurring patterns from stories created about 

the informants‘ experience completing the capacity assessment and common themes among and 

between the interview responses and contextual elements of the interview.   

Results 

 Phase I—Quantitative survey. The quantitative survey provided data on the 

demographics of the respondents, characteristics of the nonprofits they represent, and capacity 

scores.  The respondents were surveyed using the McKinsey Capacity Assessment Grid (GRID). 
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The GRID is a tool, utilized by nonprofit professionals, to determine level of capacity and 

identify areas of capacity that need improvement.   

Description of respondents. In Phase I the capacity of 54 nonprofit organizations that 

were members of the Guilford Nonprofit Consortium (GNC) was assessed by their executive 

directors.  Fifty-eight members of GNC volunteered, met the requirements, and submitted a 

survey.  However, four were eliminated because their surveys were incomplete. Three of the  

four respondents did not complete any of the items in the contact information section of the 

survey, and one provided their contact information but did not finish completing the GRID.  The 

54 members were from the approximately 188 members of the GNC.  This resulted in an equal 

response rate of 29% for the executive directors and 29% for the nonprofits that participated. 

Though the response rate was moderate, a segment of nonprofits with a current capacity 

assessment was established, and these respondents formed the population necessary for sampling 

in the qualitative phase of the study. Table 4.1 highlights the demographics of the executive 

directors and Table 4.2 provides characteristics of the nonprofit organizations in which the 

executive directors represent.  

The demographics of the executive directors provide the gender, educational level, years 

working with their nonprofit, and number of years working in the nonprofit sector. The number 

of females completing the GRID was 33 along with 18 males. Three of the respondents did not 

provide an answer to this survey item. Fifty-two (52) respondents obtained degrees beyond high 

school, 2 respondents‘ highest educational level was high school and 25 held masters degrees. 

The majority or 24 of the respondents reported 4 years or less working with their nonprofit 

organization, 20 reported between 5 and 15 years, and 8 reported between 16 and 30 years.  Two 

respondents did not answer this item.  As employees, the executive directors have been working 
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in the sector up to 40 years. Most of them have worked in the sector from 0 to 25 years with a 

few 26 years and above. 

Table 4.1 

 

Demographics of Executive Directors 

 

Demographic Group Number of Respondents 

   

Gender Male 18 

 Female 33 

 Did not answer 3 

   

Education High School 2 

 Associates 0 

 Bachelors               19 

 Masters 25 

 Doctorate 4 

 Did not answer 4 

   

   

# of Years with this Organization 0-4 24 

 5-10 10 

 11-15 10 

 16-20 4 

 21-25 2 

 26-30 2 

 Did not answer 2 

   

# of Years in Nonprofit Sector as 

an Employee 
0-4 9 

 5-10 6 

 11-15 8 

 16-20 10 

 21-25 10 

 26-30 1 

 31-35 1 

 36-40 4 

 Did not answer 5 

   

 

 



61 

 

Table 4.2 

Characteristics of Nonprofit Organizations 

Characteristic Group Number of Respondents 

   

# of Years in Operation 1-10 17 

 11-20 13 

 21-30 5 

 31-40 5 

 41-50 6 

 51-60 3 

 61-70 1 

 71-80 1 

 81-90 0 

 91-100 1 

 101-110 1 

 Did not answer 1 

   

Budget in Dollars 0-499,999 22 

 500,000-999,999 13 

 1,000,000-1,499,999 3 

 1,500,000-1,999,999 3 

 2,000,000-2,499,999 3 

 2,500,000-2,999,999 0 

 3,000,000-3,499,999 0 

 3,500,000-3,999,999 0 

 4,000,000-4,499,999 2 

 4,500,000-4,999,999 0 

 5,000,000-5,499,999 1 

 5,500,000-5,999,999 0 

 6,000,000-6,499,999 0 

 Over 6,499,999  5 

 Did not answer 2 

   

Staff Size 0-49 48 

 50-99 1 

 100-149 0 

 150-199 0 

 200-249 1 

 250-300 2 

 Did not answer 2 

   

# of Volunteers 0-9 7 

 10-19 8 

 20-29 6 
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Table 4.2 (cont.) 

 

Characteristic Group Number of Respondents 

   

# of Volunteers (cont.) 30-39 2 

 40-49 2 

 50-59 3 

 60-69 1 

 70-79 1 

 80-89 3 

 90-99 1 

 Over 100 18 

 Did not answer 2 

  54   Total 

 

 

Characteristics of the nonprofit respondents include the number of years in operation, 

annual budget, size of paid staff, and number of volunteers.  Together, the nonprofit 

organizations represent hundreds of years of service in Guilford County. The annual budgets are 

under $1,000,000 for 35 of these nonprofits and 12 have budgets from $1,000,000 to $6,500,000. 

The majority have less than 50 paid staff and a varied number of volunteers across the 54 

organizations. 

Capacity scores. The GRID was used to survey capacity and as shown in Table 2.1, the 

GRID is comprised of 58 attributes categorized under seven variables pertaining to capacity. The 

attributes are scored on a continuum from ―1‖ to ―4.‖  The four scores are defined as follows:  

 1 = clear need for increased capacity 

 2 = basic level of capacity in place 

 3 = moderate level of capacity in place 

 4 = high level of capacity in place 
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The variables are aspirations, strategy, organizational skills, systems and infrastructure, human 

resources, organizational structure and culture.  As noted in Chapter 3, these areas are defined as 

follows: 

 Aspirations: An  organization‘s mission, vision, and overarching goals, which 

collectively articulate its common sense of purpose and directions 

 Strategy: The coherent set of actions and programs aimed at fulfilling the organization‘s 

overarching goals 

 Organizational Skills: The sum of the organization‘s capabilities, including such things 

(among others) as performance measurement, planning, resource management, and 

external relationship building 

 Human Resource: The collective capabilities, experiences, potential and commitment of 

the organization‘s board, management team, staff, and volunteers 

 Systems and Infrastructure: The organization‘s planning, decision making, knowledge 

management, and administrative systems, as well as the physical and technological assets 

that support the organization 

 Organizational Structure: The combination of governance, organizational design, inter-

functional coordination, and individual job descriptions that shapes the organization‘s 

legal and management structure 

 Culture: The connective tissue that binds together the organization, including shared 

values and practices, behavior norms, and most important, the organization‘s orientation 

towards performance. 

The bar chart in Figure 4.1 shows the frequency of the organizations‘ overall average 

capacity score. This overall capacity was calculated by averaging an organization‘s capacity 
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ratings across the 58 attributes.  The overall capacity scores was considered ―clear need‖ if the 

average was between 1.0 and 1.9, ―basic‖ if the average was between 2.0  and 2.9, ―moderate‖ if 

the average was between 3.0 and 3.9, and ―high‖ if the average was  4. The arithmetic average 

for the group of 54 organizations was 2.8. This score indicates that on average the nonprofit 

organizations have a basic, almost moderate level of capacity in place.  
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Figure 4.1. Frequency Distribution of Average Level of Capacity (Surveys) 
 

Figure 4.2 shows the frequency of averages across the continuum of capacity scores for 

each of the seven areas of organizational capacity. As shown, capacity needs from greatest to 

least based on number of nonprofits reported for each area and level of capacity are 

organizational skills, systems and infrastructure,  strategy, human resources, organizational 

structure, aspirations, and culture. The greatest need is in the areas of organizational skills (s = 

2.6) and systems and infrastructure (s = 2.7). The capacity in these areas is a basic level of 

capacity in place.  This shows there is a need for capacity building to enhance performance, 

planning, resource management, and external relationship building for 23 out of the 54 

nonprofits surveyed. These nonprofits show average scores for organizational skills below the 
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corporate average of 3. As well as, the need for capacity building to improve decision making 

strategies, knowledge management, administrative systems, and physical and technological 

assets for 20 out of the 54. They also show an average score below the corporate average of 3. 

The least need is in the areas of aspirations and culture with an average level of capacity of 3 in 

both areas. This score reveals there is a moderate level of capacity in place pertaining the 

organizations‘ ability to articulate their nonprofit‘s mission and vision and demonstrate shared 

values and practices amongst stakeholders. In addition, a slight difference in the arithmetic 

average, across the areas of capacity is shown in Table 4.3.  
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Figure 4.2. Frequency Distribution for Areas of Capacity Scores 

Table 4.3 

 

Averages for Variables of Capacity 

 

Areas of 

Capacity Aspirations Strategy 

Organizational 

Skills 

Human 

Resources 

Systems and 

Infrastructure 

Organizational 

Structure Culture 

Sample 

Average 

(n = 54) 

Average 3 2.8 2.6 2.8 2.7 2.9 3 2.8 

 

Capacity scores by demographics and organizational characteristics. Tables 4.4–4.11 

detail an account of the average level of capacity based on the gender, education level, number of 

years with their organization, and number of years in the nonprofit sector for the executive 
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directors and number of years in operation, budget, staff size and number of volunteers for the 

nonprofits that were queried using the GRID. 

As indicated in Table 4.4, none of the female respondents were associated with a 

nonprofit that scored a 4. However, there were three executive directors reporting a score of 4. 

Two of these executive directors were males. A score of 4 indicates the organization has a high 

level of capacity.  

Table 4.4 

 

Gender of Executive Directors and Average Level of Capacity 

 

Demographic Group 

Number of 

Respondents 1 2 3 4 

Rating for Entire 

Sample 

(n = 54) 

Gender Male 18 0 6 10 2 3 

 
Female 33 1 8 24 0 3 

 
Did not answer 3 0 1 1 1 3 

 Total 54 1 15 35 3 3 

 

 The capacity scores related to educational level showed more variability across the 

continuum of scores for executive directors with bachelors and masters degrees (see Table 4.5).   

Table 4.5 

 

Education of Executive Directors and Average Level of Capacity 

 

Demographic Group 

Number of 

Respondents 1 2 3 4 

Rating for Entire 

Sample (n = 54) 

Education High School 2 0 2 0 0 2 

 Associates 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 Bachelors            19 1 4 13 1 3 

 Masters 25 0 6 18 1 3 

 Doctorate 4 0 1 3 0 3 

 Did not answer 4 0 2 1 1 3 

 Total 54 1 15 35 3 3 
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 The number of years an executive director has been employed with their organization is 

indicated in Table 4.6, and the number of years an executive director has worked in the nonprofit 

sector is displayed in Table 4.7. Tables 4.8, 4.9, 4.10, and 4.11 present capacity levels by the 

organization‘s years in operation, budget, staff size, and number of volunteers.   

Table 4.6 

 

Years with Organization and Average Level of Capacity 

 

Demographic Group 

Number of 

Respondents 1 2 3 4 

Rating for 

Entire Sample 

(n = 54) 

# of Years 

with this 

Organization 
0-4 24 1 6 16 1 3 

 5-10 10 0 3 5 1 3 

 11-15 10 0 3 7 0 3 

 16-20 4 0 1 3 0 3 

 21-25 2 0 0 2 0 3 

 26-30 2 0 1 2 0 3 

 Did not answer 2 0 1 0 1 3 

 Total 54 1 15 35 3 3 

 

Table 4.7 

 

Years in the Nonprofit Sector and Average Level of Capacity 

 

Demographic Group 

Number of 

Respondents 1 2 3 4 

Rating for 

Entire Sample 

(n = 54) 

# of Years in 

Nonprofit Sector 

as an Employee 
0-4 9 1 3 5 0 2 

 5-10 6 0 1 5 0 3 

 11-15 8 0 3 4 1 3 
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Table 4.7 (cont.) 

 

Demographic Group 

Number of 

Respondents 1 2 3 4 

Rating for 

Entire Sample 

(n = 54) 

 16-20 10 0 2 8 0 3 

 21-25 10 0 1 8 1 3 

 26-30 1 0 1 0 0 2 

 31-35 1 0 0 1 0 3 

 36-40 4 0 2 2 0 3 

 

Table 4.8 

 

Years in Operation and Average Level of Capacity 

 

Characteristic Group 

Number of 

Respondents 1 2 3 4 

Rating for 

Entire Sample 

(n = 54) 

# of Years in 

Operation 
1-10 17 1 6 10 0 3 

 11-20 13 0 3 10 0 3 

 21-30 5 0 2 3 0 3 

 31-40 5 0 1 4 0 3 

 41-50 6 0 2 3 1 3 

 51-60 3 0 1 2 0 3 

 61-70 1 0 0 1 0 3 

 71-80 1 0 0 1 0 3 

 81-90 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 91-100 1 0 0 0 1 4 

 101-110 1 0 0 1 0 3 

 Did not answer 1 0 0 0 1 4 

 Total 54 1 15 35 3 3 
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Table 4.9 

 

Budget and Average Level of Capacity 

 

Characteristic Group 

Number of 

Respondents 1 2 3 4 

Rating for 

Entire Sample 

(n = 54) 

Budget in 

Dollars 
0-499,999 22 1 7 14 0 3 

 
500,000-

999,999 
13 0 6 7 0 3 

 
1,000,000-

1,499,999 
3 0 0 3 0 3 

 
1,500,000-

1,999,999 
3 0 0 3 0 3 

 
2,000,000-

2,499,999 
3 0 0 3 0 3 

 
2,500,000-

2,999,999 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

 
3,000,000-

3,499,999 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

 
3,500,000-

3,999,999 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

 
4,000,000-

4,499,999 
2 0 0 0 2 4 

 
4,500,000-

4,999,999 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

 
5,000,000-

5,499,999 
1 0 1 0 0 2 

 
5,500,000-

5,999,999 
0 0 0 0 0 0 

 
6,000,000-

6,499,999 
 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 
Over 

6,499,999  
5 0 0 5 0 3 

 
Did not 

answer 
2 0 1 0 1 3 

 Total 54 1 15 35 3 3 
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Table 4.10 

 

Staff Size and Average Level of Capacity 

 

Characteristic Group 

Number of 

Respondents 1 2 3 4 

Rating for 

Entire Sample 

(n = 54) 

Staff Size 0-49 48 1 14 31 2 3 

 50-99 1 0 1 0 0 2 

 100-149 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 150-199 0 0 0 0 0 0 

 200-249 1 0 0 1 0 3 

 250-300 2 0 0 2 0 3 

 
Did not 

answer 
2 0 0 1 1 3 

 Total 54 1 15 35 3 3 

 

Table 4.11 

 

Volunteers and Average Level of Capacity 

 

Characteristic Group 

Number of 

Respondents 1 2 3 4 

Rating for 

Entire Sample 

(n = 54) 

# Of 

Volunteers 
0-9 7 1 2 3 1 3 

 10-19 8 0 5 3 0 3 

 20-29 6 0 2 4 0 3 

 30-39 2 0 1 1 0 3 

 40-49 2 0 0 2 0 3 

 50-59 3 0 2 1 0 3 

 60-69 1 0 0 1 0 3 

 70-79 1 0 1 0 0 2 

 80-89 3 0 2 1 0 3 

 90-99 1 0 0 1 0 3 

 Over 100 18 0 0 17 1 3 

 
Did not 

answer 
2 0 0 1 1 4 

 Total 54 1 15 35 3 3 
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Summary of the survey results. The 54 survey respondents provided a population from 

which to draw a sample for the second qualitative phase of the study. This population consisted 

of 33 female and 18 male executive directors and the organizations they represent were small to 

medium size nonprofits with hundreds of years in service in Guilford County, North Carolina. In 

accordance with the GRID, the results also revealed the greatest need for capacity building in the 

areas of organizational skills and systems and infrastructure.  

The results from Phase I informed Phase II of the research strategy. In essence, the 

quantitative results aided significantly in the quest to answer the research question and provided 

an essential component necessary to examine to what extent and in what ways assessing capacity 

helps executive directors engage in capacity building.  The essential component, as mentioned 

throughout the research design and methodology chapter, was the identification of a population 

of executive directors that had assessed the capacity of their nonprofit organization.  Phase I 

fulfilled this imperative and provided research based knowledge on the dispensation of the 

GRID.    

 Phase II—Qualitative. The qualitative findings are based on interviews with a subgroup 

of executive directors who had completed the GRID survey in Phase I.  Common themes from 

the interview responses and contextual elements of the interview were identified and reoccurring 

patterns were noted in the stories these executive directors told about their experience with the 

assessment process  

Description of the informants and their organizations. Phase II consisted of interviews 

with 12 executive directors who were randomly selected from the 54 members of the Guilford 

Nonprofit Consortium (GNC) who completed the GRID in Phase I.  This resulted in a purposeful 

sample of executive directors, and the nonprofits they represent. These informants volunteered 
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and met the requirements to participate in a phone interview. Table 4.12 highlights the 

demographics of the executive directors and Table 4.13 provides characteristics of the nonprofit 

organizations in which the executive directors represent. 

The demographics of the executive directors, presented in Table 4.12, provide the gender, 

educational level, years working with their nonprofit, and number of years working in the 

nonprofit sector. The number of females interviewed was 9 along with 3 males. All 12 

respondents obtained degrees beyond high school, 6 informants obtained a bachelor degree and 6 

held a master degree. The majority or 7 of the respondents reported 0-10 years with their 

nonprofit organization, 4 reported 11-20 years, and 1 between 26-30 years. As employees, the 

executive directors have been working in the sector up to 40 years. Most of them have worked in 

the sector from 0 to 20 years with a few 21 years and above.  

Table 4.12 

 

Demographics of Executive Directors 

 

Demographic Group 

Number of 

Respondents 

   

Gender Male 3 

 Female 9 

 Did not answer 0 

   

Education High School 0 

 Associates 0 

 Bachelors               6 

 Masters 6 

 Doctorate 0 

 Did not answer 0 

   

# of Years with this Organization 0-4 3 

 5-10 4 

 11-15 1 

 16-20 3 

 21-25 0 
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Table 4.12 (cont.) 

 

Demographic Group 

Number of 

Respondents 

   

 26-30 1 

 Did not answer 0 

   

# of Years in Nonprofit Sector as 

an Employee 

0-4 3 

 5-10 2 

 11-15 1 

 16-20 2 

 21-25 1 

 26-30 0 

 31-35 1 

 36-40 2 

 Did not answer 0 

   

 

Characteristics of the nonprofit informants, shown in Table 4.13, include the number of 

years in operation, annual budget, size of staff and volunteers.  Together, the nonprofit 

organizations represent nearly 400 years of service in Guilford County. The annual budgets are 

$0-$499,000 for 5 of the nonprofits, 4 with close to $1,000,000 budgets, 2 between $2,000,000-

$2,499,999 and 1 at $18,500,000. The majority of these nonprofits have 0-49 staff with 1 

reporting 250 employees. The population of volunteers is varied across the 12 organizations.   

Table 4.13 

 

Characteristics of Nonprofit Organizations 

 

Characteristic Group Number of Respondents 

   

# of Years in Operation 1-10 3 

 11-20 3 

 21-30 2 

 31-40 0 

 41-50 1 

 51-60 2 

 61-70 0 



74 

 

Table 4.13 (cont.) 

 

Characteristic Group Number of Respondents 

 71-80 0 

 81-90 0 

 91-100 0 

 101-110 1 

 Did not answer 0 

   

Budget in Dollars 0-499,999 5 

 500,000-999,999 4 

 1,000,000-1,499,999 0 

 1,500,000-1,999,999 0 

 2,000,000-2,499,999 2 

 2,500,000-2,999,999 0 

 3,000,000-3,499,999 0 

 3,500,000-3,999,999 0 

 4,000,000-4,499,999 0 

 4,500,000-4,999,999 0 

 5,000,000-5,499,999 0 

 5,500,000-5,999,999 0 

 6,000,000-6,499,999 0 

 Over 6,499,999  1 

 Did not answer 0 

   

Staff Size 0-49 11 

 50-99 0 

 100-149 0 

 150-199 0 

 200-249 0 

 250-300 1 

 Did not answer 0 

   

# Of Volunteers 0-9 1 

 10-19 0 

 20-29 3 

 30-39 1 

 40-49 0 

 50-59 2 

 60-69 2 

 70-79 0 

 80-89 1 

 90-99 0 

 Over 99 2 

 Did not answer 0 
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Capacity scores of informants. The GRID was used to assess capacity and as shown in 

Table 2.1, the GRID is comprised of 58 attributes categorized under 7 variables pertaining to 

capacity. As reported in Chapter 2, the attributes are scored on a continuum from ―1‖ to ―4.‖  

The four scores are defined as follows:  

 1 = clear need for increased capacity 

 2 = basic level of capacity in place 

 3 = moderate level of capacity in place 

 4 = high level of capacity in place 

The variables are aspirations, strategy, organizational skills, systems and infrastructure, human 

resources, organizational structure and culture.  As noted in Chapter 3, these areas are defined as 

follows: 

 Aspirations: An  organization‘s mission, vision, and overarching goals, which 

collectively articulate its common sense of purpose and directions 

 Strategy: The coherent set of actions and programs aimed at fulfilling the organization‘s 

overarching goals 

 Organizational Skills: The sum of the organization‘s capabilities, including such things 

(among others) as performance measurement, planning, resource management, and 

external relationship building 

 Human Resource: The collective capabilities, experiences, potential and commitment of 

the organization‘s board, management team, staff, and volunteers 

 Systems and Infrastructure: The organization‘s planning, decision making, knowledge 

management, and administrative systems, as well as the physical and technological assets 

that support the organization 
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 Organizational Structure: The combination of governance, organizational design, inter-

functional coordination, and individual job descriptions that shapes the organization‘s 

legal and management structure 

 Culture: The connective tissue that binds together the organization, including shared 

values and practices, behavior norms, and most important, the organization‘s orientation 

towards performance. 

The bar chart in Figure 4.3 shows the frequency of the overall average capacity scores for 

the 12 organizations whose executive directors participated in Phase II. The arithmetic average 

level of capacity for the 12 informants was 2.69.  One nonprofit reported a capacity score in the 

range of 1.0 to 1.9 which shows a clear need for increased capacity. The majority or 6 of the 

nonprofits had capacity scores in the range of 2.0 to 2.9. These scores indicate half of these 

nonprofits had a basic level of capacity in place. Five nonprofits had capacity scores in the range 

of 3.0 to 3.9.  Their scores show a moderate level of capacity in place. Overall, none of the 

informants were associated with a nonprofit that scored a 4. A score of 4 indicates the 

organization has a high level of capacity. 

 
 

Figure 4.3. Frequency Distribution of Average Level of Capacity (Interviews) 



77 

 

The average level of capacity, for each of the seven variables of organizational capacity, 

is shown in Table 4.14. Capacity needs from greatest to least are systems and infrastructure, 

organizational skills, human resources, strategy, organizational structure, culture and aspirations.  

The greatest need is in the areas of systems and infrastructure (s = 2.58) and organizational skills 

(s = 2.59). Likewise, the respondents in the quantitative phase reported both of these areas as 

having the greatest need. This suggests there is a basic to moderate level of capacity in place and 

a need for capacity building to improve decision making strategies, knowledge management, 

administrative systems, and physical and technological assets as well as the need for capacity 

building to enhance performance, planning, resource management, and external relationship 

building for this sample of nonprofits. The least need is in the area of aspirations with an average 

level of capacity of 3. This communicates there is a moderate level of capacity in place and these 

nonprofits understand their organization‘s mission, vision, overarching goals, and collectively 

articulate a common sense of purpose and direction.    

Table 4.14 

 

Average Level of Capacity for Variables of Capacity 

 

Capacity 

Level Aspirations Strategy 

Organizational 

Skills 

Human 

Resources 

Systems and 

Infrastructure 

Organizational 

Structure Culture 

Sample 

Average 

(n = 12) 

Score 3.04 2.74 2..59 2.70 2.58 2.81 2.81 2.69 

 

Findings from qualitative data analysis. The process for analyzing the qualitative data 

involved thematic and content analysis. In-depth thematic analysis was used to note common 

themes across the responses from the interview notes and transcripts. Content analysis was 

conducted to determine emerging patterns of the informants‘ personal accounts about completing 

the GRID storied by the researcher. Respectively, this approach allowed the researcher to study 

the qualitative data in the form of words and phrases and storylines. The frame for identifying 
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common themes and writing stories was conducted around the open and closed-ended interview 

questions and contextual elements of the interview. The interview questions were as follows: 

1. Prior to the assessment you completed in connection with this study, have you ever 

completed a nonprofit capacity assessment? If so, please describe that experience. 

2. What were your thoughts during and after completing this assessment? 

3. What did you learn and what new insights did you gain from completing this capacity 

assessment? 

4. What did you do as a result of completing the capacity assessment?  

a. I completed the assessment and reviewed the results. 

b. I shared the capacity results with others but have not yet engaged in any capacity 

building activities. 

c. I have begun to plan some capacity building activities, but have not yet put those 

plans into action 

d. I have already started implementing capacity building activities. 

5. If you shared the capacity results with others, who did you include?  

a. Staff 

b. Board of Directors (individual members or as a whole) 

c. Volunteers 

d. Other Stakeholders 

6. If you are planning some capacity building activities, in which areas do these activities 

fall? 

o Aspirations 

o Strategies 
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o Organizational Skills 

o Human Resources 

o Systems and Infrastructure 

o Organizational Structure 

o Culture 

7. If you have already started implementing capacity building activities, in which areas do 

these activities fall?   

o Aspirations 

o Strategies 

o Organizational Skills 

o Human Resources 

o Systems and Infrastructure 

o Organizational Structure 

o Culture 

8. Do you have any questions or additional comments?  Thank you for your time.   

The descriptive and reflective elements of the interview were as follows:  

Descriptive 

 Personality and Mood 

 Voice Tone 

 Location and Setting 

 Activities and Events occurring during the Interview 

Reflective 

 Speculation (contemplation, consideration of the subject and reasoning) 
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 Ideas (plans, opinions and convictions) 

 Problems (barriers, objections and complaints) 

 Impressions (effect or feelings) 

Thematic analysis. Thematic analysis primarily involved coding key words and phrases  

with inter-coder agreement and identifying and assigning themes to coded data that were the 

same or similar (see Appendixes L and M).  Thematic analysis of key words and phrases from 

the responses was conducted around open and closed-ended interview questions and the 

contextual elements of the interview.  

As shown in Table 4.15, questions 2, 3, 6, 7, and 8 were assigned a thematic title based 

on key words and phrases, from the open-ended responses documented in both the handwritten 

notes and transcriptions from the interviews.  The responses to question one about the 

informants‘ previous experience completing a capacity assessment were not thematically labeled 

due to the limited key words and phrases in the responses. These responses were a definitive 

―yes‖ or ―no‖ with little to no specificity about the completion of past capacity assessments. 

However, specific themes emerged from questions 2, 3, 6, 7, and 8 as a result of coding 

informants‘ responses. 

Question two highlighted ―capacity needs‖ as thoughts of the informants during and after 

completing the GRID. Question three, specified ―capacity building needed‖ as learning that took 

place. Question six, detailed ―development and fundraising and planning‖ as specific plans for 

capacity building activities. Question seven identified ―planning‖ as implementation of capacity 

building activities. At the conclusion of the interview, responses to the last question pertained to 

additional questions and closing comments from the executive directors.  Their questions and 
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comments focused on ―board development.‖ The common themes across the open-ended 

questions were ―capacity needs‖ and ―planning.‖ 

Table 4.15 

 

Emerging Themes from Interview Responses 

 

Interview Questions Emergent Themes 

Thoughts During and After Capacity Needs 

Learning and Insight Capacity Building Needed 

Planned Capacity Building 
Development and Fundraising 

Planning 

Implemented Capacity Building Planning 

Questions and Comments Board Development 

Common Themes 
Capacity Needs 

Planning 

 

As shown in Table 4.16, questions 1, 4, 5, 6, and 7 were categorized and titled based on 

the closed-ended questions and responses documented from the interviews. The responses to 

question one indicated 9 informants had completed a capacity assessment prior to completing the 

GRID for this study and 3 had not completed a capacity assessment in the past. Question four, 

revealed 5 executive directors completed the assessment and reviewed the results, 2 shared the 

capacity results with others but had not yet engaged in capacity building, 5 had begun to plan 

some capacity building activities and none of them had already started implementing capacity 

building activities. Question five specified 5 shared the capacity results with staff, 7 with their 

board of directors, none shared results with volunteers or other stakeholders. Question six, 

designated strategy, organizational skills, human resources, systems and infrastructure, 

organizational structure and culture as areas in which they were planning capacity building. 

Question seven, indicated human resources and organizational structure as areas in which 

implementation of capacity building had started.    
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Table 4.16 

 

Interview Responses from Closed-Ended Questions 

 

Closed-Ended Questions Responses 

 

1. Previous Experience Completing 

Capacity Assessments 

 

Yes = 9 

No = 3 
 

4. Result of Completing the GRID Completed the Assessment and Reviewed the 

Results = 5 

Shared the Capacity Results w/others but not yet 

Engaged in Capacity Building = 2 

Begun to Plan Some Capacity Building = 5 

Started Implementing  Capacity Building = 0 
 

5. Shared the Capacity Results Staff = 5 

Board of Directors = 7 

Volunteers = 0 

Other Stakeholders = 0 
 

6. Planning Capacity Building Aspirations = 0 

Strategy = 3 

Organizational Skills = 7 

Human Resources = 3 

Systems and Infrastructure = 2 

Organizational Structure = 5 

Culture = 1 
 

7. Already Started Implementing 

Capacity Building 

Aspirations = 0 

Strategy = 0 

Organizational Skills = 0 

Human Resources = 1 

Systems and Infrastructure = 0 

Organizational Structure = 3 

Culture = 0 
 

  

 It is important to note that questions 6 and 7 have open- and closed-ended responses.  

This is due to the informants sharing their feedback in both ways. The questions queried the 

informants for capacity building they planned and/or implemented in the areas of aspirations, 

strategy, organizational skills, human resources, systems and infrastructure, organizational 

structure, and culture. However, most of them were unable to recall the specific areas. Instead, 
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they explicitly stated capacity building activities and the researcher matched the activities to the 

areas of capacity as described by the GRID. For example, an informant shared ―we will use the 

tool and assessment at our upcoming retreat.‖ This was matched with organizational skills.  

Table 4.17 denotes themes assigned to the contextual elements of the interview based on 

key words and phrases from the observation data. The contextual elements are descriptive and 

reflective and were documented from the handwritten interview notes. The descriptive contextual 

elements of the interviews described the personality and mood of the executive directors as 

―friendly, positive and cooperative,‖ with ―positive‖ voice tones, occurring from their ―home or 

office‖ while ―multi-tasking.‖ The common theme across the descriptive elements was 

―positive.‖ The first reflective component about the executive directors was associated with 

speculation or consideration of the GRID and was themed ―relevant.‖ The second component, 

ideas or plans, opinions, and/or convictions about the GRID were noted as ―planning.‖ The third 

component, problems or barriers, objections and/or complaints about the GRID were described 

as ―too long‖ and the fourth component, impressions or effects and/or feelings of the executive 

directors were described as ―useful.‖  The common themes across the contextual elements of the 

interview were ―relevant‖ and ―useful.‖       

Table 4.17 

 

Emerging Themes from Contextual Elements of the Interview 

 

Contextual Elements Common Themes 

 

Descriptive 

 Personality and Mood 

 Voice Tone 

 Location and Setting 

 Activities/Events During the Interview 

  

 

 

 

Positive 
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Table 4.17 (cont.) 

 

Contextual Elements Common Themes 

Reflective 

 Speculation 

 Ideas 

 Problems 

 Impression 

 

 

 

 

Relevant and Useful 

 

Connections between themes across responses to the interview questions and contextual 

elements of the interview were examined and explained according to the nature of the questions 

and descriptive and reflective components of the interview. The primary connection between the 

knowledge (open-ended) and experience and behavior (closed-ended) responses were that 5 

executive directors began to plan capacity building after completing the GRID connects with the 

common theme of ―planning capacity building‖ as a thought during and after completing the 

GRID. The ―planning capacity building‖ theme around thoughts during and after completing the 

GRID and the ―capacity building needed‖ theme around learning and insight are both relative to 

7 out of the 12 executive directors sharing results of the GRID with the board of directors.  The 

Board of Directors would need to be aware of the organization‘s capacity because they have the 

responsibility of developing short and long-term plans for the nonprofits they represent. This 

coincided with the majority of the executive directors sharing the results of the GRID with at 

least one board member. ―Planning‖ was a common theme derived from the open-ended 

interview responses and affirmed in the closed-ended responses from question number 6.  Some 

of the open-ended responses were ―helpful to frame what we need to do,‖ ―use to set goals,‖ and 

―indication of where we need to focus.‖ Responses from question 6, reported by the executive 

directors show planning for capacity building in six out of the seven areas of capacity. The 

capacity area of Aspirations was the only area not noted for planning capacity building.  When 
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given the opportunity to ask additional questions or share closing comments, the 2 executive 

directors who responded inquired about board development. 

Overall connections between the descriptive and reflective themes were not identifiable, 

mostly due to the nature of each set of questions having little to no association. The main 

connection between all the interview responses and themes and the contextual elements was 

―planning.‖ The concept of planning was in common with the reflective contextual element, of 

ideas or plans, opinions and/or convictions about completing the GRID, and the open and closed-

ended interview responses.  

Content analysis. The 12 interview conversations were written as stories to capture the 

richness of detail indicative of qualitative research (Appendixes N–Y). The stories illuminated 

the context of the interviews and gave voice to the informants‘ personal accounts of to what 

extent and in what ways assessing capacity stimulates capacity building. 

The stories were written from the transcripts to create storylines that conveyed the 

experience of the executive directors who completed the GRID.  After the stories were written, 

the researcher analyzed the storylines by reading and re-reading each story to lift from the text 

inferences of to what extent and in what ways capacity building could have taken place as a 

result of completing the GRID. Information from the stories was recorded in a matrix (see Table 

4.18), with columns representing fictional names of the interviewees, what the executive director 

did after completing the assessment, examples of capacity building after completing the 

assessment, and quotes from the transcripts. In column one, the fictional names were assigned to 

each informant to mask their identity. Column 2 provided responses derived from questions 4 

and 5, of the interview, as to the degree of engagement that resulted from completing the GRID.  



 

Table 4.18 

 

Content Analysis of Stories (“to what extent” and “in what ways”) 

 

Informant “to what extent” “in what ways” Quotes 

    

Frances Planned for Staff and Board to 

complete the GRID 
 accentuated not doing well 

 solidified importance to work together 

 decided to plan more capacity building 

 planned for staff and board to complete the GRID 

 

―I did make a plan to implement more-I want 

the board and the staff, that‘s my plan for 

them to take this survey‖ 

Adam Shared with Team   cause to pause and assess internally 

 reflect on the thoughts of the team about capacity 

 pause to think about improvement 

―gave us cause to pause to think about what 

the organization would do to improve the 

areas of human resources‖ ―gave us cause to 

pause to think about what the organization 

would do to improve the areas of human 

resources‖ 

―cause to pause to assess internally some of 

the things we did this past year‖ 

 

Betty Shared with Board Chair and 

Board Committees 
 encouraged in work already doing 

 discouraged in have much more work to do 

 helped frame what need to improve 

 

―we have so much work to do‖ 

Helen Shared with Board  disclosed what nonprofit lacked 

 identified areas of strength 

 helped reflect on the ―whys‖ 

 pinpointed areas of capacity to focus on 

 recognized GRID as useful at board retreat 

 

―I just about cried knowing how deficient we 

were‖ 

 ―the insight was—we really need to focus on 

board involvement, staff cohesion, dispersion 

of information, and fundraising‖ 

Ken Shared with Staff and Board  reality check about where the organization is 

 affirmed and confirmed moving in the right direction 

 opportunity to step back and get a global view of the 

org 

 acknowledged level of performance 

 used to talk to the staff about capacity 

 

―I understand what I needed to do next‖ 

―a little reality check about where we are at.‖ 

 

 

8
6
 



 

Table 4.18 (cont.) 

 

Informant “to what extent” “in what ways” Quotes 

    

Linda Shared with Board President  recognized GRID as useful information for planning ―this was useful information that we might 

be able to bring into our planning in some 

way‖ 

Cindy Reviewed the Results  none 

 

 

Debra Reviewed the Results  emphasized things they need 

 reminded of things needed to get back on track 

―these are definitely things that we need‖ 

―I was reminded of the things that we need to 

look at to get back on our feet,‖ I am 

painfully aware of where we need to grow 

and change‖ 

 

Eddie Reviewed the Results  reflected on what org is about 

 an eye-opener to things need to do to increase capacity 

 reaffirmed direction of the nonprofit 

 

―a good chance for me to reflect on what my 

organization is all about‖ 

Gloria Reviewed the Results  none ―with just a part-time staff, I don‘t think we 

are in a position to rate ourselves as high 

level of capacity‖ 

 

Irene Reviewed the Results  gave things to think about 

 reflected on team‘s thoughts about internal capacity 

―we‘re hosting an organizational retreat . . . 

we‘re going to deal with a lot more of these 

kind of deeper structural issues‖ 

 

Jacquelyn Reviewed the Results 

 
 affirmed where need to grow and change ―it was a good review‖ 

8
7
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Column 3 noted in what ways assessing the capacity of their organization impacted the 

executive director‘s subsequent capacity building. Column four provided quotes from the 

informants that coincided with examples, of capacity building shared by the executive directors, 

noted in column three. The response data in column two and column three were examined for 

reoccurring patterns. Column 2 was checked for patterns of the degree of engagement in capacity 

building based on what the executive directors did as a result of completing the assessment. 

Thus, this was a preset category. 

This feedback was essential to answer part one of the research question and questions of 

this nature were included in the interview. Column three was examined for reoccurring patterns 

across the 12 interview stories to identify examples of capacity building.  This was an effort to 

explore emerging categories that would contribute significantly to answering part two of the 

research question. The researcher categorized the data from both columns, separately, to identify 

reoccurring patterns in the two data sets. The extent in which capacity building took place was 

ascertained from the preset category and the ways in which capacity building occurred was noted 

in one emergent category. The researcher noted the following overarching categories:  

 Degree of Engagement in Capacity Building 

 Use of the Capacity Assessment Experience 

The extent in which the executive directors engaged in capacity building after completing 

the GRID was they reviewed the results, shared the results with others, and planned for some 

capacity building activities. The ways in which executive directors engaged in capacity building 

was uncovered and illustrated in three emerging patterns—identification of capacity needs, 

reflection on current state of capacity, and affirmation of the executive director‘s view of the 

current capacity their organization.      
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Degree of engagement in capacity building. The extent in which executive directors 

engaged in capacity building was acquired from the interview questions that queried the 

informants of their degree of engagement.  Informants were asked to select one of four options: 

(a) I completed the assessment and reviewed the results, (b) I shared the capacity results with 

others but have not yet engage in any capacity building activities, (c) I have begun to plan some 

capacity building activities, but have not yet put those plans into action, and (d) I have already 

started implementing capacity building activities.  The responses from the informants included 

options 1, 2, and 3. Six out of the 12 executive directors completed the assessment and reviewed 

the results, 5 shared the results with staff and board of directors, and 1 planned for their staff and 

board to complete the GRID. Half of the informants did not share their results or experience with 

others. However, these informants indicated the GRID revealed areas in which they need to 

focus on capacity. Of those who shared their results or experience with others, they shared with 

at least one board member and/or the board president.  Interestingly, most of them shared their 

results and/or experience with their board first rather than staff. However, considering the 

leadership hierarchy in a nonprofit, the order is the board of directors, executive director, staff, 

and service volunteers. Only one executive director reported plans for capacity building and none 

reported implementing capacity building as a result of completing the GRID. 

To further understand the degree of engagement, the demographics and capacity level of 

the executive directors in Appendix Z and the organizational characteristics and capacity level of 

the nonprofits in Appendix AA were examined for patterns of difference between the categories. 

This profile data revealed, patterns amongst two of the categories of data—one in which the 

executive directors reviewed the results only and another, they went the next steps and shared 

with others (board and/or staff). Five of the 6 nonprofits in operation the longest were in the 
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―shared‖ category. Four of the 5 organizations that had the largest operating budgets were also in 

the ―shared‖ category. Four of the 5 organizations with the smallest operating budgets were in 

the ―reviewed only‖ category.  These findings suggest, more established nonprofits and those 

with more resources may more readily move beyond ―review only.‖ 

Use of the capacity assessment experience. The ways in which executive directors 

engaged in capacity building was gathered from the descriptions and examples voiced by the 

informants storied in the interviews (see Table 4.19). 

Table 4.19 

 

Emergent Patterns of Capacity Building 

 

Emergent Patterns Descriptions and Examples 

 

Identification of Capacity Needs 

 

 

 Affirmed where need to grow and change 

 Affirmed and confirmed moving in the right direction 

 Reaffirmed direction of the nonprofit 

 Disclosed what nonprofit lacked 

  Helped frame what need to improve 

 Pinpointed areas of capacity to focus on 

 Discouraged in have much more work to do  

 Emphasized things they need 

 Reminded of things needed to get back on track 

 Accentuated not doing well 

 An eye-opener to things need to do to increase 

capacity 

 Identified areas of strength 

 Encouraged in work already doing 

 Solidified importance to work together 

 

Reflection on Current State of Capacity 

 

 

 Helped reflect on the ―whys‖  

 Reflect on the thoughts of the team about capacity 

 Pause to think about improvement  

 Cause to pause and assess internally 

 Reality check about where the organization is 

 Reflected on what org is about 

 Reflected on team‘s thoughts about internal capacity 

 Gave things to think about 

 Opportunity to step back and get a global view of the 

org 

 Acknowledged level of performance 
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Table 3.19 (cont.) 

 

Emergent Patterns Descriptions and Examples 

 

Affirmation of the Executive Director‘s 

View of their Current Capacity 

 

 Planned for staff and board to complete the GRID 

 Decided to plan more capacity building 

 Recognized GRID as useful information for planning 

 Recognized GRID as useful at board retreat 

 Used to talk to the staff about capacity  

 

 

In addition to sharing the use of the GRID they expressed attributes of the experience of 

assessing the capacity of their organization. Again, the patterns that emerged were identification 

of capacity needs, reflection on current level of capacity according to the GRID, and affirmation 

of the executive director‘s view of their current capacity. The quotes that coincided with these 

patterns are as follows:     

 The identification of capacity needs were stated as ―these are definitely things that we 

need,‖ ―I just about cried knowing how deficient we were,‖ ―the insight was—we really 

need to focus on board involvement, staff cohesion, dispersion of information, and 

fundraising,‖ ―gave us cause to pause to think about what the organization would do to 

improve the areas of human resources,‖ and ―I understand what I needed to do next.‖  

 Their reflection on current state of capacity based on the GRID was articulated as ―cause 

to pause to assess internally some of the things we did this past year,‖ ―we have so much 

work to do,‖ ―a good chance for me to reflect on what my organization is all about,‖ 

―with just a part-time staff, I don‘t think we are in a position to rate ourselves as high 

level of capacity,‖ and ―a little reality check about where we are at.‖ 

 Affirmation of the executive director‘s view of their current capacity was disclosed in 

comments such as ―I was reminded of the things that we need to look at to get back on 
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our feet,‖ ―I am painfully aware of where we need to grow and change,‖ and ―it was a 

good review.‖  

In the event there was a significant capacity building activity already planned or in 

progress at the time the GRID was completed, the executive directors who shared the experience 

with others routinely indicated plans to utilize their capacity assessment experience and/or results 

as helpful and supportive information to impart into their capacity building efforts.  Several of 

these informants reported plans to use the capacity information and attributes of the experience 

during discussions about strategic planning and during their board retreats. They communicated 

―we‘re hosting an organizational retreat . . . we‘re going to deal with a lot more of these kind of 

deeper structural issues‖ and ―we are going to our board retreat this weekend and I want to use 

that for our talk about strategic plan.‖  

Summary of qualitative findings. The qualitative findings were derived from an in-depth 

thematic and content analysis of the response data from the open-ended and closed-ended 

responses and contextual elements of the interviews. The handwritten interview notes disclosed 

common themes across the responses to the open-ended questions as ―capacity needs‖ and 

―planning.‖ The executive directors acknowledged what their capacity needs were and areas in 

which they needed to engage in capacity building.  The analysis also revealed, from the 

executive directors‘ responses to the closed-ended questions, that their degree of engagement 

consisted of several of them not sharing their results and some sharing the results and experience 

completing the GRID with staff and the board of directors. As well as, some executive directors 

reported they planned capacity building activities within the 7 areas of capacity depicted in the 

GRID and implemented capacity building activities relative to Human Resources and 

Organizational Structure. Through content analysis, the stories revealed and gave voice to the 
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informants.  The extent in which the executive directors engaged in capacity building after 

completing the GRID consisted of them only reviewing the results and mostly sharing the results 

and/or the capacity assessment experience with their board of directors.  It is important to note 

and explain the inconsistent results obtained from the written notes versus the interview 

transcripts.  The inconsistencies were a consequence of conducting the thematic analysis on the 

handwritten notes  written by the researcher during the interview and the content analysis on the 

stories  created by the researcher using the verbatim transcripts.  Since the verbatim transcripts 

are a more dependable source of data, the content analysis results are considered more 

trustworthy. The ways in which executive directors engaged in capacity building included the 

identification of capacity needs related to their strengths and weaknesses, their reflections on 

their nonprofit‘s level of capacity, and affirmation of their view of the current capacity of their 

nonprofit.  

Summary 

 Overall, quantitative and qualitative data analysis made it possible for the researcher to 

determine to what extent and in what ways assessing capacity helps executive directors engage 

nonprofit organizations in capacity building. The results and findings generated the necessary 

information, explained in Chapter 5, to produce a conclusive account and report on the use of 

assessing the capacity of a nonprofit organization. Chapter 5 elaborates on the results and 

findings in the discussion and implications sections of the study. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Discussion, Implications, and Conclusion 

The quantitative survey results and qualitative interview findings were essential to 

shaping the discussion, implications, and conclusion of the study.  Chapter 5 expounds on the 

results and findings of the study, compares the findings with information in the literature review, 

details implications for practice in the field of capacity building with nonprofit organizations and 

opportunities for future research, explains limitations to the study, and concludes with a synopsis 

of the study.        

The purpose of the study was to provide an in-depth examination of the use of assessing 

capacity with nonprofit organizations. The research question was ―to what extent and in what 

ways does assessing the capacity of a nonprofit organization help that organization‘s executive 

director engage in capacity building?‖ The researcher found that after completing the GRID 

executive directors reviewed their capacity results and shared their experience and/or results with 

their board of directors.  The researcher also discovered executive directors engaged in capacity 

building by identifying their capacity needs, reflecting on the current state of their nonprofit‘s 

capacity, and affirming their existing view of their nonprofit‘s capacity.     

Furthermore, the qualitative findings provided research based information to describe and 

explain the thoughts, insights, and learning that took place during and after completing the 

GRID. Executive directors thought about their capacity needs and plans to meet those needs, and 

learned and shared with their Board of Directors specific areas in which their organizations 

needed capacity building. Responses pertaining to the executive directors‘ thoughts during and 

after completing the GRID were ―definitely things we need,‖ ―reflect on capacity internally and 

externally,‖ ―painfully aware of where we need to grow and change,‖ ―more work to do,‖ ―will 
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use at organization retreat,‖ and ―deficient in technology.‖  Their comments about what they 

learned consisted of ―need to make changes,‖ ―helpful to frame what we need to do,‖ ―leadership 

should work towards strategic planning,‖ ―gave an indication of where we need to focus—staff 

cohesion, board development and fundraising,‖ and ―helped put finger on pulse of ability.‖  

Discussion and Interpretation of the Quantitative Results and Qualitative Findings 

The quantitative phase of the study was strategically positioned in the research process to 

survey the capacity of a segment of nonprofits using the McKinsey Capacity Assessment GRID 

and form the population for qualitative sampling. This resulted in a sample of executive directors 

and the nonprofit organizations they represent from the membership of the Guilford Nonprofit 

Consortium (GNC) in Guilford County, North Carolina.  In this mixed methods study, the 

identification of the level of capacity and demographics of 54 executive directors and the 

nonprofits they represent was determined in the quantitative phase. Collectively, the executive 

directors consisted of women and men, with up to 40 years of experience working in the 

nonprofit sector and hundreds of years of service in the sector by the nonprofits they represent.  

After the quantitative phase was complete, the results showed the greatest need for capacity 

building in the areas of organizational skills and systems and infrastructure. The qualitative 

phase connected with the quantitative phase at the point in which the researcher was able to 

select a purposeful random sample of 12 executive directors.   

 The qualitative findings of this mixed methods study solidified the researcher‘s answer to 

the research question.  The researcher was able to pinpoint, through interviews with 12 executive 

directors, to what extent and in what ways assessing capacity helps executive directors engage 

nonprofit organizations in capacity building. This was shown in the findings that resulted from 

content and thematic analysis of the transcripts, open and closed-ended interview responses, and 
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contextual elements of the interview. The research revealed that the experience of an executive 

director assessing the capacity of their nonprofit does stimulate the engagement of that executive 

director in the initial phase of capacity building. Capacity building begins with an initial 

consultation to build rapport and discuss needs, followed by surveying and analyzing current 

capacity, then a plan is developed for capacity building and concludes with a review of progress 

to determine if capacity building is complete or the process has to be restarted (Sherman, 2008, 

De Vita and Fleming, 2001, Connolly and Lukas, 2002, and Venture Philanthropy Partners, 

2001). 

Also, the qualitative findings offered examples of how assessing the capacity of a 

nonprofit stimulates capacity building. This presented the researcher with descriptions and 

examples of the ways in which capacity building took place as result of completing a capacity 

assessment. The primary insight about the interviews is relative to preparing the informants for 

the interview. It would have been more seamless if the informants could have been given an 

orientation on the variables of capacity and their meaning.  During the interviews the executive 

directors seemed to be challenged at times with recalling the variables of capacity.  A brief 

orientation of the definition of the variables before asking the interview questions could be 

incorporated in the interview protocol. This would give them a point of reference related to areas 

of capacity.   

The extent and ways of engagement in capacity building, as reported by the executive 

directors, was after they completed the GRID they reviewed the results, shared the capacity 

results and experience completing the GRID with staff and members of their board of directors, 

and began thinking about planning and implementing capacity building activities. The executive 

directors stated, ―was a good review was not time wasted,‖ ―this reaffirmed the direction of the 
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organization, useful experience,‖ ―I took ideas to share with the Board,‖ and ―will plan after this 

weekend at the board retreat.‖   

Relationship to Prior Research 

 In this study, diagnosis of the capacity of nonprofits through surveying the capacity of 

nonprofits was viewed as an essential element of examining the use of assessing capacity as a 

stimulant for capacity building. According to Beckhard (2006), organization development (OD) 

involves a systematic diagnosis which parallels with the focus of the examination of the 

investigational topic to examine the use of assessing the capacity of nonprofits. The quantitative 

results from surveying capacity provided information about the nonprofits that could be used to 

identify, coordinate, and facilitate intervention strategies based on the diagnosis (Jones and 

Brazzel, 2006). This was shown in the qualitative findings when the executive directors reported 

planning and implementing capacity building activities after completing the GRID.     

The GRID proved to be helpful to examine and analyze organizational capacity amongst 

the nonprofits in Guilford County, North Carolina. As reported by Gillis (2010), the GRID 

significantly advances the ability to assess an organization‘s capacity. Guthrie and Preston 

(2005) expressed satisfaction with the GRID through their examination of results from the GRID 

administered with three nonprofit organizations.    

As a result of this study, the researcher contributes information about what works in 

building the capacity of nonprofits.  Venture Philanthropy Partners (2001) report there is little 

information about what works and what does not in building the organizational capacity of 

nonprofits. We now know that when an executive director assesses the capacity of their nonprofit 

it helps them engage in the initial phase of capacity building. 
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Researcher Insights about the Capacity Survey Process 

This study also provided the research with experience administering and disseminating 

the GRID survey.  Participants‘ reactions to the survey process yielded additional insights about 

effective approaches to administering capacity surveys. From the study, the researcher 

ascertained when electronically administering and disseminating the GRID, the researcher 

should consider modifying the length of the instrument to reduce the time necessary to complete 

it, ensure a copy of the GRID can be disseminated to the respondents in a usable form, provide a 

way for respondents to ask questions electronically, expect respondents to inquire about capacity 

building resources and opportunities and be prepared to respond, decide how to reply to 

respondents who express a concern about their level of capacity, and anticipate the GRID may 

not be embraced by the population of inquiry. These elements were noted in the feedback from 

the executive directors during and immediately following their completion of the GRID.  

Feedback was captured in emails submitted by some of the respondents via the helpdesk and 

director of GNC email addresses. Some of their immediate feedback was as follows: 

I was hoping to share this with my staff as a series of growth objectives and measures. 

Could u share a copy of your questions with me? 

Wow, that was daunting. Discouraging, too.  I better get my act together. 

I decided not to respond to the survey because many of the questions aren't suitable for a 

private foundation and our situation.  Respectfully, this survey is way too wordy, long, 

and academic to collect meaningful data from the majority of our rank and file, in my 

opinion.  I would suggest something much shorter and easier to read. 

Oh dear God—that survey exceeded my attention span!!!‖ 
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Implications for Practice and Future Research 

The study‘s quantitative results and qualitative findings put forward the following 

implications for practice and future research:   

Practice 

 

 Encourage executive directors to survey capacity with staff and board of directors and 

use the results of the survey to plan for the growth and development of nonprofit 

organizations. 

 Use the GRID to survey and identify level of capacity when planning and implementing 

capacity building activities with nonprofits.  

 Share and explain level of capacity with staff and board of directors as supporting 

information to consider when making decisions about enhancing the growth and 

development of a nonprofit organization.   

Future Research 

 

 Explore what happens to the level of capacity when there is a change in leadership  

within a nonprofit organization.    

 Investigate the difference in the characteristics of nonprofit organizations based on each 

level of capacity (1, 2, 3, and 4) categorized in the GRID to ascertain the features of a 

nonprofit with a capacity level of 4 (high level of capacity). 

 Examine the use of other aspects of organization development with nonprofit 

organizations to broaden the knowledge on the significance of organization development 

in the nonprofit sector.    

 Assess the capacity of nonprofits across the state of North Carolina, by surveying the 

capacity of member nonprofits with the other four nonprofit consortiums in the state, to 
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show how the results can guide funding decisions by foundations that support capacity 

building activities.  

Limitations to the Study 

Although the study makes contributions to future research and practice, limitations to the 

study do exist.  The first pertains to the length of time needed to complete the GRID. The 

capacity assessment instrument could have possibly been modified to reduce the completion 

time. Also, the GRID could have been administered using focus groups. This would have 

permitted the researcher to answer questions in real time and capture immediate feedback on 

their thoughts and insight relative to their experience completing the GRID.    

A second limitation was also revealed pertaining to interviewing the informants at one 

point in time about their thoughts, insight and learning after completing the GRID.  In doing so, 

as indicated in their open-ended responses, the informants communicated some challenges with 

memory of their experience after completing the GRID. They indicated there were  earlier 

aspects of their experience that were beginning to fade for them and there were aspects of their 

experience that was still unfolding -- there may not have been enough time for them to go 

beyond planning.  

Conclusion 

Regardless of the limitations, the research based outcomes of this study contribute to the 

current literature and practices on capacity building from both a micro and macro perspective. 

Respectively, individual nonprofits now have insight of how assessing capacity can be used to 

stimulate capacity building and the nonprofit sector has evidence to substantiate the use of 

surveying capacity to plan and implement capacity building initiatives.  The design of the study 
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also offers procedures that can be replicated in other geographic areas in North Carolina and 

throughout the United States.      
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Appendix B 

 

McKinsey Assessment Tool 
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Appendix C 

 

Permission Letter to Use GRID 
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Appendix D 

 

Announcement of Capacity Assessment Project 

 

Date: October 8, 2011 

To: Guilford Nonprofit Consortium  

From: Donna Newton, Director 

RE: Capacity Assessment Project 

Greetings nonprofit members of the Guilford Nonprofit Consortium!   

I am writing you to request your participation in our Capacity Assessment Project.  The Capacity 

Assessment Project primarily consists of assessing the capacity of nonprofit members of the 

Consortium.  The link to complete the capacity assessment is in this email. The assessment is the 

McKinsey Capacity Assessment Grid and is attached in pdf form for your review.  We are 

seeking 100% participation from each of you and ask that you complete the assessment at your 

earliest convenience.     
The assessment requires you to rate your agency‘s level of capacity by responding to a variety of items 

pertaining to organizational capacity.  More specifically, you are asked to rate your organization across 

seven areas relative to aspirations, strategy, organizational skills, systems and infrastructure, human 

resources, organizational structure and culture.  Note, this is not a report card of your organizations 

performance you should rate your organization based on level of capacity.  The compilation of this data 

will be used to help us describe our collective capacity as well as plan for future capacity building 

opportunities.  The assessment will take at least an hour to complete online.  After we have received all 

assessments, we will report back our findings to you and formally report our results in writing.    

 

Please submit your assessment by October 15, 2011.  We are counting on your completed survey to meet 

our 100% participation goal.  Pamela Palmer, a Guilford Nonprofit Consortium member, volunteer and a 

doctoral candidate at North Carolina Agricultural and Technical State University, is assisting us with our 

project and this project is an integral part of her dissertation research study (letter from Pamela attached). 

Throughout the implementation of this 5 PHASE project you will receive various messages and 

reminders to keep you posted of our progress.  All questions should be directed to Pamela at  

admin@capacitybuilderstraining.com.   

 

Note: ―The McKinsey Capacity Assessment Grid (survey) was created by McKinsey & Company and 

published in Effective Capacity Building in Nonprofit Organizations (2001), produced for Venture 

Philanthropy Partners (www.vppartners.org). It is reprinted, copied, or distributed with the permission of 

Venture Philanthropy Partners.‖ 

 

Thank you and we will be contacting you again….very soon. 

 

 

Donna Newton 



151 

 

 

Appendix E 

 

IRB Informed Consent to Participate 
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Appendix F 

 

Interview Session Protocol 

 

Interviewer instructions  

 Greet interviewee and thank interviewee for agreeing to participate in the study. 

 Ask permission to record the interview.  

 Have interviewee sign consent form required by IRB. 

 Set up audio and note taking equipment.  

 Start interview once interviewee indicates readiness to begin. 

Interviewee will be asked to respond to the following questions: 

1. Establish Rapport with Interviewee 

 Introductions 

 

2. Experience Question 

 Prior to the assessment you completed in connection with this study, have you ever 

completed a nonprofit capacity assessment?  

 

3. Experience Question 

 What were your thoughts during and after completing this assessment?   

 

4. Knowledge Question 

 What did you learn and what new insights did you gain from completing this capacity 

assessment?    

5. Experience and Behavior Question 

 What did you do as a result of completing the capacity assessment? Did you plan or 

engage in capacity building after completing the assessment. If so, in what ways did you 

plan and/or engage in capacity building. 

 

Probes for Questions 4-5 if needed:  

 How do you mean? 

 What are some examples of this situation? 

 How interesting, please tell me more. 

 

6. Closing Question or Statement 

 Is there anything else you would like to add to our interview session?  

Final Thank You 

 Again, thank the interviewee for agreeing to assist with this research project. 
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Appendix G 

 

Interview Observation Protocol 

 

Instructions for Interviewer 
 

 Interviewer will record descriptive, reflective and demographic information notes about 

the interview session. 

 

 Descriptive notes will include the posture, personality, mood of the executive director, 

description of the physical setting and account of activities and events. 

 

 Reflective notes will take account of the researcher‘s personal thoughts such as 

speculation, ideas, problems and impressions. 

 

 Demographic notes will consist of information about the time, place, and date of the field 

setting where the interview takes place. 
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Appendix H 

 

Interview Consent 
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Appendix I 

 

Interview Note-taking Form 

 

Interview Note-Taking Form                                                                                Number______ 

1. Prior to the assessment you completed in connection with this study, have you ever 

completed a nonprofit capacity assessment? If so, please describe that experience. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. What were your thoughts during and after completing this assessment? 

 

 

 

3. What did you learn and what new insights did you gain from completing this capacity 

assessment? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

4. What did you do as a result of completing the capacity assessment? To what degree 

have you engaged in capacity building as a result of completing the capacity 

assessment survey? 

 

a. I completed the assessment and reviewed the results. 

 

b. I shared the capacity results with others but have not yet engaged in any 

capacity building activities. 

 

c. I have begun to plan some capacity building activities, but have not yet put 

those plans into action 

 

d. I have already started implementing capacity building activities. 
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5. If you shared the capacity results with others, who did you include?  

 

a. Staff 

 

b. Board of Directors (individual members or as a whole) 

 

c. Volunteers 

 

d. Other Stakeholders 

 

 

6. If you are planning some capacity building activities, in which areas do these activities 

fall?  Check all that apply.   

 

a. Aspirations: An  organization‘s mission, vision, and overarching goals, which 

collectively articulate its common sense of purpose and directions 

 

 

 

b. Strategy: The coherent set of actions and programs aimed at fulfilling the 

organization‘s overarching goals 

 

 

 

c. Organizational Skills: The sum of the organization‘s capabilities, including such 

things (among others) as performance measurement, planning, resource 

management, and external relationship building 

 

 

 

d. Human Resource: The collective capabilities, experiences, potential and 

commitment of the organization‘s board, management team, staff, and volunteers 

 

 

 

e. Systems and Infrastructure: The organization‘s planning, decision making, 

knowledge management, and administrative systems, as well as the physical and 

technological assets that support the organization 

 

 

 

f. Organizational Structure: The combination of governance, organizational 

design, inter-functional coordination, and individual job descriptions that shapes 

the organization‘s legal and management structure 
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g. Culture: The connective tissue that binds together the organization, including 

shared values and practices, behavior norms, and most important, the 

organization‘s orientation towards performance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. If you have already started implementing capacity building activities, in which areas do 

these activities fall?   

 

a. Aspirations: An  organization‘s mission, vision, and overarching goals, which 

collectively articulate its common sense of purpose and directions 

 

 

 

b. Strategy: The coherent set of actions and programs aimed at fulfilling the 

organization‘s overarching goals 

 

 

 

c. Organizational Skills: The sum of the organization‘s capabilities, including such 

things (among others) as performance measurement, planning, resource 

management, and external relationship building 

 

 

 

d. Human Resource: The collective capabilities, experiences, potential and 

commitment of the organization‘s board, management team, staff, and volunteers 

 

 

 

e. Systems and Infrastructure: The organization‘s planning, decision making, 

knowledge management, and administrative systems, as well as the physical and 

technological assets that support the organization 

 

 

 

f. Organizational Structure: The combination of governance, organizational 

design, inter-functional coordination, and individual job descriptions that shapes 

the organization‘s legal and management structure 
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g. Culture: The connective tissue that binds together the organization, including 

shared values and practices, behavior norms, and most important, the 

organization‘s orientation towards performance. 

 

 

 

8. Do you have any questions or additional comments?  Thank you for your time.   

 



 

 

 

1
5
9
 

Appendix J 

 

Interview Observation Note-taking Form 

 
Date _______________________                         Number ______ 

 

Begin Time _____    End Time _____ 

 

Observation Note-Taking Form (Interview) 

  

DESCRIPTIVE REFLECTIVE 

Personality and Mood 

 
Speculation 

 (contemplation, consideration of the subject and reasoning) 

 

 

 

 

Voice Tone 

 

 

 

Ideas 

(plans, opinions and convictions) 

 

 

 

 

Location and Setting 

 

 

Problems 

(barriers, objections and complaints) 

 

 

 

 

Activities and Events Occurring During Interview 

 

 

Impressions 

(effect or feelings) 
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Appendix K 

 

IRB Approved Application 
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Appendix L 

 

Interview Response Codes and Themes from Open-ended Interview Responses 

 
Open-Ended Questions Response Codes 

(Coder I) 

Response Codes 

(Coder II) 

Same/Similar Codes 

Themes 

1. Previous Experience 

Completing Capacity 

Assessments 

EXP 1 = From External Source 

 

None Identified None 

2. Thoughts During and 

After 

THO 1 = Identification of 

Capacity Needs 

THO 2 = Comments about 

GRID 

THO 3 = Distracted by other 

Org Issues 

THO 4 =  How to Use the Tool 

THO 1 = Areas of Need 

THO 5 = Planning based on 

the GRID 

THO 6 = Reflection 

THO 1 = Capacity Needs 

 

3. Learning and Insight LI 1 = Need for Enhanced 

Capacity 

LI 2 = Is a Use for the Tool 

LI 3 = Hard to Recall 

LI 1 = Identification of 

Emerging Needs 

LI 4 = Need for Change 

LI 5 = Goal Setting 

LI 6 = Visioning 

LI 1 = Capacity Building 

Needed 

6.   Planning Capacity 

      Building  

PL 1 = Board Development 

PL 2 = Fundraising and 

Development 

PL 3 = Will Use the GRID 

PL 4 = Need More Capacity 

Building Resources 

PL 5 = Strategic Planning 

PL 2 = Funding 

PL 5 = Planning 

PL 6 = Evaluation 

PL 2 = Development and 

Fundraising 

PL 5 = Planning 

7.   Implementing 

      Capacity Building 

IMP 1 = Planning IMP 1 = Planning 

IMP 2 = Vision Setting 

IMP 1 = Planning 

8.   Questions and/or  

      Comments 

QC 1 = Board Development 

Academy 

QC 1 = Board Development QC 1 = Board Development 

Common Themes Capacity Needs 

Use for the GRID 

Planning 

Capacity Needs  

Planning 

Visioning 

Capacity Needs 

Planning 
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Appendix M 

 

Contextual Interview Codes and Themes 

 

Descriptive  Response Codes 

(Coder I) 

Response Codes 

(Coder II) 

Same/Similar 

Codes 

Themes 

4. Personality and 

Mood  

PM 1 = Friendly 

PM 2 = Positive 

PM 3 = Cooperative 

PM1 =  Friendly 

PM 2 = Positive 

PM 3 = Cooperative 

PM 4 = Relaxed 

 

PM 1 = Friendly 

PM 2 = Positive 

PM 3 = Cooperative 

5. Voice Tone VT 1 = Specific and 

Direct 

VT 2 = Upbeat 

VT 1= Direct and 

Specific 

VT 2 = Positive 

VT 3 = Relaxed 

 

VT 1 = Specific and 

Direct 

VT 2 = Positive 

 

6. Location and 

Setting  

LS 1 = Office 

LS 2 = Home 

LS 3 = Public Place 

LS 1 = Office 

LS 2 = Home 

LS 4 = Cell Phone 

LS 1 = Office 

LS 2 = Home 

 

7. Activities and 

Events Occurring 

During the 

Interview  

AE 1 = Other 

Activities taking Place 

AE 1 = Multi-

Tasking 

AE 1 = Multi-

Tasking 

Common Themes Positive Positive 

Relaxed 

Positive 

 

Reflective Response Codes 

(Coder I) 

Response Codes 

(Coder II) 

Same/Similar Codes 

Themes 

1. Speculation SP 1 = Significant and 

Relevant 

SP 1 = Meaningful SP 1  = Relevant 

2. Ideas ID 1 = Planning 

ID 2 = Use as a 

Capacity Building Tool  

ID 1 = Planning ID 1 = Planning 

3. Problems PR 1 = Too Long 

PR 2 = Change Format 

of Tool 

PR 1 = Long PR 1 = Too Long 

 

4. Impressions  IM 1 = Useful IM 1 = Useful 

IM 2 = Meaningful 

IM 3 = Valuable 

IM 1 = Useful 

Common Themes Useful Useful Relevant and Useful 
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Appendix N 

 

Organization A Interview Story 

 

Organization A is a large with a history or serving the community 48 years. This 

organization is unique to Guilford County. The executive director, Adam, has served for 28 

years. The average of his capacity ratings for the organization was a 3.19 on the low end of the 

moderate level. Across the seven GRID dimensions, his highest ratings were on Aspiration (4.0) 

and Organizational Structure (3.5); his lowest rating was on Human Resources (2.86). 

Adam indicated no prior experience with a capacity assessment.  

Adam felt that the GRID survey was a ―cause to pause and to assess internally some of 

the things that we did this past year.‖ 

This process also gave Adam an opportunity to reflect upon what his team thought of 

their capacities internally. He shared the results with the team. Adam shared that the capacity 

assessment indicated a low score in the area of human resources, reinforced some issues that they 

were aware of and ―gave us pause to think about what the organization would do to improve the 

area of human resources to make that area better than it has been in the past.‖ 
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Appendix O 

Organization B Interview Story 

 

Organization B is a small grass roots organization with nearly three decades of service in 

the community. The executive director, Betty has been with the organization for 17 years. The 

average for her capacity of the organization was a 3.25 on the low end of the moderate level. 

Across the seven GRID dimensions, her highest ratings were on Organizational Skills (3.53) and 

Aspirations (3.50); her lowest rating was on Systems and Infrastructure (2.67). 

This was not Betty‘s first experience with a capacity assessment. Her experience with a 

previous assessment related to the type of services provided by her agency and posed more 

general questions opposed to this instrument that was more specific. Betty shared the results with 

her board Chair and they shared them with four committees.  

Betty felt that the GRID survey encouraged her ―in some of the areas in terms of the 

work that we‘re already doing to strengthen our organization.‖ Betty also felt that the GRID 

survey discouraged her in that she felt that ―we have so much more work to do.‖  

Betty also shared that working through the capacity assessment ―helped me understand 

where we‘re still not there.‖ Betty stated, ―the categories of the questions were helpful to me to 

frame what we need to do to improve.‖  
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Appendix P 

Organization C Interview Story 

 

Organization C is a medium-sized organization with over 10 decades of service in the 

local nonprofit sector. The executive director, Cindy has been with the organization one and a 

half years. The average of her capacity ratings for the organization was a 3.02 on the low end of 

the moderate level. Across the seven GRID dimensions, her highest ratings of the organization 

were on Culture (3.67), Aspirations (3.5), and Strategy (3.5); her lowest rating was on 

Organizational Skills (2.73).  

This was not Cindy‘s first experience with a capacity assessment. She indicated that in 

the past she had completed various types of general assessments in the form of rating scales or 

narrative responses.   

Cindy felt that the GRID survey was ―somewhat of a pain.‖ She comments ―they take 

time out of my day,‖ ―usually not a whole lot comes from them,‖ and ―it‘s just kinda tedious to 

get through answering all of the questions.‖ Cindy communicated, ―there weren‘t any real, you 

know, ‗ah ha‘s‘ or thought provoking moments.‖ Her organization had spent a great deal of time 

thinking through items from the GRID and pointedly stated the GRID‘s lack of value to her 

thoughts relative to building capacity. 
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Appendix Q 

 

Organization D Interview Story 

 

Organization D is a small nonprofit organization in its second year of service in the 

community. It is a part of a larger national nonprofit organization. The executive director, Debra 

has been with the organization two years and is a volunteer in her role as Executive Director. The 

average of her capacity for the organization was a 1.42, the low end of the need for capacity 

level. Across the seven GRID dimensions, her highest ratings of the organizations were on 

Aspirations (3.50), Aspirations (1.67); her lowest ratings were on Systems and Infrastructure 

(1.00), Organizational Structure (1.00), and Culture (1.00). 

This was Debra‘s first experience with a capacity assessment.  

Debra felt that the items in the GRID survey emphasized the fact that ―these are 

definitely things that we need.‖ Debra‘s concern surrounded the issue of having only herself, one 

board member, and the national organization to carry on the work of the nonprofit. According to 

Debra, ―our main struggle is getting people engaged.‖  

Debra expressed ―I was reminded of the things that we need to look at to get back on our 

feet.‖ 



181 

 

 

Appendix R 

 

Organization E Interview Story 

 

Organization E is a medium-sized nonprofit with thirteen years of experience. The 

executive director, Eddie, has served for six years. The average rating for his capacity of the 

organization was a 3.11 on the low end of the moderate level. Across the seven GRID 

dimensions, his highest ratings of the organizational were on Aspiration (3.75) and Strategy 

(3.33); his lowest rating was on Organizational Skills (2.86). 

Eddie indicated no prior experience with a capacity assessment.  

Eddie was very expressive and consumed about the many challenges his agency is facing 

due to budget cuts and industry restructuring. Throughout the interview, Eddie continued to 

express his concern over the state of the changes in the industry. It seemed the interview 

provided an outlet for him to express his deepest concerns.  

Eddie felt that the GRID survey was ―a good chance for me to reflect on what my 

organization is all about.‖ The GRID served as ―an eye-opener towards—what are we doing, and 

are we doing some of the things we need to do to increase capacity.‖ Some of the items in the 

GRID reaffirmed the direction of the organization. 
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Appendix S 

 

Organization F Interview Story 

 

Organization F is a small nonprofit in operation for six years. The executive director, 

Frances, has served her organization for four years. The average of her capacity ratings for the 

organization was a 3.02 on the low end of the moderate level. Across the seven GRID 

dimensions, her highest ratings were on Culture (4.0) and Aspirations at (3.5); her lowest rating 

was on Systems and Infrastructure (2.58). 

This was not Frances‘s first experience with capacity assessment. She completed the 

GRID previously during a capacity building training.  

Frances felt that the GRID survey accentuated the fact that the organization was not 

doing as well as they had been doing six months prior to this survey. Throughout the process of 

completing the GRID, Frances share that she mentally moved back and forth, relative to where 

she thought the organization needed to be, the organization‘s past performance, and how others 

may perceive the organization. Frances noted, ―I felt it hard to assess some of the things and I 

second guessed my perceptions versus somebody else‘s perception of where we would be.‖ 

Frances reflected upon the fact that completing the GRID solidified the importance of the 

board and the team to work cooperative to ensure the success of the organization.  As well as she 

decided to plan more capacity building ―I did make a plan to implement more.‖ She also stated ―I 

want the board and the staff, that‘s my plan for them to take this survey.‖ 
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Appendix T 

 

Organization G Interview Story 

 

Organization G is a small nonprofit with 21 years of service to the community. The 

executive director, Gloria, has served for 17 years. The average of her capacity rating for the 

organization was a 2.62 in the midrange of the basic level. Across the seven GRID dimensions, 

her highest ratings of the organization were on Organizational Structure (3.5) and Culture (3.0); 

her lowest rating was on Organizational Skills (2.20). 

Gloria had experience with a capacity assessment nearly three years prior.  

Gloria felt that the GRID survey was ―too long‖ and stated ―If it had not been for the 

consortium, I wouldn‘t have stuck with it.‖ She also shared she ―felt the questions were very 

interesting.‖ 

Gloria expressed concern that her organization may not reach a higher level of capacity. 

She stated, ―With just part-time staff, I don‘t think we are in a position to rate ourselves as high 

level of capacity.‖ Gloria also expressed her inability to recall her feelings after completing the 

assessment. 
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Appendix U 

 

Organization H Interview Story 

 

Organization H is a small nonprofit with 60 years of service. The executive director, 

Helen has served for 12 years. The average of her capacity ratings for the organization was a 

2.38 on the low end of the basic level. Across the seven GRID dimensions, her highest ratings of 

the organization were on Organizational Structure (3.50) and Systems and Infrastructure (2.83); 

her lowest rating was on Strategy (1.50). 

Helen indicated no prior experience with a capacity assessment. 

Helen felt that the GRID survey was a disclosure of what the organization lacked. Helen 

stated, ―I just about cried knowing how deficient we were.‖ Helen was very forthcoming with 

sharing the last five years of change in the organization. As Helen progressed in completing the 

assessment she conveyed her ability to identify areas of strength. Helen communicated she 

discussed the capacity assessment results with her board president and emailed the tool to the 

whole board.  

This process also gave Helen an opportunity to reflect upon the ―whys‖ pertaining to the 

lower ratings in an attempt to rationalize and plan a course of action.  Helen pinpointed areas of 

capacity to focus on, ―the insight was- where we really need to focus is on board involvement 

and staff cohesion, dispersion of information, and fund raising.‖ Helen indicated that information 

from the capacity assessment would be useful at an upcoming Board Retreat and would serve as 

the nexus for their discussions. 
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Appendix V 

 

Organization I Interview Story 

 

Organization I is a small nonprofit being in existence for 9 years. The executive director, 

Irene has served for 9 years. The average of his capacity ratings for the organization was a 2.23 

on the low end of the basic level. Across the seven GRID dimensions, her highest ratings were 

Strategy (2.47) and Human Resources (2.50); her lowest rating was on Culture (1.67). 

This was Irene‘s first experience with completing a capacity assessment, although she 

indicated she had, in the past, had the opportunity to consult with an organizational consultant. 

Irene felt that the GRID was most beneficial: 

 

Well in this case I really enjoyed your survey, I thought it was really thorough and 

actually gave me some things to think about. I had actually contacted the director of the 

Consortium afterward to get the list of questions for the survey in hopes that we could use 

them internally to kind of assess where we are with my staff, so I thought there was a lot 

of different perspectives and angles to it and I appreciated the detail. . . . we‘re hosting an 

organizational retreat in the second week of January and we‘re going to deal with a lot 

more of these kind of deeper structural issues so I just kind of like put it into my folder 

for thinking about that then, so it‘s just starting to reemerge now as something we‘re 

trying to figure out the best way to assess internally. 

 

 

This process also gave Irene an opportunity to reflect upon what her team thought of their 

internal capacity. 
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Appendix W 

 

Organization J Interview Story 

 

Organization J is a small 20-year-old nonprofit that is a part of a larger national nonprofit 

organization. The executive director, Jacquelyn has served her organization for 20 years. The 

average of her capacity ratings for the organization was a 2.60, midrange of the basic level. 

Across the seven GRID dimensions, her highest ratings were on Aspiration (3.0), Strategy (3.0), 

Human Resources (3.0) and Culture (3.0); her lowest ratings were Systems and Infrastructure 

(2.0) and Organizational Structure (2.0).  

Jacquelyn indicated no prior experience with a capacity assessment. However, she does 

have to report capacity information on a national level.   

Jacquelyn felt that the GRID survey provided no surprises in terms of new insights or 

new learning. ―I am painfully aware of where we need to grow and change‖; stated Jacquelyn 

―and the details of the GRID were maddening.‖  

Jacquelyn indicated she referenced the assessment going into her board retreat, ―It was a 

good review and it certainly wasn‘t time wasted going into our Board retreat.‖ 
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Appendix X 

 

Organization K Interview Story 

 

Organization K is a medium-sized nonprofit in the second decade of its existence.  It is 

part of a larger national nonprofit organization. The executive director, Ken, has been with the 

organization 8 years. The average of his capacity ratings for the organization was 2.81—on the 

high end of the basic level. Across the seven GRID dimensions, his highest ratings of the 

organization were on Aspiration (3.25) and Organizational Structure (3.0); his lowest rating was 

on Human Resources (2.57). 

This was not Ken‘s first experience with a capacity assessment. An earlier assessment 

had pointed out capacity issues related to the board and fundraising. At the same time, because 

the assessment had been completed in a group setting and he was able to hear from other leaders 

of nonprofits, he realized that his organization was actually fortunate to have the resources that it 

did.  Ken‘s organization had also completed an assessment of the quality of one of its programs, 

allowing them to compare the program to national standards. 

Ken felt that the GRID survey was a ―little reality check about where we are at.‖ A few 

months prior to the assessment, he had told his board that they needed to change how they did 

things. The board chair ―really embraced that and he has started a whole cultural shift in our 

board and really asking them to step up to the plate.‖ The assessment confirmed for Ken that 

they were moving in the right direction.  And it gave him more concrete data to back up his gut 

feelings of what the board should be doing, which pushed the changes forward.  The Board has 

subsequently held a retreat and developed a series of plans, particularly around fundraising. 

Ken also felt that the GRID survey provided an opportunity to step back and get a global 

view of the organization—looking at the different pieces at once, something that he said ―you 
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don‘t think about that often.‖  This was particularly useful because Ken acknowledged that he 

was not that pleased with the organization‘s performance over the past year.  Financially they 

had done okay, but from a quality perspective, he didn‘t think they were continuing to improve. 

The assessment helped Ken put his ―finger on the pulse of did we get better‖ and helped him to 

―understand what I needed to do next.‖  He used it to talk to the staff about capacity and what 

they could do at their level to impact it. One thing the organization has plans for is building the 

capacity of their programs (based on the program assessment they had just completed). The 

GRID survey provided affirmation that this is a move in the right direction and is a worthwhile 

endeavor. 

One challenge that Ken experiences in his efforts to create change in the organization is 

that he is a branch of a larger organization in which he doesn‘t ―have control of all the levers.‖ 

Creating change requires engaging the corporate organization and helping them understand what 

he is trying to do. So capacity building involves not just making improvements in his 

organization but also influencing the larger organization of which they are a part. 
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Appendix Y 

 

Organization L Interview Story 

 

Organization L is a small nonprofit with 24 years of operation. The executive director, 

Linda has served for 24 years. The average of her capacity ratings for the organization was a 

2.62, midrange of the basic level. Across the seven GRID dimensions, her highest ratings were 

on Systems and Infrastructure (2.92) and Human Resources (2.86); her lowest rating was on 

Strategy (2.0). 

Linda indicated no prior experience with a capacity assessment. 

Linda‘s initial comments primarily focused on the format of the assessment and her 

inability to recall how she felt after completion of the GRID. She stated, ―In talking with my 

board president, we discussed that this was useful information that we might be able to bring into 

our planning in some way.‖ She indicated they were in the process of strategic planning at the 

time of the assessment and had a Board Retreat scheduled within a month. 
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Appendix Z 

 

Degree of Engagement, Level of Capacity, and Demographics of the Executive Directors 

 

Informant Gender Education Yrs w/Org Yrs in Sector “to what extent” Capacity Level 

Frances Female Master 4 4 Planned for Staff and 

Board to complete the 

GRID 

3.02 

       

Adam Male Bachelor 28 36 Shared with Team  3.19 

Betty Female Master 17 17 Shared with Board 

Chair and Board 

Committees 

3.25 

Helen Female Bachelor 12 37 Shared with Board 2.38 

Ken Male Bachelor 8 18 Shared with Staff and 

Board 
2.81 

Linda Female Bachelor 4.5 15 Shared with Board 

President 
2.62 

       

Cindy Female Master 1.5 25 Reviewed the Results 3.02 

Debra Female Bachelor 2 4 Reviewed the Results 1.42 

Eddie Male Master 6 6 Reviewed the Results 3.11 

Gloria Female Master 17 31 Reviewed the Results 2.62 

Irene Female Master 9 9 Reviewed the Results 2.23 

Jacquelyn Female Bachelor 20 13 Reviewed the Results 2.60 

 



191 

 

 

Appendix AA 

 

Degree of Engagement, Level of Capacity and Characteristics of the Nonprofits 

 

Informant 

Yrs in 

Operation 

Number 

of Staff 

Annual 

Budget 

Number of 

Volunteers 

“to what 

extent” 

Capacity 

Level 

Frances 6 3 250,000 30 Planned for 

Staff and 

Board to 

complete the 

GRID 

3.02 

       

Adam 48 250 18,500,000 21 Shared with 

Team  
3.19 

Betty 28 3 926,000 100 Shared with 

Board Chair 

and Board 

Committees 

3.25 

Helen 60 16 970,000 50 Shared with 

Board 
2.38 

Ken 56 5 900,000 20 Shared with 

Staff and 

Board 

2.81 

Linda 24 0 120,000 450 Shared with 

Board 

President 

2.62 

       

Cindy 104 10 738,000 100 Reviewed the 

Results 
3.02 

Debra 2 0 0 3 Reviewed the 

Results 
1.42 

Eddie 13 40 2,000,000 60 Reviewed the 

Results 
3.11 

Gloria 21 0 212,500 87.5 Reviewed the 

Results 
2.62 

Irene 9 1 150,000 50 Reviewed the 

Results 
2.23 

Jacquelyn 20 0 28,000 25 Reviewed the 

Results 
2.60 
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