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Abstract 

Organizational capacity is a critical determinant of long-term sustainability for non-profit 
organizations. This Teaching Paper introduces three practical templates—Organizational 
Capacity Self-Assessment, SWOT Analysis, and a Capacity-Building Action Plan—that 
help organizations systematically evaluate their strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
threats, and develop actionable strategies for improvement. Drawing on strategic 
management and capacity-building literature, the paper provides a structured framework for 
practitioners to identify resource gaps, improve governance, strengthen human and financial 
capital, and align infrastructure with mission objectives. The templates are designed to be 
adaptable across diverse organizational contexts, including low-resource environments. A 
case study illustrates their application in a mid-sized community-based non-profit, 
highlighting both challenges and lessons learned. This Teaching Paper bridges academic 
scholarship and practice, offering a practical resource for leaders, trainers, and researchers 
committed to advancing organizational sustainability. 
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Executive Summary 

Non-profit organizations often struggle to balance mission-driven goals with limited 
resources. This Teaching Paper provides practical tools to support capacity assessment and 
planning: 

1. Organizational Capacity Self-Assessment – a rating system across human 
resources, financial resources, infrastructure, and governance. 

2. SWOT Analysis Template – identifying strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and 
threats in organizational capacity. 

3. Capacity-Building Action Plan – a roadmap assigning actions, responsibilities, 
timelines, and resources. 

By applying these tools, non-profits can evaluate current capacity, design targeted 
interventions, and align strategic growth with sustainable practice. 

Purpose and Learning Objectives 

The purpose of this Teaching Paper is to equip non-profit leaders and practitioners with 
structured, adaptable tools for assessing organizational capacity. Learning objectives: 

• Understand the importance of capacity assessment in organizational sustainability. 

• Apply structured tools to identify strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. 

• Translate assessments into actionable capacity-building strategies. 

• Integrate academic insights into practical planning processes. 

Background and Context 

Capacity assessment is central to organizational effectiveness and sustainability (Bryson, 
2018; Drucker, 1990; Patton, 2008). Strategic planning scholars argue that without a clear 
understanding of capacity, organizations risk misalignment between mission and resources. 
Tools such as self-assessments, SWOT analyses, and structured action plans have long been 
used in management practice but require adaptation to the non-profit sector’s specific 
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challenges—limited budgets, reliance on volunteers, and governance complexities. This 
Teaching Paper situates practical templates within this scholarly and applied tradition, 
making them accessible for everyday use. 

Practical Guide 

1. Organizational Capacity Self-Assessment 

• Rate organizational capacity across four domains: Human Resources, Financial 
Resources, Infrastructure, and Governance. 

• Use a 1–5 scale to identify areas of strength and weakness. 

• Summarize results to highlight capacity gaps. 

• Practical Note: Use group discussion to balance perspectives across staff and board. 

2. SWOT Analysis 

• Document strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats as they relate to capacity. 

• Internal categories (strengths and weaknesses) focus on human and financial 
resources, governance, and infrastructure. 

• External categories (opportunities and threats) capture environmental, political, and 
funding dynamics. 

• Practical Note: Revisit SWOT annually to ensure relevance. 

3. Capacity-Building Action Plan 

• Translate findings into actionable steps, assign responsibility, set timelines, and 
identify resources. 

• Example: “Upgrade IT systems for better data management – IT Manager – Q3 2024 
– IT Budget, Vendor Support.” 

• Practical Note: Align the action plan with the organization’s annual strategic plan for 
coherence. 
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Case Study 

A mid-sized community-based health organization used these templates to strengthen 
operations. The self-assessment revealed strong governance but weak infrastructure, 
particularly in IT systems. The SWOT analysis highlighted opportunities to access 
government grants but threats from shifting regulations. The action plan prioritized staff 
training and IT upgrades. Within one year, the organization secured a grant for technology 
improvements, streamlined reporting processes, and improved staff retention through 
training investments. 

Common Challenges and Tips 

• Challenge: Staff may fear that weaknesses will be used against them. 

◦ Tip: Frame the process as collective learning, not evaluation. 

• Challenge: Action plans may become overly ambitious. 

◦ Tip: Prioritize 2–3 achievable actions per cycle. 

• Challenge: External threats may be overlooked. 

◦ Tip: Engage stakeholders beyond staff, such as funders and community 
members. 

Reflection Questions 

1. Which capacity domain (human, financial, infrastructure, governance) is strongest in 
your organization, and why? 

2. How do external threats shape your internal capacity challenges? 

3. What short-term and long-term actions could most significantly strengthen your 
organization? 

4. How can your board and staff collaborate in sustaining capacity-building efforts? 

Limitations and Considerations 
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These tools provide structured insights but are not exhaustive. Capacity assessment should 
be complemented by qualitative insights, stakeholder feedback, and ongoing monitoring. In 
low-resource settings, constraints such as limited data or staff time may limit the 
comprehensiveness of assessments. 

Academic Value 

This Teaching Paper integrates established frameworks (e.g., SWOT, action planning) with 
practical templates tailored for the non-profit sector. It contributes to both scholarship and 
practice by bridging abstract strategic concepts with ready-to-use tools, particularly relevant 
for resource-constrained environments. 

Conclusion and Next Steps 

Capacity assessment is not a one-time exercise but a continuous process. Organizations 
should revisit self-assessments annually, refresh SWOT analyses in response to 
environmental changes, and update action plans to reflect progress and new challenges. 
Embedding these practices into governance and management structures strengthens 
resilience and sustainability. 
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