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“Our culture’s singular focus on monetary indicators (e.g., financial statements, the gross 
national product) marginalizes and obscures the supporting elements (i.e., civil society) 
that make financial returns possible. Similarly, prioritizing a single form of capital 
(financial) promotes marketization that puts democracy, values, cooperation, and 
accountability at risk,” writes Elizabeth Castillo. “A remedy to this is to depict the full  
array of capitals on which organizational success and societal well-being depend.”

For many nonprofits, the trade-off 

for spending time on so-called 

“capacity building” is question-

able. In part, this may stem from 

thinking of capacity building primarily as 

an activity undertaken in times of stress. 

However, that framing can be limiting, in 

terms of both process and product. This 

article redefines the process of build-

ing capacity to clarify what it is, why it 

works, and what we hope to get back 

from it.

First, it’s important to recognize that 

as our economic and technological era 

has changed, so have the forms and 

functions of our organizations. Their 

boundaries are often more permeable. 

Staff members expect a different type 

of social contract with employers, one 

that allows them to more fully use their 

energy and intelligence—singly and as 

a group—to achieve personal and col-

lective aspirations. As we work to solve 

intractable problems, we are ever more 

aware that effective governance requires 

cooperative action across multiple levels. 

Social transformation no longer rests on 

a single heroic leader or organization. 

Instead, creating a better world neces-

sitates a broader coalition of networks, 

people, and cross-sector partnerships.

Increasing organizational effec-

tiveness must therefore attend to all 

these facets of our work, as well as to 

issues with our own board of directors, 

organizational budgets, and so on. To 

effectively build capacity, we must pay 

attention to operating contexts and rela-

tional issues such as niche, influence, and 

accountability, as we operate in increas-

ingly complex and interdependent envi-

ronments. To stay stable in these new 

situations requires constant attention to 

capacity development, rather than only 

when something appears to have broken.

Capacity Building as Capital Building
While conventional views of capacity 

building have been useful to some non-

profit organizations, they don’t always 

make clear how various activities connect 

to each other and the larger system, or 

what difference the new capacity will 

make when developed. A way to over-

come these challenges is to frame capa­

city building as capital building.1 

Capital has been defined historically 

as an enduring asset that can produce 

more assets. While initially conceptual-

ized in terms of money, financial instru-

ments, and durable goods like buildings 

and equipment, today there is growing 

recognition that intangible assets such as 

knowledge, relationships, and reputation 

are equally essential to value creation 

and organizational success. 

A starting point for this novel way of 

thinking is Alan Fowler’s model, inspired 

by the United Nations’ Millennium Devel-

opment Goals.2 The U.N. project identi-

fied multiple types of capitals essential to 

a thriving economy: human capital (e.g., 

mental and physical health); business 

capital (e.g., buildings and equipment); 

infrastructure or built capital (e.g., 

highways, airports); knowledge capital 

(e.g., science, information, education); 

natural capital (e.g., forests, agriculture); 

social capital (e.g., relationships, trust); 

and public institutional capital (e.g., the 

making and enforcement of laws).3 To 

that list, Fowler added financial capital 

(money), political capital (e.g., free elec-

tions, transparency, accountability), and 
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human competencies that activate the 

capitals (e.g., values and motivation). 

My research categorizes these 

various assets into a typology of six 

groupings (financial, natural, human, 

relational, symbolic, and structural) as 

a framework to connect resources and 

value creation potential in a holistic way 

across multiple levels.4 Table 1 (above) 

presents an overview of these six catego-

ries with examples for each.

What Is Capacity Building?
While there are many frameworks for 

capacity building, there is no generally 

accepted definition of it.5 Capacity build-

ing in federally funded programs often 

seeks to develop five competencies: 

(1) managerial (e.g., governance, finance, 

and data systems); (2) programmatic 

(e.g., implementation, monitoring, assess-

ment); (3) revenue enhancement (e.g., 

fundraising, donor relations, developing 

earned income streams); (4) leadership 

development (e.g., volunteers, employ-

ees, and community members); and (5) 

community systems (e.g., asset mapping, 

building collaborative networks).6 

Capacity building therefore embodies 

both tangible and intangible forms (e.g., 

tangible techniques and equipment, intan-

gible motivations and processes).

Capacity can be developed across 

multiple levels, including micro (indi-

viduals), meso (organizations), and 

macro (sector, network, system, society). 

Capacity-building programs often seek 

to develop multiple levels simultane-

ously. For example, programs may 

enhance people’s knowledge, attitudes, 

and behaviors (micro level) in ways that 

strengthen culture, norms, resource 

procurement, management practices, 

and connections to other organizations 

(meso level) and encourage participa-

tion in collective action networks (macro 

level). Thus, it can be helpful to think of 

capacity building through the lens of who 

(e.g., people, organizations, networks), 

what (e.g., knowledge, skills, processes), 

and how (e.g., training, peer learning, 

technical assistance).7 

In terms of time horizons and scale, 

capacity initiatives generally fall into 

three categories: (1) short-term plan-

ning and training; (2) longer-term 

organizational effectiveness initiatives; 

and (3) sector-strengthening programs 

that develop systemic knowledge and 

encourage information exchange.8 

Ideally, capacity building produces mul-

tiple benefits simultaneously, such as 

learning and peer interaction. 

The Hewlett Foundation’s guide to 

choosing an organizational assessment 

tool discusses these and other options.9 

The report emphasizes two important 

considerations. First, the tools that non-

profit and funding organizations have 

found to be most effective are usually 

customized and context specific. Second, 

the instrument chosen is much less 

important than the process. In order to 

assure that tools are meaningful to stake-

holders—and that they are used—an 

inclusive, participatory approach is key 

to cocreating them.

Why Does Capacity (Capital) 
Building Work?
Like capacity building, a multiple-capitals 

approach seeks to grow resources 

and make them more productive. A 

capital-based understanding provides 

Table 1. Examples of Capacity Building as Multiple Capitals

Capital Category Capacity Building Examples

Financial
(resources represented on financial statements)

Development of new earned income revenue streams, enhancement of fundraising and financial practices, infrastructure improvements, 
technology upgrades, new and renovated facilities

Natural
(soil, air, water, minerals, plants, animals, 
weather, biodiversity, ecosystem services)

Activities that reduce carbon footprint: implementing recycling programs, powering physical plant and operations with renewable 
energy, restoring land, improving air and water quality, using sustainable building practices 

Human
(potential and realized abilities of people)

Employee wellness programs, learning and professional development, board and volunteer development, employee engagement, 
developing critical thinking capacity, moral reasoning, values, ethics, sense of purpose, creativity, and imagination

Relational
(number and quality of relationships with 
stakeholders)

Strengthening connections among people, groups, and networks, enhancing influence through formal and informal authority, promoting 
peer learning, communities of practice, advocacy, participatory governance, creating shared purpose, reflection and meaning making, 
political power, connection to mission, values, and purpose

Symbolic
(productive capacity in figurative or represen-
tational form)

Organizational culture, creating shared values and mental models, marketing, branding, increasing social media presence, scenario 
planning, mapping of community assets and needs, developing compelling narratives, reframing issues, discourse, organizational 
code of ethics, collective aspirations

Structural
(formative properties and processes that create 
system architecture)

Establishing cross-departmental teams, network collaborations, cross-sector partnerships, governance structures and policies, client 
representation on boards, distributed leadership, authentic communication, planning, evaluation, holding ourselves accountable, 
processes that promote cocreation with stakeholders
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explanatory power for why capacity 

building works. Albert Hirschman 

described economic development as a 

process of making latent resources mani-

fest so they can be deployed productively 

to create value.10 

In the nonprofit sector, Jeffrey 

Brudney and Lucas Meijs’s description 

of volunteers is an example of how latent 

generative potential of tangible and 

intangible capital can be activated.11 As 

volunteers donate their time (temporal 

capital) and energy (human capital), they 

increase a nonprofit’s productive capa

city for mission fulfillment. Many of these 

resources (e.g., volunteer interest, moti-

vation, commitment) can be transformed 

from potential into kinetic forms, similar 

to ways energy can be activated and con-

verted (e.g., chemical to electrical).12 

Like all capital assets, human resources 

require care and support to remain pro-

ductive.13 A capital-building framing 

makes a clear case for why investing in 

volunteer development and coordination 

is a wise use of funds. 

An example of such mobilization is the 

Service Enterprise initiative that encour-

ages organizations to develop and lever-

age volunteers by translating “the skills, 

expertise, connections, and passion [. . .] 

into meaningful service that meets the 

programmatic and operational needs of 

the organization. For every dollar these 

organizations invest in volunteer engage-

ment, they can realize a return of up to 

$6.”14 Research on hundreds of such 

organizations found they produced a 23 

percent average increase in the number 

of volunteers annually. These new vol-

unteers generated an average of 2,700 

service hours per organization, or 1.5 

FTE’s worth of labor valued at $63,000.15 

For example, the California State Library 

system’s “Get Involved: Powered by Your 

Library” initiative, designed to expand vol-

unteerism in public libraries, generated an 

average of 750 new volunteer referrals per 

month, leading to a 27 percent increase in 

volunteers serving in libraries.16

This new understanding of capacity 

building as capital building paves the way 

for systematic, coordinated action across 

multiple levels (individual, organizational, 

network, community). Conceptualizing 

capacity as multiple forms of capital is a 

framework applicable at any scale (micro, 

meso, and macro) to guide activities such 

as planning, doing, evaluating, and report-

ing. For example, a nonprofit organization 

can use the capital typology as a program 

tool to help clients identify what capabili-

ties they would like to develop and the 

values they would like to express.17 In 

this way, multiple forms of capital serve 

as a proxy for capabilities. At the organi-

zational level, it can serve as a reporting 

tool to show donors how their support 

has generated increasing returns. At the 

community level, community well-being 

indicators can similarly be framed as mul-

tiple forms of capital that create quality of 

life and human flourishing.18 

Using a framework applicable at mul-

tiple levels is important because it creates 

an architecture for emergence—the gen-

eration of new qualities from interaction 

effects. An example is mission fulfillment 

as described above, which can be seen 

as an emergent property that arises 

from the interaction of volunteers and 

staff. With respect to systems, nonprofit 

organizations at the meso level generate 

the emergent property of public benefit 

(macro level). Maintaining and channel-

ing this potential requires a structure that 

can accommodate building multiple capi-

tals across multiple levels. It also allows 

you to track how resources developed at 

one level can cycle back to become new 

resource inputs at another level. 

Finally, it is important to note 

that, in this typology, the term capital 

does not entail commodification or 

an instrumental conceptualization of 

resources that are in fact priceless (i.e., 

incommensurable, having intrinsic value 

in and of themselves). Amartya Sen 

expressed this concern with the growing 

use of the term human capital, which he 

felt neglected the essential distinction 

between means and ends.19 He argued—

rightly—that people should not be seen 

simply as factors of production. Rather, 

people and their well-being are the very 

purpose for which economies and orga-

nizations exist. 

For this reason, it’s important to use 

a capital framework that preserves the 

potential for development and expansion 

of human freedom that enable people to 

“lead freer and more worthwhile lives.”20 

I designed the typology with this in mind, 

which is why it includes both instru-

mental resources (means) and expres-

sive resources (ends, e.g., values-based 

goals), such as moral capital (concern 

for goodness and the welfare of others, a 

dimension of human capital) and spiritual 

capital (e.g., purpose and values, which 

are components of relational capital) to 

account for and develop resources such 

as equity, inclusion, and reciprocity.

Adopting a capital-building approach 

also has larger implications. Our cul-

ture’s singular focus on monetary indi-

cators (e.g., financial statements, the 

gross national product) marginalizes and 

obscures the supporting elements (i.e., 

civil society) that make financial returns 

possible.21 Similarly, prioritizing a single 

form of capital (financial) promotes mar-

ketization that puts democracy, values, 

cooperation, and accountability at risk.22 

A remedy to this is to depict the full array 

of capitals on which organizational 

success and societal well-being depend. 

How Can Busy Organizations Find 
Time for Capital Building?
Viewing capacity building—and nonprofit 

work in general—as the development and 

recirculation of multiple forms of capital 

can help overcome the perception that 
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building capacity is an additional task. 

In fact, with thoughtful program design, 

building capital can occur through service 

delivery. An example is Mary Emery and 

Cornelia Flora’s case study, which illus-

trates how investing in one type of capital 

produced a “spiraling up”—a cascade of 

positive feedback that activated other 

latent forms of capital to create over 

time the emergent property of economic 

development and community well-being 

in rural Nebraska.23 This occurred as 

community leaders leveraged their social 

networks (relational capital) to recruit 

people to participate in a leadership 

development program (human and intel-

lectual capital), resulting in three cohorts 

of people increasing their knowledge and 

leadership skills. 

Other outcomes and impacts identi-

fied by Emery and Flora in the evalua-

tion included the emergence of changing 

norms, such as greater appreciation for, 

and participation in, community involve-

ment (symbolic and political capital), 

which then transformed structural 

aspects as more youth and people of color 

got involved. The program ultimately 

attracted new financial investments, 

planned-giving bequests, entrepreneurial 

initiatives, and manufacturing infrastruc-

ture. This spiraling-up dynamic reflects 

the economic concept of increasing 

returns, the tendency of gains to produce 

more gains.24 This is a compelling ratio-

nale for philanthropic investment. 

A similar example of how multiple 

forms of capital were identified and devel-

oped through program design is Ashley 

Anglin’s 2015 case study in South Rome, 

Georgia.25 There, the multiple-capitals 

approach was used for planning and 

community development. Previously, 

a community coalition had identified 

fifteen unique community assets. But 

by using the multiple-capitals frame-

work and including more stakeholders 

in the process, they identified eighty-five 

unique assets. Participants remarked 

that “thinking in capitals” enabled them 

to see many intangible community assets 

they had overlooked. 

The process of categorizing the 

capitals also illuminated community 

strengths (natural and built capital) and 

needs (human and political capital). 

Anglin’s study found that the community 

capitals framework, “especially when 

imbued with the values of community 

empowerment, diversity, and inclusion/

participation—is a valuable tool for 

helping stakeholders to approach com-

munity development from a systems 

perspective, combat hopelessness, and 

foster common language and plans for 

the future.”26 The Puerto Rico Commu-

nity Foundation, under the leadership 

of Dr. Nelson Colón, is similarly using a 

community capitals framework to guide 

disaster recovery and create grassroots 

prosperity and equity.27 

•  •  •

The takeaway message from these and 

other cases is that a multiple-capitals 

approach to program design can simul-

taneously produce mission fulfillment 

while increasing organizational effec-

tiveness.28 A multiple-capitals framework 

integrates planning, service delivery, 

evaluating, and reporting, thus filling in 

potholes and pitfalls of capacity build-

ing and paving a road for smoother inte-

gration of organizational activities and 

stakeholder accountability.29 

A multiple-capitals approach can help 

nonprofit organizations build capacity 

dependably and systematically across 

multiple levels. Further, this approach 

offers a cohesive and compelling ratio-

nale to support strategic decision making 

and present a clear case for philanthropic 

support. Developing tangible and intan-

gible forms of capital resources (e.g., 

social, political, spiritual, and reputa-

tional) through the design of multiple 

capitals is a promising systematic frame-

work for organizational, community, and 

sector capacity-building efforts. 
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