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Development practitioners are giving increasing attention to the issue of
sustainability in development.  Central to this concept is the issue of de-
velopment of sustainable national capacities.  The United Nations Devel-
opment Programme (UNDP) has addressed this challenge by ensuring
t h a t :

▲ Development policies and programmes are pro-poor, pro-woman,
pro-employment, pro-environment and pro-good governance.

▲ Technical cooperation facilitates rather than leads development
e f f o r t s .

▲ Sustainable capacities are developed not only within the public sec-
t o r, but also within others segments of society—particularly amongst
civil society actors and the private sector.

This Technical Advisory Paper (TAP) focuses on assessing capacity de-
velopment requirements and then planning for them in a manner that is
sustainable.  The concept of capacity development is applied in a com-
prehensive and integrative manner, where the varying dimensions of ca-
pacity at all levels of the public, private and civil society sectors must
necessarily support each other for the achievement and sustainability of
national development objectives.  The guidelines presented in this Paper
can be tailored to a wide variety of situations, and they are also designed
to be used in conjunction with UNDP’s programme approach.

As UNDP further moves to supporting broader national programmes over
more sectoral or narrowly focused projects, it is important to ask how
UNDP can simultaneously bridge and integrate the capacity require-
ments of complex systems and inter-relationships made up by the inter-
action of multiple actors from the public sector, private sector and civil
society?  Furthermore, how can maximum utilisation of existing capaci-
ties and knowledge be assured?  Or how can one design capacity initia-
tives where the constant factor is change?  These and other related issues
are addressed in this Paper.

U N D P ’s Management Development and Governance Division (MDGD)
has drawn extensively on management development and governance ex-
periences in programme countries.  It is yet another example of the new
U N D P, which regularly learns from its own experiences and analyses
them to develop new tools and methodologies in support of developing
countries’ priorities for sustainable human development.

Eimi W a t a n a b e
Assistant Administrator and

D i r e c t o r , Bureau for Development Policy

F O R E W O R D
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P R E FA C E

The purpose of this Technical Advisory Paper (TAP) is to help managers
and other development professionals better manage capacity assess-

ment and development initiatives.  The Paper has extensively drawn
upon UNDP’s experiences in management development and governance
programmes, as well as others, including the private sector.

For years UNDP has focused on assessing the capacities of institutions.
In 1994 the Management Development and Governance Division (MDGD)
prepared guidelines on “process consultancy” which emphasised the
need for external actors to support national processes.  The emphasis on
processes and systems led MDGD to prepare these complimentary guide-
lines in broad consultation with country offices and programmes where
MDGD has supported programme efforts.

These guidelines address the growing need of management development
and governance programmes that are broad-based and involve a number
of actors and institutions that work together in common systems (for ex-
ample, judicial, financial, information, electoral, planning, decentralised
systems).  Other thematic areas can adapt and utilise these guidelines as
well.  In fact, development practitioners may wish to use this paper in
conjunction with thematic-specific guidelines and best practices so that
specific issues related to each theme can be addressed in the assessment
m e t h o d o l o g y.  This is not the only approach to assessing capacity re-
quirements.  There are others  such as those for institution-building (e.g.,
U N D P ’s CAPbuild for Institutions) and participatory methodologies to as-
sess the capacity requirements of communities.  The nature of the proj-
ect or programme should determine the best framework.

These guidelines are not a methodology per se, nor a prescribed set of
rules and procedures to solve a problem.  Rather, they present a range of
tools, techniques and approaches which can be adapted to different situ-
ations.  The approach of the guidelines requires a comprehensive under-
standing of capacity in both a strategic management context and at
various levels:  the i n d i v i d u a l level, the level of the organisation or e n-

t i t y, and the level of the broader s y s t e m or enabling environment within
which entities and individuals function.  The guidelines examine varying
dimensions of capacity at each level, all of which need to be inte-
grated with the other.  Only by looking at capacity in this broader, sys-
tems perspective can sustainable capacities be achieved. 

Parts I & I I of these guidelines are generic in nature:  they can be
adapted by almost any organisation or entity, in a programme or project
context, to assess and develop capacities for most situations.  Part III

focuses on the special needs of National Programme Frameworks(NPF),
the UNDP’s special role in supporting such frameworks, and the relation-
ship of the Programme Support Document (PSD) to NPF capacity
i n i t i a t i v e s .
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As there is no panacea nor one-size-fits-all solution to assessing and de-
veloping capacity, common sense and judgement are required to adapt
appropriate solutions to the needs of each particular situation.  It is hoped
that these guidelines will enable managers and other stakeholders in-
volved in capacity initiatives to increase their own capacities in strategic
management and to develop sustainable capacity successfully.

The UNDP task manager for this TAP was Bahman Kia and the consul-
tant was Richard Flaman.  Your comments and feedback will be invaluable
to update and improve on these guidelines.

G. Shabbir Cheema
D i r e c t o r ,

Management Development and Governance Division
Bureau for Development Policy
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 

C A PACITY ASSESSMENT AND
DEVELOPMENT IN A SYSTEMS AND
S T R ATEGIC MANAGEMENT CONTEXT

PURPOSE OF THE GUIDELINES

The guidelines were developed to help managers and other professionals
better manage capacity assessment and development i n i t i a t i v e s .
Such initiatives may involve development programmes, various types of
technical assistance and other types of interventions.  This requires a
comprehensive understanding of capacity in a systems and strategic
management context at various levels: the i n d i v i d u a l level, the level of
the organisation or e n t i t y, and the level of the broader s y s t e m or en-
abling environment within which entities and individuals function.  The
entity involved may be public, private, and civil society organisations.
The guidelines examine varying dimensions of capacity at each level,
all of which need to be integrated with the other.  Only by looking at ca-
pacity in this broader, systems perspective can sustainable capacities be
achieved.  The guidelines are not a methodology per se, nor a prescribed
set of rules and procedures to solve a problem.  Rather, the guidelines
present a range of tools, techniques and approaches which can be
adapted to meet the unique requirements of different situations. 

Having broad application, the guidelines will be of use to practitioners
such as  project and programme managers and experts who lead, manage
or facilitate capacity initiatives.  Also included would be team participants
and the broader stakeholder community participating in or otherwise im-
pacted by a capacity initiative.

The guidelines are also specifically geared to those who are involved in
supporting the UNDP programme approach and in the formulation of
UNDP programme support documents (PSD).  This group of users would
include government and/or national organisations responsible for national
programme frameworks (NPF) and PSDs, UNDP local staff who are fa-
miliar with the programme approach, local and/or international consul-
tants and experts, and other organisations or individuals involved in the
process (e.g., participating donors).

STRUCTURE OF THE GUIDELINES

The complete set of guidelines (59 pages plus annexes) is divided into
three main parts.  Parts I & I I are generic in nature:  they can be adapted
by almost any organisation or entity, in a programme or project context,
to assess and develop capacities for most situations.  Part I d e s c r i b e s
basic concepts and the systems/strategic management approach to ca-
pacity initiatives.  P a r t II takes you through the logical phases of “ w h e r e
we are now , ” “where we want to be,” “how to get there,” and “how to
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stay there.” Special attention is given to s u s t a i n a b i l i t y and the u t i l i s a -
t i o n of existing capacities. 

Part III focuses on the special needs of National Programme Frame-
works (NPF), the UNDP’s special role in supporting such frameworks,
and the relationship of the Programme Support Document (PSD) to NPF
capacity initiatives.  Five annexes to the guidelines cover a list of sug-
gested reading, detailed descriptions on topics covered in the main body
of the guidelines and a governance programme case example.

C A PACITY DEVELOPMENT DEFINED

C a p a c i t y is defined as the ability of individuals and organisations or or-
ganisational units to perform functions effectively, efficiently and sus-
t a i n a b l y.  This implies that capacity is not a passive state but part of a
continuing process and that human resources are central to capacity de-
velopment.  The overall context within which organisations undertake
their functions are also key considerations in capacity development.  Ca-
pacity is the p o w e r of something (a system, an organisation, a person) to
perform or to produce.

Capacity development 1 is a concept which is broader than organisa-
tional development since it includes an emphasis on the overall s y s t e m ,
environment or context within which individuals, organisations and soci-
eties operate and interact (and not simply a single organisation).  In the
case of development programmes, it includes a consideration of all fac-
tors which impact upon its ability to be developed, implemented and the
results to be sustained.  Of special concern to development planners and
to situations where there are limited resources is the need to build on
what exists—to utilize and strengthen existing capacities , rather than to
start from scratch.  The guidelines emphasize issues of capacity and sus-
tainability at various levels, in a comprehensive and integrative manner.
The guidelines can be adapted by practitioners to carry out capacity as-
sessment and development in a wide variety of applications at the:

▲ m i c r o - l e v e l : e.g., a community, Non-Governmental Organisation
(NGO), an academic or training institution, a government ministry or
a g e n c y, a parastatal entity, etc.;

▲ m e s o - l e v e l : e.g., sectoral initiatives such as health, industrial devel-
opment, credit development; or regional/local initiatives such as local
governance, municipal management; and

1 This is not much different than the OECD Development Assistance Committee (DAC) definition of
Capacity Development, adapted by various donors, as “ ... the process by which individuals,
groups, organisations, institutions and societies increase their abilities to:  (1) perform core
functions, solve problems, define and achieve objectives; and (2) understand and deal with
their development needs in a broad context and in a sustainable manner . ” This definition goes
on to define core capacities of an organisation, or community, or sector, (or system) as consisting
o f :
▲ defining, analysing the environment or overall system
▲ identifying needs and/or key issues
▲ formulating strategies to respond to or meet needs
▲ devising or implementing actions; assembling and using resources effectively and sustainably
▲ monitoring performance, ensuring feedback, and adjusting courses of action to meet objectives
▲ acquiring new knowledge and skills to meet evolving challenges
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▲ m a c r o - l e v e l : e.g., national or cross-sectoral development pro-
grammes such as governance and public administration reform, en-
vironment, poverty alleviation, private sector development.

C A PACITY IN A SYSTEMS CONTEXT

Most capacity initiatives have traditionally focused their efforts on the en-
tity (organisation, institution) or individual.  Where entities and individu-
als function in a complex environment, or an environment of change,
traditional approaches to capacity development have failed or were only
partially successful because they did not take into account the broader
system or environment within which they functioned.  For example, a lot
of technical assistance might be channeled into a particular government
programme delivery organisation for training and building automated sys-
tems.  However, where this is done at a time when the broader policy
framework of government and society is pointing in a direction of decen-
tralisation, downsizing and partnerships, then the capacity development
initiative could well be counterproductive.

To address this issue, the guidelines allow you to address issues of ca-
pacity at both the individual and entity levels, as well as at the systems
level in an integrated and logical manner.  By definition, a system is a reg-
ularly interacting or interdependent group of items forming a unified
whole.  This can apply equally to the human world as it does to the phys-
ical world.  Capacity is defined here in a systems context where a set of
entities operate toward a common purpose and according to certain rules
and processes.  Let’s look at each of these three levels in more detail.

Level 1—The System

The highest level within which capacity ini-
tiatives may be cast is the system or en-
abling environment. For development
initiatives that are national in context (e.g.,
governance or environmental pro-
grammes), the system would cover the en-
tire country or society and all the
subcomponents that are involved.  For ini-
tiatives at a sectoral level, the system
would include only those components that
are relevant (e.g., a rural development or
decentralisation programme).  This level
includes both formal and informal organi-
sations within the defined system. 

Capacity assessments at the systems level can be made according to rel-
ative strengths and weaknesses, as well as opportunities and threats
( S W O T ) .  As noted in the diagram, such an assessment can also be
guided according to logical groupings of factors, which relate to the dif-
ferent dimensions within the system.

F i g u re 3
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Dimensions of Capacity at the Systems Level

▲ Policy Dimension: systems have a purpose, they exist to meet cer-
tain needs of society or a group of entities. Also included are value
systems which govern the entities within the system.

▲ Legal/Regulatory Dimension: includes the rules, laws, norms,
standards which govern the system—and within which a capacity ini-
tiative is to function.

▲ Management or Accountability Dimension: defines who manages
the system, and which entities or stakeholders function the system.
From a capacity development perspective, this would identify who is
responsible for potential design, management and implementation,
coordination, monitoring and evaluation, and all other related capac-
ities at the systems level.  

▲ Resources Dimension: (human, financial, information) that may be
available within the system to develop and implement the pro-
gramme and/or the capacities.

▲ Process Dimension: the inter-relationships, interdependencies and
interactions amongst the entities, including the fact that these may
comprise subsystems within the overall system. This includes the
i n t e r-relationships amongst entities in terms of the flow of resources
and information, formal and informal networks of people, and even
supporting communications infrastructures.

Level 2—The Entity or Org a n i s a t i o n

Whether an entity is a formal organisation
(such as a government, or one of its de-
partments, ministries or agencies), a pri-
vate sector operation, or an informal
organisation (e.g., a community based or
volunteer organisation), there are typically
several dimensions of capacity which need
to be assessed and developed.

Traditional capacity development and or-
ganisational strengthening focus their de-
velopment resources almost entirely on
human resources, processes and organisa-

tional structuring matters.  The more successful methodologies examine
all dimensions of capacity at the entity2 level, including its interactions
within the system, usually with other entities, “stakeholders,” or clients.
This applies to organisational subunits within the entity (e.g., divisions,
sections, units, workgroups and teams, etc.).  

2 For the purposes of these guidelines, the term e n t i t y is used synonymously with the term o r g a n i -
s a t i o n , where the term organisation is defined as “ ... the rational coordination of activities by a
group of individuals with the aim of achieving a common purpose” (taken from E. Schein, “Or-
ganizational Psychology,” Prentice Hall, 1979).  In this sense, an entity may be a small unit such as a
division or department among many within a larger entity, or it may be a large unit such as a Ministry
within a government.  As long as it fits with the definition, it may be classed as an entity.

F i g u re 4
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Dimensions of Capacity at the Entity Level

▲ Mission and strategy: include role; mandate; definition of services;
clients/customers served; interactions within the broader system and
“stakeholders”; the measures of performance and success; and the
presence of core strategic management capacities.

▲ Culture/Structure and Competencies: include organisational and
management values, management style, and standards, organisa-
tional structures and designs, core competencies.

▲ P r o c e s s e s : (internal and external to the entity) supporting such
functions as planning, client management, relationships with other
entities, research/policy development, monitoring and evaluation,
performance/quality management, financial and human resources
management, etc.  Processes are central to improved capacities.

▲ Human resources: the most valuable of the entity’s resources and
upon which change, capacity and development primarily depend.

▲ Financial resources: both operating and capital.

▲ Information resources: of increasing importance, and how these re-
sources (all media, electronic and paper) are managed to support the
mission and strategies of the entity.

▲ I n f r a s t r u c t u r e : physical assets (property, buildings and movable as-
sets), computer systems  and telecommunications infrastructures,
productive work environments.

Level 3—The Individual

Most capacity initiatives ultimately concen-
trate on the individual, including small in-
terpersonal networks of individuals.  This
covers individuals both within entities in-
volved in the management and delivery of
a capacity initiative, as well as those who
are beneficiaries or are otherwise impacted
by the initiative (could be specific client
groups, segments of society, or the civil
population at large, depending on the ini-
tiative).  Capacity assessments at this level
are considered to be the most critical.  This
level addresses the individual’s capacity to
function efficiently and effectively within the entity and within the
broader system.  The success or viability of a capacity initiative is invari-
ably linked to the capacity of leadership and management. 

Often, capacity assessments of individuals are based on an established
“job description” or some other format which lays out the performance/
skills requirements of the position and the individual filling that position.
This is combined with a skills assessment of the individual.  The assess-
ment will demonstrate any “capacity gaps.”  Subsequent training and
development plans can then be prepared to address these gaps.  Increas-
i n g l y, the dimensions of accountability, performance, values and ethics,

F i g u re 5
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incentives and security are becoming ever more important in individual
level capacity assessments and technical assistance development pro-
grammes.  Strategies that stress continuous learning are also important.

Entry Points—Zooming In and Out

Having established that capacity should be addressed in various dimen-
sions across each of the three levels, the question arises as to where do
you enter the capacity assessment process.  The most typical entry point
is at the entity level.  For example, there may be a need to reform finan-
cial management and budgeting systems within a Ministry of Finance.
This initial, rather narrow examination would then be expanded (“ z o o m -
o u t ” ) to look at the broader government system of financial management,
linkages to budgeting and the integration of policy setting and expendi-
ture management.  This would ensure that any capacity development
with respect to Ministry level financial management takes into account
needs, issues and impacts within the broader government “system.”  

Entry points are often made at the systems level as well.  For example, a
major system initiative might be to improve the role and functioning of
the legal framework (laws, legislation) as part of a governance pro-
gramme.  After looking at the broader dimensions of capacity at the sys-
tems level, you would then “ z o o m - i n ” to look at the capacity needs of
specific entities within the “legal system” such as the judiciary, courts, po-
lice services and so on.  Further z o o m i n g - i n would allow you to look
more closely at the processes, human resources and other dimensions of
these entities and the capacity dimensions of individuals within these
entities. 

W H AT MAKES A CAPACITY INITIAT I V E
S U C C E S S F U L ?

The following factors are seen to be critical to the success of a capacity
assessment and development initiative.  This list is based on extensive
UNDP and other international experience in development programmes,
technical assistance/cooperation and capacity development.

▲ Visible Leadership: meaningful commitment and o w n e r s h i p ( a n d
“political will” ) at the political and senior bureaucratic levels, sus-
tained throughout the process. 

▲ O r g a n i s a t i o n - W ide and Participatory: highly consultative, with
meaningful involvement of all impacted parties or stakeholders.

▲ Open and T r a n s p a r e n t : the process itself is open, with no hidden
agendas, and decision making is transparent.  In some situations, ex-
ternal consultants may help facilitate this process and assure inde-
pendence and objectivity.

▲ Awareness and Understanding: all impacted parties/stakeholders
are aware of and understand the development or capacity initiative,
the implied changes and capacity needs; requires strong internal and
external communications; public relations.
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▲ General Buy-in and Acceptance: understanding generates buy-in
and acceptance; critical mass of commitment; resistance is managed.

▲ Appropriate Methodologies: for programme and project manage-
ment; tools and techniques; adapted to the local situation and needs;
measures of performance established (results, outputs, outcomes);
allowance for early successes and pilots, ongoing monitoring and
e v a l u a t i o n .

▲ Clear Set of Objectives and Priorities: built into project/
programme plans; incremental and phased; available resources
appropriate to workload.

▲ Clear Management Accountabilities: transparent processes and
decisionmaking; open dialogues; explicit responsibilities and ac-
countabilities set.

▲ Sufficient Time and Resources: committed availability of financial,
information and human resources to plan, develop, implement the
capacity initiative; strong managerial resources.

Identifying the Stakeholders

Many current strategic, programme man-
agement and related methodologies refer
to those that are involved in the capacity
assessment process as s t a k e h o l d e r s .
Other terms often used interchangeably,
include actors, players, participants, bene-
ficiaries, and clients, among others.  A
stakeholder analysis could be carried out
to determine precisely who is/should be in-
volved, the nature of their involvement
(role, responsibilities, accountabilities; di-
rect or indirect involvement), and magni-
tude of involvement (e.g., full or part-time,
specific activities only).  There are a num-
ber of techniques, tools and methods
which can support the stakeholder analy-
sis.  Tools include surveys, workshops and
conferences. 

For example, while an envisaged capacity
development initiative on governance
might eventually include virtually everyone
in the “system” (individuals, groups, formal
entities), only a very few need be involved
in capacity assessments in the initial
policy/concept development stages.  How stakeholders are to be involved
is another key area to be addressed.  Key stakeholders may be repre-
sented through formal management/steering committees.  Others may be
represented through advisory or consultative councils/boards, surveys,
workshops and conferences. 

Questions to Help Identify Stakeholders

▲ Who makes/influences policy and
d e c i s i o n s ?

▲ Who would “champion” the capacity
i n i t i a t i v e ?

▲ Who could provide financial and
technical re s o u rc e s ?

▲ Who would be impacted?

▲ Who are the dire c t / i n d i re c t
b e n e f i c i a r i e s ?

▲ Who with no “voice” needs special
a t t e n t i o n ?

▲ Who are the re p resentatives of those
i m p a c t e d ?

▲ Who is likely to support or oppose the
i n i t i a t i v e ?

▲ Who is responsible for implementation?

▲ What political forces are there ?
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A MODEL FOR CARRYING OUT THE ASSESSMENT

Many examples could serve to demonstrate the need for a systems level
capacity assessment and how to go about it.  The strengthening of health
service delivery capacity in a local level of government is a good example.
In this example, the effectiveness of developing sustainable capacities at
the local entity level would depend to a very large extent on capacities in
the broader system within which local government service delivery would
function.  This broader system would include the beneficiaries or clients
of the service, and the relationships with higher levels of government. 

Assessments are particularly important for identifying and measuring c a-
pacity gaps .  The gaps, usually expressed as a w e a k n e s s , may apply to
one or more d i m e n s i o n s . In the early stages of a capacity assessment, ca-
pacities need to be assessed from two perspectives: some preliminary
estimate of required f u t u r e capacities across each dimension; and an as-
sessment of the e x i s t i n g capacities in each of these dimensions.  The
comparison of information or metrics developed from these assessments
will give you an indication of which dimensions need attention and the ex-
tent of capacity g a p s that would need to be filled.

The figures opposite can be used as a sim-
ple model/guide for a systems/entity level
capacity assessment.  Such a guide will
help you to ensure that all dimensions are
covered.  The rows represent the dimen-
sions of capacity.

In most situations, an assessment will gen-
erate good information on existing capaci-
ties (column 1).  However, for more
complex situations where an initial assess-
ment is carried out, it may be too early in
the process to generate detailed informa-
tion on needed capacities in the future.
This uncertainty may be denoted by the
“grey” in columns 2–4 (for the systems
level).  These “grey areas” will become
clearer as you carry out more detailed
analyses of “where we want to be” ( a s
shown for the entity level).

To illustrate this, using the health service
delivery example, an assessment of the
current systems capacity dimension, say,
on “management accountability frame-
w o r k ” ( r o w 3) might reveal that all current
decision making for health service delivery
is being carried out at the central level of
government (ministry of health).  The as-

sessment may show that these existing capacities are documented in leg-
islation, regulation, position descriptions, organisational structures and
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the like.  A preliminary assessment of possible future needed capacities
( c o l u m n 2), based on the policy direction of decentralisation, might imply
the need for delegation of authority and empowerment at the local level. 

Initial estimated capacity gaps might show that changes would be
needed in existing management accountabilities at both the central and
local levels (e.g., in legislation, regulation, position descriptions, financial
authorities, etc.).  A capacity gap may be described simply in terms of a
potential w e a k n e s s in the systems dimension dealing with accountabil-
ity—an area to be strengthened.  These could then be translated into pre-
liminary alternative strategies for developing these capacities. 

Final assessments would be made at the individual level, for each indi-
vidual addressed by the capacity initiative.  The individual’s assessment
and development plans would be linked or integrated at the entity level,
and the entity level would be integrated with the system level.

UNDP AND THE PROGRAMME APPROACH

The guidelines can be readily adapted to help governments and other na-
tional organisations assess and develop the capacities needed for the
management and implementation of development programmes .  The
UNDP refers to such programmes as National Programme Frameworks
(NPF) and these guidelines may be used in conjunction with the UNDP’s
Programme Approach .  Development programmes, if done right, mani-
fest ownership by those who must implement them, incorporate strategic
thinking and produce sustainable results. 

The programme approach allows governments to articulate national pri-
orities and realize sustainable human development objectives through co-
herent and participatory programme frameworks.  It is a logical approach
that integrates the processes of macro-, meso- and micro-planning and
strategic management of any development effort within a broader sys-
tems context.  The programme approach was mandated by the UN Gen-
eral Assembly in landmark resolution 44/211.  UNDP took up the
challenge made by the General Assembly to all UN agencies to foster and
encourage the use of this approach.  The UNDP has developed tools to
operationalise its support in countries which have applied the programme
a p p r o a c h .

A NPF is a nationally owned, coherent and dynamic set of inter- r e l a t e d
policies, strategies, activities and investments designed to achieve a spe-
cific, time-bound development objective or set of objectives.  It is typi-
cally a document which outlines all requirements (financial, technical,
organisational and human from all sources) as well as implementation
and management arrangements within a broader systems context.  The
programme approach involves a process that culminates with the formu-
lation of a Programme Support Document (PSD) in the case of UNDP
funded technical cooperation.  It involves, typically, a 4-step process of
policy dialogue, capacity/needs assessment, identification of UNDP sup-
port, and implementation. 
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The role of the UNDP in supporting a NPF initiative, as set out in the
UNDP document “How to Implement the Programme Approach,” e n-
compasses:  identifying strong political commitment; finding champions
of change; organising a national “change team” to support the NPF; help-
ing to outline the programme process; and ensuring that key stakehold-
ers are involved.  In capacity assessments, the role of the UNDP will
depend on the country and the scenario that the particular NPF is in.
UNDP promotes process consulting which is “ ... a practice of man-
agement consultation in which the consultant assists the client man-
agement group to initiate and sustain a process of change and
continuous learning for systemic improvement.”

HIERARCHIES OF OBJECTIVES AND THE PSD

A PSD may be developed to support the NPF at one or a combination of
the three levels: systems, entity (formal and informal organisations) and
individual.  Developing a PSD during the early stages of NPF formulation
presents a unique opportunity for the UNDP to help organisations.  Ty p-
i c a l l y, insufficient strategic management and other programme manage-
ment capacities exist within the entity responsible for the NPF.  A PSD
may be developed as a project, or as a first phase of the NPF, simply to
facilitate the moving of the NPF closer to implementation. 

A government or coun-
terpart organisation is
always responsible for
the NPF, owns the
process and is nation-
ally executed.  UNDP
programme support
through the PSD would
normally be nationally
executed, although
there are situations
which may require
joint/partnership exe-
cution or UNDP execu-
tion arrangements.  In
all cases, however,
there must be an ex-
plicit correspondence
between the NPF and
the PSD.  The figure
below graphically illus-

trates a mapping of the UNDP programme approach and PSD terminol-
ogy to conventional programme/strategic management planning
frameworks and terminology.

The inherent logic of the UNDP PSD is such that most development pro-
grammes can be supported through the programme approach and the
UNDP PSD.  Clearly, some flexibility will be needed to adapt the PSD to
unique needs of each NPF.
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In the case of the PSD, there are three levels to this hierarchy consisting of
Programme Support Objectives/ PSO’s (or immediate objectives), outputs
and activities.  Each output and/or objective would be related to results,
monitoring indicators, or performance measures.  

A systems level capacity assessment would potentially see two more lev-
els added to the “hierarchy of objectives”:  level within the system, and
dimension of capacity at each level.  The chart on the following page pre-
sents an example for a hierarchy of objectives for a capacity initiative.
The first couple of objectives/outputs/activities are expanded to give you
an idea of how the breakout would appear.

C A PACITY ASSESSMENT IN A STRAT E G I C
MANAGEMENT FRAMEWORK

Organisations in both the public and private sectors have increasingly ac-
cepted that their performance or success is as much dependent on the
complex inter-relationships and factors within the broader system, as it is
dependent upon their own internal processes, structures and resources.
Here, capacity is defined in this broader systems framework.  In fact, this
definition is founded upon Strategic Management which, as a concept
that has evolved over the past 20 years or so, addresses the needs of or-
ganisations to go well beyond the traditional internal management and
planning functions such as finance, personnel or planning.

Simply put, strategic management may be defined as an approach
whereby organisations define their overall character and mission, their
longer term objectives or goals, the product/service segments they will
enter and leave, and the means (strategy) by which this is to be achieved,
e s p e c i a l l y, but not only, through the allocation of resources.  The ap-
proach is comprehensive and far-reaching.  It integrates and addresses all
dimensions of capacity at the systems, entity and individual levels.  
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The approach allows organisations to establish for themselves the desired
relationships with entities or stakeholders within the broader system
within which they function.  This requires a full and ongoing assessment
of the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (SWOT) both ex-
ternally (in the system) and internally.  The approach is participatory and

PSD Hierarchy of Objectives—An Example

T I T L E : To Decentralize Service Delivery Planning to the Local Level

SYSTEM LEVEL
Objective 1.0 To amend health standards according to local

c o n d i t i o n s

Output 1.1 New health service delivery standards
AC T I V I T Y 1 . 1 . 1 SE T-U P A H E A LT H S E RV I C E D E L I V E RY S TA N D A R D S R E V I E W C O M-

M I T T E E

AC T I V I T Y 1 . 1 . 2 DE V E L O P D R A F T S E T O F N E W S TA N D A R D S

AC T I V I T Y 1 . 1 . 3 E T C.
Objective 2.0 To rationalize the central/local budgetary and

revenue systems

Output 2.1 Amended central budget law 
Objective 3.0 e t c .

ENTITY LEVEL
Objective 1.0 To improve planning of local service delivery

Output 1.1 Local service delivery planning unit set up
AC T I V I T Y 1 . 1 . 1 DE V E L O P B U S I N E S S/O R G A N I S AT I O N P L A N F O R N E W U N I T

AC T I V I T Y 1 . 1 . 2 DE V E L O P O R G A N I S AT I O N A L S T R U C T U R E A N D P O S I T I O N D E S C R I P-
T I O N S

AC T I V I T Y 1 . 1 . 3 STA F F K E Y P O S I T I O N S

AC T I V I T Y 1 . 1 . 4 E T C.
Output 1.2 Service delivery planning and forecasting system

i m p l e m e n t e d
AC T I V I T Y 1 . 1 . 1 DE T E R M I N E R E Q U I R E M E N T S F O R N E W S Y S T E M

AC T I V I T Y 1 . 1 . 2 ID E N T I F Y A N D E VA L U AT E A LT E R N AT I V E S Y S T E M S S O L U T I O N S

AC T I V I T Y 1 . 1 . 3 E T C.
Objective 2.0 e t c .

INDIVIDUAL LEVEL (see Subsection 4.4, below)
Objective 1.0 Trained staff within the local planning unit

Output 1.1 Training strategy and plan
Output 1.2 Trained staff
Output 1.3 Completed study tours

AC T I V I T Y 1 . 1 . 1 DE T E R M I N E R E Q U I R E M E N T S F O R S T U D Y T O U R

AC T I V I T Y 1 . 1 . 2 DE S I G N S T U D Y T O U R, S E L E C T PA R T I C I PA N T S

AC T I V I T Y 1 . 1 . 3 E T C.
Output 1.4 e t c .



consultative.  Strategic management itself
is considered as a core management capac-
ity within an entity or system. 

A simple strategic management framework
is adopted in the guidelines (graphically il-
lustrated opposite).  This framework is
common to the programme approach
adopted by the UNDP and many other or-
ganisations that address broader issues of
c a p a c i t y.  It is based on a simple, but logi-
cal, progression or lifecycle of assessing
“where we are now , ” “where we want to
b e , ” “how to get there,” and “how to stay there.” Each of these major
phases can be supported by a range of optional tools, techniques and spe-
cialized methods for assessing and developing capacities at the systems,
entity and individual level in an integrated manner.  The complete guide-
lines document addresses each of these in detail, with special emphasis
on sustainability.

The type of assessment depends very much both on the stage of the life
cycle, on the nature of the initiative, and on the entry point to be made.
Capacity assessment and development can occur during each stage.  For
example, an organisation embarking on a change or governance pro-
gramme may need to develop initial capacities to carry out programme
planning and management or even to carry out initial capacity assess-
ments to determine whether a programme may be viable.  In all cases,
emphasis would be given to utilizing existing capacities and to devel-
oping new capacities only where they are needed.  

F i n a l l y, as there is no panacea nor one-size-fits-all solution to assessing
and developing capacity, common sense and judgement are required to
adapt appropriate solutions to the needs of each particular situation.  It
is hoped that these guidelines will enable managers and other stakehold-
ers involved in capacity initiatives to increase their own capacities in
strategic management and to develop sustainable capacity successfully.

▲  ▲  ▲  ▲  ▲

You are encouraged to refer to the complete capacity guidelines doc-
ument and its attached annexes for a more detailed treatment of the 
topics introduced in this synopsis.  Further reading and reference
material are listed in Annex 1 of the full guidelines document.  Or,
you can access the special MagNet-Management and Governance
Network Website of the Management Development and Governance
Division (UNDP/MDGD) at: < h t t p : / / m a g n e t / u n d p . o r g > .
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