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1.  Background of the capacity assessment tool 


1.1.
A tool to support/guide capacity building

In view of its mission statement as well as the nature of its funding, VLIR initiatives are in essence aimed at developing the capacity of both Flemish universities (as centers of expertise) and universities in the South (as actors for development). At this stage, research, human resources development and the provision of equipment, are the principal vehicles contributing to the capacity building. While some may be principally oriented to research, most are integrated projects combining research activities with scholarships and investments.

With the introduction of PCM increasing attention is being paid to the quality of the project formulation process. Already at this stage, the merits of this approach are being appreciated by the concerned stakeholders. 

From the onset, an analysis of the local and Flemish project partners was part of the PCM-led formulation process and as such translated into the formats for VLIR project proposals. In this regard however, the following observations could be made:

· In view of the descriptive nature of the information that was requested, it has been felt that this analysis was somewhat reduced to a requirement rather than a instrument that would feed analysis, discussion and debate;

· While the problem tree analysis approach does provide a framework to discuss the capacity of the local unit, it does not provide for a systematic analysis;

· The information and format requested does not allow proper baseline setting and future impact assessment. 

As such, it was felt that a more systematic tool could lend support to both the process of analysis and the possibility to assess impact as regards the building of capacity. In an era whereby development actors are increasingly called upon to justify and account for their actions, these and other tools, as imperfect as they may be, can be rewarding instruments to demonstrate impact in a sufficiently simple and generic manner. 

More broadly, VLIR-UOS is likely to pay increasing attention to concepts and practices of organizational change with a view to enhance the effectiveness and focus of its programmes through the utilization of appropriate intervention modalities and processes. This tool is therefore reflective of the concern and interest of VLIR-UOS in this field.  

1.2.
The origin, development and status of the tool

In the context of capacity building, increasing attention is paid to the strengthening of organizations as sustainable vehicles to deliverers quality services. Henceforth, organizational development has emerged as a particular approach in the context of capacity building. This in turn has given rise to a multitude of intermediary organizations that conduct audits and support organizational development processes. While equally used in the Northern economies in both profit and non-profit sector, many organizational capacity assessment tools have been developed in or adapted to the particularities of the development sector. In the case of the proposed VLIR-UOS tool, the Participatory Capacity Assessment Tool (PCAT) developed by the International Institute of Rural Reconstruction for CARE International
, has been used as a basis. Having been developed for a NGO environment, VLIR-UOS has tried to adapt it to an academic setting while retaining its participatory nature and the relative ease of its application. 

In particular, the review and listing of indicators has drawn heavily on existing instruments such as the questions used by the VLIR-UOS Visiting Commissions
.

As the indicators used implicitly use the concept of ‘an ideal academic unit’ as a reference, it inherently imports culture specific notions. As such, the indicators used may not be equally relevant in all cultural or national settings. 

Developed by the VLIR-UOS-secretariat, it was subsequently tested in the field on an hoc basis. Based on comments received from stakeholders, further testing, in particular by IUC programme managers, will be undertaken in order to allow for refinement and consolidation.

Based on the lessons learned during testing, VLIR-UOS will provide this tool to promoters of OI projects as well as IUC project leaders and programme managers. As project holders, they will be invited to further disseminate the tool, and encourage its  application by their project partners who will be considered the principal end users. Also consultants hired to conduct a PCM session may be invited to use the tool at a particular point in the analysis for those projects that focus on integrated capacity building. 

Being subjective, the results of its application are not meant to be used by VLIR-UOS in the context of project appraisals.

2.  The nature and purpose of the tool


2.1.
The nature of the tool

This tool is not meant to gather objective and factual information that would allow a comparison among different units. Rather it is a reflection of a current status as perceived by various stakeholders and appreciated compared to what is considered to be desirable.

As for what is desirable, the users may refer to the following:

· The expectations and intentions of the wider faculty/university as per the strategic plan(s);

· Models that may be taken from the region or beyond in terms of their capacity.

While some indicators depart from a particular ideal in terms of an academic unit, local adaptation and a flexible application should ensure its relevance. Being generic it must not be considered as a ready-to-be-used instrument rather it implies a more critical application. 

Furthermore, it is understood that all universities are likely to already use evaluative tools to assess the quality of the education that is being provided or other domains of its functioning. Being holistic and generic, this tool is not intended to replace whatever assessment tools that are already being practices. Rather it is anticipated that it may provide a higher level analysis that may even use results of tools that look at certain sub-domains. 

2.2.
The purpose of the tool

As stated earlier, the tool is meant to allow VLIR-UOS project partners to jointly assess capacity-building needs, design appropriate interventions and continuously assess progress with regard to capacity building.  As such it can be applied during a capacity building project formulation process, or as part of a wider formulation of the organisational development process of a unit.

In particular the tool is developed to accomplish the following specific purposes

· For academic units to reflect on the status and needs of their organization/institution, and as such contribute to a process of learning;

· To understand their key strengths, opportunities and to build on success;

· To establish an organizational effectiveness baseline against which progress can be monitored;

· Diagnose potential dangers/problems and take preventive measures

· To determine areas needed for organizational improvement and resource allocation

· To create teamwork between leaders, management staff and external stakeholders for organizational development and strategic management

· Assess the impact of a capacity building intervention
· To contribute to strategic planning processes 
· To contribute to internal and external resource mobilisation

The tool is therefore meant to be flexible to accomplish multiple purposes relative to various organizations 
3.  The use of the tool


3.1.
Unit of analysis

The application of the tool is based on the ‘organization’ as the unit of analysis. In this case, the notion organization has been translated into ‘academic unit’. In most cases, OI and IUC projects are collaborating with either faculties or research institutes (rarely) departments or laboratories. In case of multidisciplinary projects, assessing and tracking capacity enhancement may be done at the level of several collaborating units.  In the context of a university, it is clear that the notion of a full organization may not be applicable at the lower unit level as it is lacking autonomy in certain organizational areas (e.g.   personnel)  

In view of the fact that a number of indicators relate to the delivery of academic services, that particular section of the tool is not applicable to administrative or service oriented units (library, finance department etc.). 

Primarily, the tool is developed for capacity assessment of academic units that have basic organizational structures in place and have been operational for sometime. All aspects of the tool may therefore not be immediately applicable to all academic units. In brief, the following could be units of application:

· A relatively small faculty or research institute

· A department

· A laboratory

· An administrative unit (requiring major adaptation) 

In terms of the unit of analysis, a minimum size and capacity (budget, staffing and autonomy) is a prerequisite for its application. 

3.2.
User groups 

Further to the unit of application, the following could be user groups:

1. Flemish promoters and project leaders wishing to analyze and determine capacity building needs and interventions;

2. Local project leaders to evaluate performance of their units and/or formulate capacity building projects;  

3. Managers, consultants or permanent experts to facilitate processes of unit level strategic planning;

4. Faculty or universities bodies to assess the performance of various academic units;  

5. Donors to assess the structure, strength, transparency and accountability of an academic unit as a basis for make funding and partnership decisions;

6. Consultants and other facilitators or external bodies to gather and analyse data for the purpose of setting a baseline and evaluating an organization’s performance;

3.3.
Flexible application

The tool is designed to gather not all but only important data.  It can be used internally within an academic unit or can be facilitated by external experts. The tool itself is comprehensive but organizations are free to choose or adapt any section of a tool that is most appropriate and relevant.  Ideally, it is aimed to involve different stakeholders (academic and support staff, students, users of the research, faculty or university level representatives, external regulatory boddies etc.). Each user is challenged to develop its own appropriate and simple methods that ensure participation of many.  In as much as possible, the process should be informal and  educational

The process requires a facilitator who is either an external consultant or one of the experienced staff members of the unit who are familiar which tools and discussions of this nature. He/she should an experienced facilitator and have a good understanding of and familiarity with institutional and organizational development isues. It is highly recommended that the data collection be done in teams of two, one to carry out the interview and the other to record.  The tool can be applied in the following settings: 

1. Through one-to-one structured or semi-structured interviews and/or small group meetings. In some cases, the most appropriate setting may be meeting individual staff or members of management team.  It is important to select staff from a cross-section of the unit to represent the interests and knowledge of different groups such as the management, technical staff, support staff and representatives of relevant stakeholders. A one-to-one setting is advantageous in that the person being interviewed can be assured of the confidentiality of the information, although this can be time consuming.           

2. Small groups can be focus groups or key informant groups, preferably not exceeding 12-15 individuals who can provide relevant information. Grouping can be organized along lines of management, technical support, stakeholders or mixed.  The facilitators decide the most appropriate setting based on the particular environment. An advantage of this setting is that information from many people can be gathered in a short span of time. However, facilitators must ensure active participation by all and avoid dominance by only few.  A clear process of recording and accurately reflecting on the agreements of the group members is important.

3.4.
Methods and tools for data gathering

A “basket ” of tools and methods are presented below. Each organization and each group can adopt any of the tools described below or may altogether choose another tool more appropriate.   Facilitators are advised to use a constructive or affirmative approach in the interview process. The single most important thing to remember is to keep the questions and the interaction positive.  It is important to keep the discussions on the strength and opportunities of the organization not on weaknesses. The following are some suggested tools for data gathering.

Before moving to another section, facilitators ensure that all issues, criteria and indicators are exhausted and fully answered. In a focus group setting, each member is requested to fill in information gaps, agree or disagree with information coming out of the story. Individuals and focus group members summarise the levels of their agreements and fill the ranking sheet.

Reporting on events - Story telling

Positive stories are powerful tools for information gathering.  Be it in one-to-one interviews or focus group meetings, individuals can be asked to relate a story or anecdote. Individuals can be asked to relate a story on when a certain aspect of the organization was at its best. It is important that the story focuses on a category or sub-category of the organization’s effectiveness.  For example, the individual can be asked to relate a story about the sharing of research findings. Based on the flow of the story, the facilitator can ask follow-up questions related to a specific aspect of the organization to fill in the information gaps. 

What I Like Most, What I Would Like Improved

This is another positive approach to data gathering. Taking each of the categories, facilitators can ask what the individual or focus group members liked most about each category. For example, if the category is about the board, the question to ask is: What do you like most about your planning, monitoring and evaluation practices?  After recording all the positive attributes, the facilitator can ask, what would you like to be improved? The group or individual then can be asked to summarise their agreement by filling the scoring sheet for each criteria under each category and sub-category.
Playing Boss

Each group member can be challenged to dare and suggest changes they will bring about if they were the leading professor etc. They can be asked to produce as many cards for the improvement they would introduce if they were the bosses in each of the above categories. The wish list of all the participants is then summarized and they are asked to rank the current state of the organisation in each of the categories

Using Flash Cards

This method can specially be useful when the assessment will be conducted in a group where the time to interact with each respondent may be short.  The facilitator distributes a set of numbered cards from 1-5 or different colure cards each representing a degree of satisfaction.  

The facilitator reads each criteria under major and sub-categories. The respondent flashes a card that best reflects their choice of an appropriate ranking for each of the criteria. The facilitator asks the reason for the respondent’s choice and the two jointly reach a common agreement and fill the ranking sheet.

In the case of a group, an average rank will be taken after brief discussions between the members.

Drawing Pictures

A cartoon or an abstract picture can be a powerful communication tool. Individuals and groups can be asked to positively depict their current view or hopes for an organization and its function. Other members could be asked to explain the picture and those who drew the picture will tell stories. Participants draw parallel between the picture, the stories and the relationship to the situation of their organisation. Members then rank the various criteria for each category.

Organisational Life Line

Group members can reflect on the history of the organisation. When it started, why, by whom and how? What has it accomplished in each of the major categories such as governance and leadership? What challenges did it face and how did it overcome them? How has it changed over time? Following the analysis, participants can rank different criteria for each of the organisational category.

Focus or Key informant Group Discussion

In mixed or homogeneous groups, staff, management and other stakeholders can be grouped to collectively reach an agreement on various aspects or their organization.   They can be assigned a task or be given a set of questions to answer.  An experienced facilitator can guide each group to reach an agreement.    Cards or flip charts can be used for presentation of the summary of the group findings and agreements.  Following the basic agreement, group members can rank the assessment sheet.

Structured or Semi-structured Interview

Facilitator can read the indicators under each of the organizational categories and ask the individual to select from the options provided in each of the ranking.  After ranking of each section, facilitator can ask the staff member the reasons for his ranking and ask follow-up questions if necessary.  Individual staff can also fill in the questioner independently and discuses the response with the facilitator.

SWOT Analysis

In small focus or key informant groups, the members of the organization and relevant stakeholders can carry out a SWOT analysis.  The focus should be on the positive, mainly on strengths and opportunities.  SWOT analysis can focus on each of the categories or sub-categories at a time to avoid generalization.  Following the SWOT analysis the group can summarize their findings and fill the ranking sheet based on the agreements reached

4.  
Design of the tool

4.1.
2 sections

The tool is organized around two sections, a section on the unit as an organization per se, and a section on its delivery of services. It is clear that both are intertwined as the delivery of services is obviously the purpose for the creation of an academic unit. The distinction therefore is somewhat artificial, and various overlaps can be found.

Assessment of the unit as an organizational entity

Under this section, the unit is looked at as a organizational unit. Its organization and functioning is the center of attention and it this regard the following categories are considered:

· Embedding of the unit at the faculty/university level

· The management practice at unit level

· The available resources

· The external relations and networking

Assessment of the unit as a provider of services 

Under this section, the unit is assessed in terms of the delivery of services. In this regard the following traditional categories of services are considered:

· Teaching/Education

· Research

· Outreach/Services to the society

4.2.
Multi level design

The organizational assessment information is organized at three levels.  The first is an organizational effectiveness category.  At a second level, each of the main categories is divided into different sub-categories..  The third level consists of indicators that further explain each of the sub-categories. There are five sub-categories identified important by various groups. 

	Level 1
	Level 2
	Level 3

	Organizational effectiveness category

1. External relations and networking


	Organizational effectiveness Sub-Category 

1.1 Donor relations

1.2 Linkages with the academic  community

1.3 Linkages with the public and relevant (national) stakeholders
	Organizational effectiveness indicators

1.1.1 Donor 

1.1.2 Institutionalisation of donor relations

1.1.3 Donor acknowledgement 




5.  Completing the rating sheet

5.1.
1 to 5 scoring range

For each of the sub-categories, a set of indicators to capture the current status of the organizational functioning is provided.  The rating sheet will enable each respondent or a group to assign numerical values to the agreed response.  The filling of the rating sheet can be done effectively after the group or the individual and facilitator have discussed and reached a general agreement on a given organizational effectiveness category or sub-category.  Each statement is assigned a numerical rating ranging 1-5 where five represents the highest possible rating and one the lowest.  Each of the numbers represents the levels and urgency of improvement.

5
=
needs to maintain current level of effectiveness

4
=
Needs some improvement, but not so urgent

3
=
Needs significant improvement in good time

2
=
Needs major and urgent improvement in most areas

1
=
Needs major and urgent improvement in all areas

The following is an example of a ranking sheet.

	1
	2
	3

	Sub-Category
	Indicator


	Please indicate your level of rating

	
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Provision of core resources and services  
	· The extent to which core academic positions are financed and assigned to the unit 
	
	
	
	
	

	
	· The extent to which support staff is financed and assigned to the unit 
	
	
	
	
	

	
	· The extent to which the operational costs of the unit are covered 
	
	
	
	
	

	
	· The level of autonomy in resource generation and utilization 
	
	
	
	
	

	
	· The extent to which the unit is provided with essential support services (ICT, library etc.)
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Average 


If the group or individuals filling the rating sheet do not have the sufficient information or feel it is not applicable in their setting, they can ignore the indicators or the section altogether.

5.2.
Computing and averaging

Computing and averaging can be done at three levels. The first is at the indicator level where individual or group-rating responses for each indicator will be computed and averaged for each sub-category.  The example below illustrates this.

Step 1:
 Assigning Numerical Values to each Indicator

Category 1.1: EMBEDDING AT FACULTY/UNIVERSITY LEVEL
	1
	2
	3

	Sub-Category
	Indicator


	Please indicate your level of rating

	
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Provision of core resources and services  
	· The extent to which core academic positions are financed and assigned to the unit 
	
	
	
	
	

	
	· The extent to which support staff is financed and assigned to the unit 
	
	
	
	
	

	
	· The extent to which the operational costs of the unit are covered 
	
	
	
	
	

	
	· The level of autonomy in resource generation and utilization 
	
	
	
	
	

	
	· The extent to which the unit is provided with essential support services (ICT, library etc.)
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Average 
	2,8


Step 2:
Computing and averaging major effectiveness the sub-categories 

For most of the major categories there are several sub-categories. These can be grouped and summarized.  An example of a major category under governance illustrates this point.

Category 1.1: EMBEDDING AT FACULTY/UNIVERSITY LEVEL
	Formal status and representation 
	3,2

	Provision of core resources and services
	2,8

	Internal linkages and general  perception/appreciation by university management
	4,4

	Average 
	3,5


Step 3:
Computing average for all major categories of the section

The table below summarizes a few of the examples of the major organizational categories used for assessing the organization

	Category
	Average Rating

	Embedding at faculty/university level
	3,5

	Management Practice
	2.5

	Physical and human resources
	4.8

	External Relations and Networking 
	3.5

	Total Average
	3,6


5.3
Assigning different weights 

While the tool has been designed in such a manner that all major categories and sub-categories have equal weights, part of the correction undertaken by user groups could be to assign different weights to certain categories. For example, in case the unit of analysis is a research institute, the category research may get more weight than the category education.

6.  Analysis and presentation of the results

6.1.
Life cycle stages

The primary purpose of the PCA is to determine the level of organizational effectiveness and to identify areas for further improvement.  In this tool, a deliberate choice is made to associate organisational growth to stages of human development. We have adapted the organisational life cycle concepts developed at Manitoba Institute of Management in the 1980s. These four categories are: 

	Infant 

The newborn unit. Like an infant, the organization is mainly dependant on a few leading individuals who struggle for its development. The new borne often suffers from the shortage of basic needs: financial, technical, managerial and need to belong. It may be under-funded and under-staffed. The few members are busy implementing all kinds of activities to keep the infant organisation alive and out of danger. All members play multiple roles; responsibilities overlap without any system in place.

Toddler

Unlike the newborn organisation, the toddler can stand and walk on its feet. He/she engages in a more complete set of activities. As there are a lot of energies, opportunities are vigorously harnessed in all directions. While the founding and leading individuals remain dominant, a wider range of staff is involved. 

Adolescent


This is a somewhat maturing organization with adequate human and other resources. Has a good mix of competencies. There is a shared sense of ownership by staff and management. The organisation takes time to plan, learn and reflect. It has effective administrative, financial and management structures in place.

Prime


It is a high standard organisation with all systems functioning.  Management, personnel and other policies and procedures are well developed and in place.  The vision is clearly articulated and understood by all. Clear goals are set, monitored and achieved with confidence. There is a high level of accountability at all levels and a sense of appreciation and acknowledgement by stakeholders.




6.2.
Determining the growth stage 

After the ranking and assigning of numerical values to each of the major and sub-categories is completed, the facilitator and members of the organization jointly determine the growth stage of their organization using the above stages as a guide.   The exercise is not to produce perfect placement but to reach a general agreement that can be used to monitor and assess the future growth and development of the organization.  It is natural for an organization to be categorized as infant in one sub-category or major category and as adolescent or prime in the other.  This only shows how one aspect of the organization is developed ahead of the other and this is normal.  

A detailed indicators guide for each category and sub-category is provided as a reference for facilitators and staff who will undertake this exercise. 

The following example illustrates some indications of where an organization is in terms of indicator ‘The extent to which core academic positions are financed and assigned to the unit’ under the sub-category ‘Provision of core resources and services’.

Category 1.1: EMBEDDING AT FACULTY/UNIVERSITY LEVEL
	1
	2
	3

	Sub-Category
	Indicator


	Please indicate your level of rating

	
	
	1
	2
	3
	4
	5

	Provision of core resources and services  
	· The extent to which core academic positions are financed and assigned to the unit 
	
	
	
	
	

	
	· The extent to which support staff is financed and assigned to the unit 
	
	
	
	
	

	
	· The extent to which the operational costs of the unit are covered 
	
	
	
	
	

	
	· The level of autonomy in resource generation and utilization 
	
	
	
	
	

	
	· The extent to which the unit is provided with essential support services (ICT, library etc.)
	
	
	
	
	

	
	Average 
	2,8


Example 

	E. Leadership
	Infancy
	Toddler
	Adolescent
	Prime

	The extent to which core academic positions are financed and assigned to the unit. 
	The unit has little or no full time academic positions that are centrally financed.
	While still dependent on other for some core tasks, the unit has a limited number of academic positions assigned to it.
	The unit has a fair number of academic positions assigned and financed.
	The unit has a sufficient number and balanced set of core positions assigned and financed.



Stage


     Rating

Infant


1:0 – 2.0

Toddler

2:1 – 3.0

Adolescent

3:1 – 4:0

Prime


4:0 – 5:0

Step 6:
Summarizing and Presenting the Data

Different organizations can choose different approaches appropriate to them. The purpose is to make visual presentation that will enable them to make visual comparison to determine where improvement may be needed. The following example illustrates these various possibilities.  These examples can be used to summarize the sub-categories and major categories of the organizational effectiveness.

Bar Graph: Embedding at faculty/university level
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Step 7:
Re-assessing the Institutional and Organizational Capacity

The tool is designed for academic units to continuously re-asses their status.  It is recommended that re-assessing exercise to take place once every year internally may be with some assistance of an external facilitator.
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1=Infancy


2=Toddler


3=Adolescence


4=Prime
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� A full Annex for all sub-categories is still to be developed.
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