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Executive Summary
On May 23rd, 2008, the Voluntary Organizations Consortium of British 
Columbia (VOC BC) and the Social Planning and Research Council of BC 
(SPARC BC) convened a world café to discuss capacity development 
in civil society in British Columbia. The session was held prior to the 
Community and Social Planning Network’s 2nd Conference: Traction for 
Community Action, in order to capitalize on the gathering of individuals 
from around BC involved in the non-profit/voluntary sector (the collection 
of not-for-profit and non-governmental groups and organizations that 
make up what is sometimes called civil society).

VOC BC and SPARC BC hosted this event, called Negotiating the Slippery 
Slope of Capacity Building, with two mutually reinforcing goals in mind. 
For VOC BC this represented an opportunity to reconvene the non-profit/
voluntary sector around questions related to capacity development.  This 
is part of the longer-term of strengthening the sector through increased 
understanding of capacity development. Similarly, SPARC BC’s goals was to 
facilitate discussions about different aspects of capacity development that 
can inform research and innovation in the practice of capacity development 
in BC. The event was designed to identify existing capacity gaps through 
a café-style discussion and serve as a place where individuals had an 
opportunity to voice their concerns and interests in relation to capacity 
development in BC. The results of this discussion will inform the directions, 
goals and activities of both VOC BC and SPARC BC.

The discussion dealt with four different levels at which capacity 
development can take place: individual, group, organization and sector (see 
Appendix A for elaboration), and the existing gaps at each of these levels. 
A number of different concerns emerged. The majority of these concerns, 
however, fit into three major themes:

1. Individual Capacity
2. Structures and Processes
3. Networks and Relationships
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These three themes offer useful categories into which capacity development 
issues can be divided, which still recognize the links between the various 
levels and concerns. 

Individual Capacity reflects the importance of individuals at all levels. On 
their own, individuals can act as champions for an issue. As part of a larger 
community, individuals can contribute knowledge and expertise to groups, 
organizations and the sector as a whole; they can address capacity gaps 
where necessary, or contribute to already effective groups or organizations 
to make them even stronger. 

Structures and Processes consists of governance and decision-making 
capacity, within organizations, groups and the sector. The importance of 
transparent, democratic and effective governance was voiced at every level 
in the discussion. Furthermore, the need to develop effective governance 
structures and processes for the various scales at which groups and 
organizations operate was a key concern. 

Finally, the theme Networks and Relationships deals with the links 
between individuals, groups, organizations, and between sectors (public, 
private and non-profit/voluntary). This theme reflects the importance of 
developing and maintaining relationships, both formally and informally, to 
effectively develop capacity. 

While the various levels—individual, group, organization and sector—
reflect the different scales at which activity takes place within a larger 
community, the three key themes that emerged from discussion reflect the 
ways in which these levels operate: through individuals, through internal 
governance processes and through external relationships. As such, these 
themes reflect an opportunity for a more comprehensive understanding of 
how a community addresses capacity building. Using the Living Framework 
(Appendix A) as a guide to the various levels of the non-profit/voluntary 
sector and these themes as an analytical lens, we can better understand 
and address the issues at play within the non-profit/voluntary sector.
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What emerges from the analysis, then, is a need to rethink the way we look at 
capacity development in the non-profit/voluntary sector. We need to capitalize on 
individual resources: groups, organizations and all sectors are only as strong as 
their parts. We need to take a proactive stance toward the issues we face, and to 
do so we need clear and democratic governance in place, in groups, organizations 
and throughout the sector. Finally, we need to take an approach toward capacity 
development that recognizes the significant interconnectivity of the various levels 
of the sector: that it is a system where one part affects others. With these goals 
in mind, we can view the three key themes not as problems, but as areas that can 
contribute to stronger, more effective individuals, groups and organizations, which 
in turn will strengthen the non-profit/voluntary sector.
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1. Introduction
Negotiating the Slippery Slope of Capacity Building, held on May 23rd, 
2008, was jointly hosted by the Voluntary Organizations Consortium of 
BC (VOC BC) and the Social Planning and Research Council of BC (SPARC 
BC). The session served as a pre-conference event for the Community 
Social Planning Network (CSPN) Conference held on May 23rd and 24th, 
2008, thereby capitalizing on the gathering of individuals involved in social 
planning and the non-profit/voluntary sector from across the province. With 
up to 85 participants, the session was extremely well attended and offered 
a variety of diverse perspectives on capacity strengths and weaknesses in 
BC’s non-profit/voluntary sector.

SPARC BC and VOC BC had parallel goals in hosting this event; both 
organizations sought to use this session to inform their strategic planning 
efforts. For VOC BC this represented an opportunity to reconvene the non-
profit/voluntary sector around questions related to capacity development.  
This is part of the longer-term of strengthening of the sector through 
increased understanding of capacity development. The issues raised in 
this session will inform goals and actions for the organization in the 
future. A key goal for SPARC BC was to engage key stakeholders in initial 
and creative discussions on the future of capacity development work in 
BC. This session and report therefore contribute to a larger research and 
development process regarding capacity development.

The session also represents a further step in VOC BC’s efforts to build 
capacity in BC’s non-profit/voluntary sector, by convening individuals active 
in the non-profit/voluntary sector to discuss concerns and experiences 
regarding capacity development. This long-term process can be followed 
through a number of documents published by VOC BC in the last few 
years: 

• Time to Act: Positioning the BC Voluntary Sector, from VOC BC’s 
January 11, 2005 Roundtable, focuses on the links between the 
non-profit/voluntary sector and government.

• What We Know: A Roundtable for Leaders in BC’s Voluntary/
Nonprofit Sector, from October 14, 2005 and

“we need to strengthen 
voices, yes, but also 

strengthen our ears...  

what are we missing? 

what are our processes?  

what do we need to 
change?”
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•  BC Voluntary Nonprofit Sector Five Theme Priorities Action 
Plan: VOC BC 2005-2006 Working Report also reflects VOC 
BC’s commitment to developing leadership and determining key 
priorities upon which to act. 

This event was a continuation of VOC BC’s work in this area. By assessing 
the capacity development needs of the various levels at work in the sector, 
it is hoped that VOC BC can orient its goals and activities toward addressing 
the capacity gaps identified in the discussion.

A central research goal of the event for both VOC BC and SPARC BC was 
to more fully develop the Living Framework (Appendix A) on capacity 
development, by discussing the various levels at which capacity is built. 
The session was intended to provide qualitative data on long-term capacity 
development needs, gathered from a variety of individuals working in the 
non-profit/voluntary sector. The Living Framework, which provided the 
basis for the discussion, distinguishes between five levels at which capacity 
development takes place: individual, group, organization, sector and 
community. It defines these levels as follows:

•  Individual: People who live in a community, especially the 
attitudes, values, knowledge and skills of people.
•  Group: Ad hoc groups, and informal committees and coalitions 
who identify as working in a geographically defined community.
•  Organization: Entities that are incorporated under the BC 
Societies Act.
•  Sector: The total of all of the people, groups, organizations and 
networks in a particular sector, which include: non-profit/voluntary 
sector, economic sector, public sector. 
•  Community: The individuals, groups, organizations, networks, 
sectors, communities of interest, as well as their relations to each 
other and the material features of their shared geographically 
defined community.

The discussion focused on the first four of these levels. This focus was 

1. For more on the Community Matrix see CIEL’s website: http://www.theciel.com/
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chosen because the Centre for Innovative and Entrepreneurial Leadership 
(CIEL) has already done a significant amount of research surrounding the 
community level, presented in their Communities Matrix.1 One intended 
outcome of the world café is to deepen the understanding of capacity 
develoment at the individual, group, organizational and sectoral levels to 
match the work done at the community level by CIEL.

Furthermore, this event links with a capacity development review 
undertaken by VOC BC and SPARC BC. A review of a range of 
organizations and the types of capacity they develop was synthesized into 
a living inventory that aims to track organizations working on capacity 
development in the non-profit/voluntary sector (Appendix B). One of the 
outcomes of this process for SPARC BC is to help develop capacity within 
the non-profit/voluntary sector in order to more effectively advocate for 
social change.

This report synthesizes the conversations that took place on May 23rd 
regarding the various levels of capacity development. The report is 
organized into four major sections: 

	 1. Introduction
	 2. Methods: A discussion of the adapted world café format used 	
	 in the session.
	 3. Analysis of Major Themes: A discussion of major themes that 
	 emerged, and how they are reflected at each level of capacity
	 development.
	 4. Conclusion: A summary of the report, a discussion of the major 
	 themes and suggested next steps.

In addition to these four major sections, the report includes an Executive 
Summary, a Postscript and Appendices.
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2. Methods: World Café on 
Capacity Development
The information for this report was gathered at a world café session on 
May 23rd, 2008, jointly hosted by VOC BC and SPARC BC and served 
as a pre-conference event for the Community Social Planning Network’s 
Traction for Community Action Conference, held May 23rd and 24th. Up 
to 85 people attended the event, from a range of BC communities, and 
representing a range of groups and organizations working in the non-
profit/voluntary sector. 

The world café itself was prefaced by a number of speakers, discussing a 
range of topics relevant to the discussion itself, with Tim Beachy acting as 
Master of Ceremonies. Scott Graham of SPARC BC and Stacy Barter of the 
Centre for Innovative and Entrepreneurial Leadership (CIEL) discussed the 
five levels of capacity development: individual, group, organization, sector 
and community. This presentation framed the discussion by describing 
the various levels at which capacity is developed in the Living Framework 
(Appendix A). 

This was followed by a number of speakers representing various 
organizations: Gail Joyce on behalf of VOC BC, Kathleen Speakman 
representing the Centre for Sustainability, Gilda Good from the Centre for 
Non-Profit Management and Justin Ho for the Non-Profit Human Resources 
Sector Council. These speakers discussed a range of issues influencing 
capacity development in the non-profit/voluntary sector, from networks, 
to funding, governance and management issues, to human resources. 
Judi Piggott then explained the world café format that would follow.2 The 
speakers also presented a sampling of resources available to the sector to 
help develop capacity and to launch the discussion of issues in the world 
café.

2. The information from these presentations is available at each organization’s website: www.
cnpm.ca, www.centreforsustainability.ca, www.hrcouncil.ca/home.cfm, and www.volunteerbc.
bc.ca/vocbc/
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The rest of the event consisted of facilitated discussions around the four of 
the five levels outlined in the Living Framework. Conversations took place at 
nine tables, divided into these four distinct levels as follows:

•  Individual (2 tables)
•  Group (2 tables)
•  Organization (3 tables)
•  Sector (2 tables)

Given the background of most participants in the non-profit/voluntary 
sector and their experience with organizational capacity development, slight 
weight was given to this level in terms of number of tables.

The session used the world café format, an informal meeting template 
developed around the notion that some of the strongest ideas for social 
change are developed in a café-like setting.3  In this case, the following 
three questions regarding capacity development were used to guide the 
discussion:

•  What are your personal experiences with capacity development 
initiatives at this level?
•  What kinds of capacities do you think should be developed at 
this level?
•  How can these kinds of capacities be developed and supported?

Participants rotated tables every 25 minutes, engaging with these questions 
in three separate conversations, discussing how they related to different 
levels of capacity development. A facilitator/note-taker from SPARC BC was 
assigned to each of the nine tables to guide and track conversations, using 
the predetermined questions to build ideas from one session to the next. In 
this way the conversations at each table progressed even as the participants 
changed. 

3. More information on the World Café at http://www.theworldcafe.com/
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Café etiquette was provided on flyers at each table, and reflects the playful, 
inclusive, and open spirit of the world café:

•  Focus on what matters
•  Contribute your thinking
•  Speak your heart and mind
•  Listen to understand
•  Link and connect ideas
•  Listen together for insights and deeper questions
•  Play, doodle, draw—writing on the tablecloths is encouraged

The world café method provides an informal forum for discussing a range 
of issues, and can therefore be a powerful way of collecting personal 
reflections and experiences from participants; it is not, however, without 
its problems. Strong facilitation is required, without which discussions 
can often digress from the core concerns of the discussion. It can also be 
difficult for facilitators to catch all the information being discussed; there 
is sometimes a tendency to synthesize or abbreviate information. When 
developing a report from facilitation notes, concerns or issues raised by 
participants may be skewed or lost. As such, this report is simply an effort 
to synthesize the variety of discussions and concerns raised by participants 
and connect them meaningfully with existing theories, research and 
programs around capacity development.
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3. Analysis of Major Themes
During the conversations about each of the various levels of capacity 
development, participants identified a range of concerns at each level 
identified in the opening presentation. Three overriding themes emerged 
from these discussions: stronger individual capacity development 
opportunities, the need for clear governance and decision-making 
structures and processes appropriate to each level identified in the living 
framework, and the need to strengthen networks and relationships in the 
non-profit/voluntary sector. 

These themes are referred to as Individual Capacity, Structures and 
Processes and Networks and Relationships. Each theme emerged in some 
form or another at each of the levels of the discussion. While this report 
is organized thematically, the various levels of capacity development that 
framed the discussion—individual, group, organization and sector—
permeate the analysis. Readers will note that each level is dealt with 
comprehensively under each of the three main themes. To this end an 
asterisk (*) has been used to show a change from one sub-theme to the 
next. In addition to these major themes, participants discussed the need 
for group-specific capacity development initiatives and the importance of 
recruiting and retaining volunteers. 

3.1. Individual Capacity

At every level considered—sectoral, organizational or group—individuals 
provide the building blocks around which these associations function. This 
means that individual capacity development is a central concern for all 
levels of the non-profit/voluntary sector. Individual capacity refers to the 
ability that any member of a group, organization or sector has to problem-
solve, provide leadership, deal with conflict and otherwise work effectively 
on behalf of themselves, their group or organization. A poorly functioning 
organization can be improved by developing the capacity of its individual 
members or staff; similarly, well-functioning groups work efficiently and 

“create a culture at 
the leadership level 

that makes it okay to 
collaborate – leaders of 
an organization need to 
support collaboration.”
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effectively in large part because of the abilities of their individual members. 
Working from this basis, participants discussed how individual capacity 
should be dealt with at each of the various levels being discussed.

* A concern voiced by participants was the need to ensure that capacity 
development initiatives are directed at a breadth of individuals, rather than 
just existing leaders: personal capacity development is seen as important 
for those working at all levels in the sector, from administrative positions to 
new volunteers. Programs also often develop clients’ capacity, but the range 
of this report is limited to capacity development for individuals volunteering 
or working in the non-profit/voluntary sector. These individuals should be 
provided with a variety of effective tools for work dealing with sectoral 
issues; broadly speaking, these tools can be considered in terms of hard and 
soft skills that need to be developed individually.

The hard skills consist of leadership skills and education, as well as 
tools that help organizational function. Individuals require a diversity 
of educational experiences to work effectively whether as a front-line 
volunteer, ad hoc group member or an employee in an organization: 
managers and volunteers alike are more effective when capable of 
motivating a team and knowledgeably engaging with difficult issues. 
This means that leadership training and related work experience are key 
components for individuals at any level of responsibility. Participants noted 
that along with leadership skills, individuals should have an awareness of 
legal and political frameworks in which they function. This can range from 
something as complex as an understanding of funding mechanisms and 
proposed legislation on a given issue at the managerial level, to a simple 
awareness of general policy trends on the pertinent issue at the voluntary 
level. Furthermore, it was noted that all individuals would greatly benefit 
from increased access to fundraising and mobilization tools, no matter in 
what capacity they work.

The soft skills participants felt were important to individual capacity 
development included a variety of tools intended to facilitate the 
sometimes-challenging group dynamics faced by volunteers and managers 

“the passion and 
commitment of 
individuals in the 
non-profit sector is 
inspirational to me.”
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alike. Among these key skills were training in conflict resolution, abilities 
to develop confidence through things like public speaking and cross-
cultural communication tools. Participants also felt that the development 
of personal relationships, through peer support, mentorship and providing 
individuals the opportunity to share skills and knowledge with each other in 
team building activities, would help develop individual capacity.

* As has been previously noted, all groups are dependent upon the 
individuals that compose them. In groups composed of members with 
diverse backgrounds and interests, an imbalance in individual capacity 
can result in uneven decision-making processes, even group dysfunction. 
Participants noted that this is often a more acute problem at the ad hoc 
or informal group level than it might be at an organizational or sectoral 
level, because issue-based groups are often staffed or run by people not 
immediately with little or no prior experience of the non-profit/voluntary 
sector. People were quick to point out that this diverse group composition 
is one of the greatest assets of many groups. However, it also means that 
individual capacity development is a core requirement for the effective 
operation of informal groups.

The same types of individual capacity-development needs that were voiced 
at the individual level were voiced at the group level, in this case specifically 
oriented toward group concerns and actions. The need for leadership 
development, facilitator training and conflict resolution skills were all noted 
by participants to be key. In addition, participants felt it was important that 
groups engage in trust- and team-building activities to help develop positive 
group dynamics. Individuals in groups should also be encouraged to engage 
in personal reevaluations of their level of capacity development.

* At the organizational level the individual capacity theme was concerned 
mostly with the role of leadership in organizations. Specifically, leadership 
concerns surrounding Boards of Directors and Executive Directors was a 
concern during these conversations. It revealed the potential for leadership 
conflict between a Board of Directors and an Executive Director and 
therefore a need to clearly delineate responsibilities at an organizational 

“there is a tremendous 
mythology that businesses 

are well-run and that 
non-profits are not; 
private sector board
members can be fully 

self-serving, but that is less 
prevalent in non-profit 

boards.”



10 negotiating the slippery slope of capacity building

level. Because of limited resources in most groups and organizations, it is 
also important to identify and recruit committed board members, willing to 
serve an organization for a reasonable period of time.

A number of questions were raised regarding the role of the Board of 
Directors. Specifically, participants questioned whether an organization’s 
board should be more formal or less, and how blurred the lines should be 
between board and staff. There was also concern over whether the board 
should develop an organizational vision, or work with staff to develop this 
vision. To the extent that more established organizations function well, it 
was suggested that these organizations could mentor or sponsor smaller 
organizations and the development of their board.

Although this development would differ according to the needs and wants 
of an organization, some suggestions put forth by participants included the 
use of strategic planning processes and the development of clearly defined 
roles for the Executive Director and the Board of Directors. Part of this 
mentorship would also help develop an organization’s capacity to attract 
a board that would give enough of a long-term commitment that the 
organization can invest in their individual capacity development.

* In order for the non-profit/voluntary sector to function effectively, 
individuals must be trained to deal with a variety of concerns, particularly 
with regards to group dynamics, both formal and informal; these parallel 
the hard and soft skills discussed at the individual level.

Among the more formal skills that individuals should have access to, 
participants consistently identified facilitation and procedural skills as 
essential. The ability to determine effective decision-making structures for 
different situations, work within those structures, manage the energy of 
a group and provide leadership are all key elements of an effective team 
member. As such, training in a variety of decision-making processes would 
strongly contribute to more effective sectoral efforts.

“it all starts with the 
individual and if individual 
capacity is low then the 
group doesn’t function.”

“find out where an 
individual’s specific skills 
and talents can be used: it 
requires a lot of initiative 
for individuals to work 
outside of an organization.”
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Participants also noted that a variety of interpersonal skills were 
essential individual capacities to develop; participants’ opinions on these 
interpersonal skills echo earlier comments regarding soft skills from the 
individual level. Working within any group can be challenging and at times 
even frustrating. As such, training in conflict resolution and cooperation 
were again emphasized as essential to those involved in efforts at the 
sectoral level. Because of the diversity of individuals involved in the non-
profit/voluntary sector and the variety of ways in which they communicate, 
sector communication skills, particularly cross-culturally, are also absolutely 
essential. A sectoral association whose members can not communicate will 
be incapable of effectively addressing any of the multiple concerns facing 
the sector.

3.2. Structures and Processes

This theme, structures and processes, represents concerns around 
organization, governance and decision-making systems at work in an 
organization or group. A structure represents an existing way of arranging 
a group or organization (e.g. with little or no difference between members 
vs. having an Executive Director, Project Managers, etc.). A process 
refers to ways of arriving at decisions for a group or organization (e.g. a 
visioning session, facilitated meetings, etc.). Combined, structures and 
processes contribute strongly to any group or organization’s effectiveness in 
developing goals and visions, setting priorities and implementing programs.

* As previously discussed, an individual provides the building blocks around 
which actions at any level take place. This means that with proper training 
individuals can provide effective leadership in implementing transparent 
and effective structures and processes at a group, organizational or 
sectoral level. The variety of skills and tools discussed in the last section, 
individual capacity, largely reflect the development of these skills and 
tools: leadership training, experience in facilitation and conflict-resolution 
and communication skills all provide the basis for good governance and 
decision-making, at any level.

“ leadership and skill 
development is really 

important to bring out 
the voices of people 

who do not normally 
speak out.”

“we need to be developing 
a consciousness of the 

benefits of group 
tension and nurture 

better processes 
around ‘staying in the 

messiness.’ ”
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* Many ad hoc groups function using organic processes: using little or no 
hierarchy and making decisions about approaches and strategies as the 
need arises. According to participants, however, this approach can lead to 
an array of problems, including dysfunctional group dynamics and difficulty 
organizing people with diverse backgrounds into meetings and decision-
making structures. As such, processes need to be developed or made 
more readily available that balance the excitement of a flexible, organic 
decision-making structure with processes that efficiently work toward the 
achievement of long-term goals. 

Participants noted a variety of concerns when it comes to developing or 
imposing governance or decision-making structures on groups. A central 
point was maintaining an awareness of the benefits of tension in decision-
making processes and so developing a process that appreciates “staying in 
the messiness.” However, a need for goals, objectives and group continuity 
was also voiced. Participants also pointed out that groups need to develop 
collective ownership of their initiatives and spread leadership equally 
among the group, rather than relying on champions, who often burn out. 
Participants were also keen to see the development or implementation of 
governance structures that capitalized on the flexible, grassroots approach 
of many informal groups, but provided a system and tools that would 
actually allow them to be clear about their directions, goals and activities.

Another series of concerns voiced by participants dealt with the evolving 
nature of groups. Though groups often coalesce around a single issue, 
many evolve beyond their original issue of concern. The need for the 
development of tools for growth, succession planning and perhaps 
formalization into organizations is key for groups at a certain stage of 
growth.

Although a variety of decision-making and governance tools already exist 
for groups, participants expressed hesitation over when they could be 
appropriately used. One idea voiced was the development of different 
criteria for the use of different decision-making tools for ad hoc groups. 
Training and access to resources in this area could allow groups to self-
govern through the informed selection of appropriate decision-making and 
governance processes.

“ the capacity i find it 
difficult to get my 
energies around is 
governance. 

what kind of 
governance style is the 
organization using and 
how are members of the 
board being informed 
about the style they are 
using?”
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* An organization’s decision-making and governance policies provide the 
backbone for that organization’s programming. Also, many of the same 
concerns from the group level were voiced at the organization level. 
Participants noted that the effective management of these structures and 
processes encompasses a range of activities, from developing human 
resources, to managing growth and visioning strategies, to developing 
governance processes. Only with clearly defined internal processes, whether 
tightly structured or organic and flexible, can an organization effectively 
function in the non-profit/voluntary sector.

The first major concern voiced by participants was the importance of clearly 
defining different roles and responsibilities within an organization. Human 
resource capacity then became a central discussion point, with participants 
noting the importance of not burning out staff and appropriately using 
volunteers, but not relying on them too heavily. Participants also pointed 
out that by identifying each staff member’s strengths, they could be more 
effectively used in an organization. From this discussion, the need for strong 
human resources was expressed.

An organization’s ability to structure and govern itself also determines its 
efficacy in the sector; while organizations choose a variety of governance 
structures, participants identified some core needs for all governance 
systems. These include clear operational ground rules and an environment 
that fosters healthy interpersonal communication. An organization must 
be able to engage in effective visioning or strategic planning processes 
to determine its direction and desired outcomes, both on a project-to-
project basis, but also as a whole system. An organization’s governance 
structure should also be capable of developing an organizational memory: 
“knowledge capital” should be retained even while staff changes. This 
knowledge capital should also be effectively shared across and between 
both regions and sectors. Participants noted that organizations, when 
establishing a governance or managerial structure, should ask what’s 
appropriate, effective and established and consider how this will change as 
the organization changes.

“knowledge transfer is 
important to help the 
knowledge developed 

during the project 
move from staff to the 

organization.”
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As with any level of the non-profit/voluntary sector, identifying and 
accessing key resources for an organization is always a challenge. 
Participants noted that adequate funding and personnel, particularly 
in small towns, can provide a constant challenge in ensuring reliable 
organizational performance.

* Finally, participants expressed a variety of capacity-development needs 
with regards to governance and decision-making tools and structures, both 
within the non-profit/voluntary sector, and between this sector and private 
and public sectors. As at the group level, a repeated concern voiced about 
the non-profit/voluntary sector as a whole is that it tends to be reactive, 
and that capacity-development efforts should focus on cultivating more 
proactive approaches to key issues in the non-profit/voluntary sector. To this 
end, participants identified skills, knowledge and organizational structures 
that sectoral bodies could use to act in a planned and strategic, rather than 
purely reactive, manner.

As at the organization level, participants identified human resources as a 
central concern for the non-profit/voluntary sector. Making use of existing 
individuals and developing recruitment strategies across the sector, through 
bodies such as social planning councils, are both necessary for cultivating 
the desired proactive approaches to sectoral issues. The former concern 
requires a human resources strategy in order to make use of involved 
individuals’ talents and skills. Recruitment strategies for sectoral bodies are 
dependent upon the development or encouragement of networks within 
the sector, such as CSPN or VOC BC. 

The next key elements for the development of a more proactive approach 
include changes in both the internal and external functions of the sector. 
Internally, members of the sector must associations must have a strong 
understanding of the legal and financial frameworks in which they operate. 
Municipal, provincial and federal legal training or advice is therefore a 
necessity for sectoral bodies to make effective decisions. These decisions 
will affect the way the sector works internally, but also how it engages with 
public bodies, such as the provincial and federal governments, and the 
private sector. Effective financial advising is also required, both for internal 
operations and access to funding.

“the strength of an 
unincorporated group is its 
capacity to know when it’s 
time to move on —
to transform, adapt, 
be flexible.”
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Organizations and associations operating across the sector must also 
plan and make decisions efficiently: this requires facilitation training, 
and education in decision-making and governance processes. A variety 
of governance processes may need to be explored for different bodies 
operating across the sector before the right fit is found. These processes 
can be used to efficiently organize sectoral associations, contribute to 
strategic planning efforts, determine priority issues and ensure constant 
transparency.

The use of effective decision-making and governance structures to develop 
informed, transparent strategies will also help address a number of other 
capacity-development issues that participants identified. These include 
organizing the sector across the province, bringing on board a broader 
array of concerned, but uninvolved, participants, and more efficiently and 
effectively using the capacities that already exist within the sector. These 
capacity-development initiatives could also contribute to stronger processes 
with other sectors: efficient organization and clear, proactive strategies will 
help develop bridging means that would more successfully work with the 
public and private organizations and bodies.

3.3. Networks and Relationships

Networks and relationships represent the connections between individuals, 
groups and organizations not only across the sector, but also between 
sectors. Strong networks and relationships mean that cooperation between 
the various levels (individual, group, organization and sector) to work 
toward common goals is easier. This theme reflects the interconnectivity 
of the sector: that each part is connected to the whole and that actions 
in one area of the sector affect other areas. By considering the networks 
and relationships in a sector—or across sectors—it becomes easier to 
understand the individuals, groups and organizations as a system.

“groups are a centre of 
excitement and passion 

because of common sense 
of purpose – maybe the 

most productive level of 
community organizing.”
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* Participants pointed out the variety of ways in which individuals 
benefit from networks and relationships. Institutional support is required 
in order to properly develop individual capacity; strong relationships 
with larger institutions—whether ad hoc groups, legal organizations or 
sector-wide councils—result in the delivery of individual training. These 
institutions provide individuals with the opportunity to network and sustain 
relationships, including both real and virtual networking opportunities. 
They also provide funding and training opportunities involving the various 
hard and soft skills discussed above, so that individuals can function and 
effectively voice their concerns or opinions on significant issues.

* Because many groups form to tackle specific issues, participants noted 
that a central challenge for them is ensuring that every new group does 
not have to ‘reinvent the wheel.’  In avoiding this trap, networks and 
relationships with larger, well-established organizations are important. 
Organizations that play this role, such as community social planning 
councils, can offer groups access to tools and knowledge that allow them 
to more effectively act on their issue.

This support can come in a variety of forms, not least of which involves 
practical support regarding operations and management of a group. 
Established organizations often have a strong grasp of legal concerns 
and funding mechanisms of which ad hoc groups may be unaware. 
Organizations are also capable of expanding the network of involved 
individuals for a group and developing networking capacity. Essentially, 
recognized organizations can play a mentorship role to smaller groups as 
they work to establish and mobilize themselves effectively.

This mentorship role means that groups can access individually- or group-
oriented capacity-development resources through organizations that work 
to support them. These may come both through personal development 
training, but also, participants pointed out, through help with decision-
making and governance processes. The ‘growing pains’ of established 
organizations, and network capacity provide insight into effective 
governance structures and processes for informal groups.

“the non-profit sector needs 
a different relationship 
with the government. 
they need to be a partner 
with government, not just a 
service provider.”
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* Participants also voiced concerns about networks and relationships at 
the organization level, and discussed ways that these could be used to the 
benefit of not only the organization, but also smaller groups and the sector 
as a whole. These include working to create unified resources with other 
organizations, the role of organizations as ‘nodes’ for networks and the 
opportunity to develop new relationships with government.

Participants noted that the lack of funding for non-profit and voluntary 
organizations can create a competitive atmosphere; however, the 
development of networks and comprehensive needs lists across the 
sector provide a good starting point for countering this competitiveness. 
Participants noted the necessity of organizations not competing with the 
formal and informal groups they sponsor or work.

Well-established organizations can provide network nodes for smaller 
groups, linking them with funding, resources, training and other groups 
concerned with similar issues. Organizations that have strong individuals 
and well-developed structures and processes are often most effective in 
this regard: community social planning councils are an excellent example of 
organizations that can provide leadership to issue-based groups and help 
them achieve their goals.

Participants also discussed the relationship between non-profit and 
voluntary organizations and the government. The conversation touched on 
the need to form a different relationship with the government, with more 
secure funding and long-term cooperation. Participants then expressed 
the importance of ensuring that social planning is written into Official 
Community Plans (OCPs).

&& As with any level of non-profit work, access to resources is a key 
concern for sector-wide capacity development; at this level many resources 
are accessed or advocated for through network-wide initiatives. The two 
central resources participants discussed were financial resources and 
information and research. Participants noted that significant change with 
regards to available resources can be achieved through a unified sector 

“we need to be able to 
engage in collective 

analysis of the competition 
in communities, and 

determine how to take 
collective action on issues 

that draw on the strengths 
in our sector.”
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response to scarce funding; moreover, information and research links 
provide a greater ability for the sector to be proactive in its approaches to 
sectoral issues.

Not surprisingly, funding is a constant concern in the non-profit/voluntary 
sector, though two key areas were identified for capacity-development 
efforts. The first of these concerns dealt simply with the need to advocate, 
sector-wide, for more government funding. Specifically, participants felt 
that funding should be provided to allow more organizations to send their 
members to participate in cross-sector planning initiatives. The second 
financial issue focused on internal pay scales. Participants expressed 
concern over the non-profit/voluntary sector’s capacity to pay living wages 
to staff: without adequate wages the social justice advocacy becomes 
hypocritical.

Another resource concern participants discussed is in the area of research 
and information sharing. Also a network concern, information sharing 
allows for informed decisions to be made across the sector. To this extent, 
capacity needs to be developed around cooperative research and analysis 
of complex sectoral issues. Furthermore, capacity needs to be developed to 
monitor issues locally and regionally through research and reporting, and 
then shared with a network of other organizations also engaged in research 
in other communities and regions.

3.4. Additional Concerns:

Some key additional concerns emerged from the discussion, including the 
need for targeted capacity-development approaches and the ability to 
recruit and retain volunteers at both the group and organization level  

* Participants noted that while some capacity needs to be built in 
individuals community-wide, there are also specific groups of individuals 
that require targeted capacity development. The different and sometimes 
difficult experiences of people involved in the non-profit/voluntary sector, 
either as staff, volunteers or program recipients, create profound differences 

“from a community 
engagement point of 
view there is difficulty 
connecting hot button 
issues to larger concerns 
to inspire them to work 
toward systemic change, 
but that’s where the 
potential lies as well.”
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in the needs and interests of these individuals. Some capacity-development 
efforts therefore need to be established for individuals working with specific 
communities or groups. Participants identified some (but not all) key groups 
that would benefit from a targeted capacity development approach:

•  Youth: large capacity development gaps exist; youth lack skills 
and tools for effective community engagement more than some 
other groups
•  Seniors: they benefit less from academic or institutional 
approaches to capacity development (e.g. formal meetings or 
training sessions); instead less formal knowledge-sharing and 
community-building tools for their peer group are useful
•  New immigrants: basic cultural capacity needs to be developed 
first (e.g. adapting to new environment, different cultural norms, 
employment, housing, etc.); this could be neglected or overlooked 
depending on the concerns of the group approaching them
•  Individuals with mental-health issues: communication 
skills, empathetic ways, a significant knowledge-base of the 
challenges facing those with mental-health issues and adequate 
communication/problem-solving skills are absolutely necessary to 
navigate this territory and ensure that everyone is rewarded from 
process
•  Physical accessibility: Greater resources are needed to advocate 
on behalf of a more accessible society

Participants also identified some key concerns regarding how to engage in 
capacity development with these groups. Participants noted that accessible 
and appropriate language should be used, taking care to avoid academic or 
institutional jargon. Leadership tools should also be developed with specific 
groups of individuals in mind, rather than using the same template or series 
of activities for diverse groups of individuals. Finally, appropriately targeted 
methods of engagement and outreach need to be developed; otherwise 
large segments of any given demographic will be missed.

“is everyone trying to do 
way too much?  

how do you fund 
collaboration? 

how do you buy people’s 
time to be present and be 

involved in collaboration?”
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* Ad hoc groups are particularly dependent on volunteer contributions; 
as such, the ability to recruit and retain front-line volunteers was a 
central challenge. Participants expressed the need to make volunteering 
sustainable, as it contributes to making a community the best it can be.

Two central concerns emerged regarding volunteers: poor recruitment and 
volunteer burnout. A variety of recruitment issues were discussed, including 
overall community commitment to voluntary organizations and steering 
committees and the decline of volunteerism. Another major concern 
participants voiced was around what could be offered to volunteers to 
ensure their continued participation. The central question that emerged 
from this discussion was: how does the non-profit/voluntary sector make 
volunteering appealing and rewarding?

Out of these concerns a number of possible approaches and solutions 
emerged. Participants agreed that it in terms of volunteer engagement, 
a variety of recruitment techniques always prove more useful than 
approaching individuals or a group through one recruitment method. This 
means building a variety of relationships (inter-generational, inter-cultural, 
etc.) through a variety of means (canvassing, approaching people at 
meetings, putting up flyers, etc.). Volunteer retention requires building in 
benefits for volunteers, by offering challenging work and opportunities for 
training and skill development: groups need to ensure that volunteers are 
developing skills and that those skills can extend beyond the group, to the 
wider community. Participants also noted that it’s key to volunteer retention 
to ensure that they feel appreciated and celebrated for their work.

Like ad hoc groups, many organizations are highly dependent on volunteer 
work to function. However, volunteers are not always used as effectively by 
an organization as they might be. Participants noted a few key elements, 
similar to those discussed at the group level, that provide for more effective 
use of volunteers: these involve the recruitment and retention of volunteers 
and developing structures to support them.
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As at the group level, participants noted that recruiting and keeping 
volunteers is a key challenge. The importance of knowing where to recruit 
volunteers was again mentioned. Furthermore, organizations that use 
incentives, provide effective and useful training and show appreciation for 
their work create a strong sense of loyalty in volunteers. One additional 
point of concern was the issue of supporting volunteers on low fixed 
incomes. These volunteers may have an interest in the work performed by 
some voluntary organizations, but not necessarily the time to volunteer. 
It’s important, then, that groups and organizations support their needs as 
much as possible.

Participants also discussed the importance of adequate support for 
volunteers. Trained volunteer coordinators can provide greater leadership 
for volunteers, develop the strong structures they need, and properly define 
their roles and responsibilities.
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 4. Conclusion
4.1. Summary

The Living Framework document for capacity development provided the structure 
for the world café discussions. Three major themes emerged: Individual Capacity, 
Structures and Processes and Networks and Relationships. These themes represent 
the need for a variety of level-specific skills, tools, and management frameworks, 
but also a holistic and flexible approach to capacity building that recognizes the 
intersecting and overlapping needs of each level in the non-profit/voluntary sector.

Individual Capacity: This theme was similarly discussed at every level of organization. 
Laid out in detail by participants at the individual level, the need for individual 
capacity development (specifically the tools, knowledge and approaches discussed 
in depth at the individual level) was reiterated at each progressive level from group, 
to organization, to sector. This reflects participants’ collective understanding that 
individuals represent both a level of capacity development and a key element at 
work in all levels of community, from group, to organization, to sector. Moreover, it 
reflects the importance of continued investment in individual capacity development, 
as this will resonate through all levels of the non-profit/voluntary sector.

Structures and Processes:  Participants consistently cited the need for well-defined 
governance and decision-making structures and processes at all levels of discussion. 
Even at the individual level, the need for these tools was expressed through the 
desire for greater individual training in facilitation and conflict resolution. Currently, 
a variety of governance and decision-making processes exist, ranging from totally 
organic models, such as consensus decision making, to slightly more structured 
processes, such as facilitation and  dynamic self-governance, to more conventional, 
hierarchical structures. However, groups, organizations and sectoral bodies may 
not be aware of the most appropriate democratic and transparent governance 
models for their scale of operation; similarly, they may not be aware of how to shift 
these governance models as their organizations change and grow. Thus, a review 
and assessment of existing, in-use decision-making and governance processes and 
structures, combined with training for individuals, groups and organizations, would 
allow for the development and implementation of governance models most suited 
to each level and scale of operation.

“be respectful: we have a 
responsibility to develop 
capacity in ourselves 
by volunteering or just 
engaging people. 

this can start at the 
workplace, by engaging 
people who are part of 
your social network 
or who live in your 
neighborhood, and help 
break down barriers.”



a world cafe discussion summary report 23

Networks and Relationships: Networks and relationships represent the 
strongest possibility for positive sector-wide change and development. 
Sector-wide bodies, consortiums and less formal inter-organizational 
relationships all provide means for individual capacity development, 
mentorship and resource-sharing initiatives, and advocacy for greater 
resources, amongst many other things. Networks and inter-organizational 
relationships can represent either the strengths or the weaknesses of a 
sector’s capacity and attention should be paid to how networks affect 
each distinct level considered during the session, from the individual 
level to the sector as a whole. Resources therefore need to be dedicated 
toward developing and strengthening the potential of these networks and 
relationships and determining the most effective types of networks.

These three themes encompass a wide range of concerns voiced by 
participants in the world café session (though not all of them). They 
also reflect a strong understanding that certain key capacities must be 
developed simultaneously in order to see a more successful sectoral 
response to concerns: for example, without individual capacity, a well-
structured organization or strong network could be meaningless. Further, 
an individual with leadership skills, but lacking organizational support 
could be equally ineffectual. This understanding, in turn, represents a 
comprehensive or systems-based perspective on the non-profit/voluntary 
sector. Though a community can be broken down into discrete units—
individuals, groups, organizations and sectors—these elements are all 
related in complex ways. Thus, only by enacting capacity development 
initiatives that simultaneously address individual components, the 
governance of groups and organizations and the networks that exist 
between these levels and across the non-profit/voluntary sector will the 
sector be more able to proactively address existing sectoral concerns and 
plan for emerging challenges.

It should also be noted that while these concerns cover a broad array of 
capacity development issues, in any discussion of this nature there are blind 
spots. An example of this might be the lack of concern over recruiting and 
retaining members for a Board of Directors. There was little discussion of 

“building the capacity to 
use consensus is a long 

term process. the big piece is 
taking time to build trust.” 
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this issue during the event, though it continues to be a challenge for many 
organizations. This simply shows that while these kinds of discussions 
go far in capturing concerns and experiences of participants, no single 
meeting can capture all the necessary information required to inform future 
strategies and actions. For this reason we need a variety of processes over 
time building on one another to more completely identify gaps within the 
sector.

4.2. Future Actions

Negotiating the Slippery Slope of Capacity Building contributes significantly 
to a number of goals for both VOC BC and SPARC BC. As part of a larger 
process, the event and this summary report contribute to the body of 
literature and research regarding capacity development in the non-profit/
voluntary sector. This in turn will have an influence on future directions and 
actions taken by both VOC BC and SPARC BC.

This research into capacity development provides a qualitative basis for 
SPARC BC’s actions in the area of non-profit capacity development. By 
staying aware of trends and gaps, SPARC BC can continue to meaningfully 
contribute to the strengthening of the sector as a whole from a social 
justice perspective. This process will also heavily inform the living 
understanding of capacity for the Capacity Development Consortium, of 
which SPARC BC is a part. This process will therefore contribute to a larger 
process, particularly the development of a common understanding of 
what is meant by capacity development at various levels of the non-profit/
voluntary sector. 

Negotiating the Slippery Slope of Capacity Building will also inform VOC 
BC in two important ways. Firstly, it will serve to situate VOC BC more 
strongly in research, discussion and planning processes around capacity 
development within the sector. .  Secondly, the report’s themes provide 
direction for future plans. The importance of networks like VOC BC was 
emphasized in the theme Networks and Relationships. VOC BC plans to 
strengthen its network overall by linking with a wider range of nonprofit 
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voluntary umbrella groups as well as other BC networks. Given the 
comments in the report VOC BC will also be working to ensure that it is 
better connected with grassroots organizations by working to strengthen 
its links with local, regional and provincial umbrella groups and networks 
that have strong community connections, such as, sport and recreation 
umbrella groups and community foundations. VOC BC will also continue to 
recognize the importance of honouring and building Individual Capacity in 
all of its activities. 
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Post Script
Making the Connections: Capacity Development and Adaptive 
Governance

As a facilitator during the session and the researcher responsible for drafting the 
report, the themes that emerged from the discussion when considered through 
the Living Framework of capacity development, made me consider how a 
comprehensive perspective, a systems view, might be useful in thinking about the 
non-profit/voluntary sector. This comprehensive perspective—that values networks, 
internal governance processes and individuals and recognizes their inter-connected 
nature—strongly parallels the work on ecological and adaptive governance systems.  

Adaptive or ecological governance systems emerged as a governance theory from 
natural resource management, and draw heavily on ecological systems theory. 
Adaptive governance models see networked, nested forms of organization as more 
effective institutional structures than conventional, linear “siloed” governance 
structures. As such adaptive governance “relies on networks that connect 
individuals, organizations, agencies and institutions at multiple organizational levels 
. . . [and] also provides for collaborative, flexible, learning-based approaches” to 
management (Olsson et al. 2006). The goal of adaptive, or ecological, governance 
models is to mimic the functioning of ecosystems in our social systems of 
organization in order to maximize the potential of individuals, organizations and 
systems and ensure a democratic, interdisciplinary approach to management. 

The parallel therefore becomes quite clear between capacity development themes 
outlined above and adaptive and ecological governance models. The gaps the non-
profit/voluntary sector currently faces in terms of capacity development are precisely 
the issues that ecological governance emphasizes and seeks to develop: individuals 
with an understanding of the larger systems and processes, organizations and 
groups with appropriate, innovative and flexible governance approaches and 
networks that tie individuals, groups and organizations together to form a larger 
sector and community. By understanding the various levels of capacity development 
through their individual parts, internal structures and processes and networks and 
relationships, we gain a systemic, ecological understanding of the community (the 
metaphorical ecosystem) as a whole. 
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I learned a great deal about some of the challenges facing the non-
profit/voluntary sector while developing this report, but also wondered 
if it wouldn’t be useful to consider some of these challenges using a 
theoretical underpinning based on ecological systems theory, particularly 
as it is expressed socially through such models as adaptive and ecological 
governance systems. The following questions represent my personal interest 
in connecting the area of non-profit capacity development and ecological 
governance, and point to some future research directions connecting the 
two areas.
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Individual Capacity

•  A number of skills and tools were identified above useful for individuals at the various levels. What 
individual skills and tools are necessary or useful in developing a more comprehensive, systems-informed 
approach to capacity development in the non-profit and voluntary sectors?

•  How would an adaptive/ecological governance approach to capacity development affect individual 
capacity?  

Structures and Processes

•  What governance models have been proved effective for creating or renewing transparency and 
democratic engagement in differently sized organizations and groups?

•  What processes exist to facilitate transition, scaling up or change in a group or organization?

•  How would an adaptive/ecological governance approach strengthen group and organizational 
structural and procedural capacity?

Networks and Relationships

•  In what situations are informal or formal networks more appropriate and effective for achieving 
desired outcomes and how can adaptive governance models capitalize on the strengths of these 
different approaches?

•  How would an adaptive/ecological governance approach address concerns surrounding networks and 
relationships?

Adaptive and Ecological Governance

•  Can adaptive/ecological governance models provide a useful framework for future capacity 
development initiatives in the voluntary and non-profit sectors and how does this differ from existing 
perspectives?

Future Research Possibilities
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Appendices
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Appendix D: Glossary 

Capacity building: The term capacity building connotes an approach 
based on a single solution: that once capacity is “built” nothing more 
needs to be done

Capacity development: This term implies that there is a process to 
strengthening capacity, that a flexible approach is applied over a period of 
time, 

Note: After some discussions amongst the facilitators prior to the event, 
however, it was decided that the questions and terminology would be 
reformulated to discuss capacity development, because it reinforces the 
idea of the process that lies behind efforts around strengthening capacity. 

Individual capacity: Individual capacity refers to the ability that any 
member of a group, organization or sector has to problem-solve, provide 
leadership, deal with conflict and otherwise engage in group dynamics.

Networks and relationships: Networks and relationships represent the 
connections between individuals, groups and organizations not only across 
the sector, but also between sectors. They reflect the interconnectivity of 
the sector: that it acts a system, that each part is connected to the whole 
and that actions in one area of the sector affect other areas. By considering 
the networks and relationships in a sector—or across sectors—it becomes 
easier to understand the individuals, groups and organizations as a system.

Structures and processes: Structures and processes represent concerns 
around organization, governance and decision systems at work in an 
organization. A structure represents an existing way of arranging a group or 
organization (e.g. with little or no difference between members vs. having 
an Executive Director, Project Managers, etc.). A process refers to ways of 
arriving at decisions for a group or organization (e.g. a visioning session, 
facilitated meetings, etc.)
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Voluntary/non-profit sector:  “The nonprofit and voluntary sector is 
composed of a diverse array of organizations, including social service 
organizations, hospitals, universities, museums, sports and recreation 
organizations, shelters for the homeless, arts councils, food banks, 
organizations that raise funds to support medical research, self-help 
groups, places of worship, social clubs, trade associations, and advocacy 
groups. Although widely disparate in their areas of activity, all nonprofit 
and voluntary organizations share a common set of characteristics that 
distinguish them from government and for-profit organizations. . . . 
Organizations are considered to be part of the nonprofit and voluntary 
sector if they are:

•  organized (i.e., have some structure and are institutionalized to some   
extent, but not necessarily legally incorporated);
•  nongovernmental (i.e., are institutionally separate from governments);
•  nonprofit-distributing (i.e., do not return any profits generated to their 
owners or directors);
•  self-governing (i.e., are independent and able to regulate their own 
activities); and,
•  voluntary (i.e., benefit to some degree from voluntary contributions of 
time or money).”
--definition from Cornerstones of Community: Highlights of the National 
Survey of Nonprofit and Voluntary Organizations

Note: This report uses the terms non-profit sector and voluntary sector 
interchangeably
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on may 23rd, 2008, the voluntary organizations consortium of 
british columbia (voc bc) and the social planning and research 

council of bc (sparc bc) convened a world café to discuss capacity 
development in civil society in british columbia. 

 
the event was designed to identify existing capacity gaps through 
a café-style discussion and serve as a place where individuals had 
an opportunity to voice their concerns and interests in relation 
to capacity development in bc. the results of this discussion will 

inform the directions, goals and activities 
of both voc bc and sparc bc.

VOCBC Voluntary Organizations
Consortium of BC
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