
Method 4 

 

Monitoring Capacity and Capacity Development in Papua New Guinea 
 

Background 
 

Many organizations in both developing and developed countries are struggling with how to effectively 

monitor and evaluate (M&E) capacity and capacity development. One of the challenges is the variety of 

understandings of the concept of capacity and hence of what the goals of capacity development should be.  

 

Seven years ago, the European Centre for Development Policy Management in Maastricht in the 

Netherlands set out to better understand what capacity is, how capacity develops, and what outsiders can 

do to stimulate it. The final report of what became a major study entitled Capacity, Change and 

Performance
1
 provides a way of thinking about capacity based on complexity theory.  I subsequently used 

this framework to help three organizations or networks that are part of the law and justice sector in Papua 

New Guinea assess their progress in developing their capacity. The process allowed those involved to 

think about questions such as: What makes up capacity? Where does it come from? What does it look 

like? The final analysis was based on their views of what they had been doing.  I played the role of 

facilitator and scribe.  

 

Framework of analysis and methodology  
 

The Capacity, Change and Performance framework sees capacity as emerging from the relationships 

among the following elements:  

 

 Context or the political, social and institutional factors within which the organization or system 

struggles to make its way - Context includes the tangible and intangible features of culture, 

history and governance.   

 

 Individual competencies or the direct contributions of individuals to capacity - Competencies are 

the ability to do something and can include a range of skills and abilities from technical or 

logistical to mindsets, motivations and hopes. The ECDPM research found that the energy of an 

individual or a small group at the core of a structure contributes to the progress of any capacity 

development process. Perhaps the most obvious contributions at the individual level were those of 

leaders at all levels.  

 

 Collective capabilities or the skills of a group, an organization or a system to do things and to 

sustain itself  - Organizations and systems can be seen as combinations of capabilities and areas 

where capabilities are weak (their disabilities).  The framework sees five core capabilities which 

interrelate as shown below.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1
 Baser and Morgan, 2008. 



 

 

The five core capabilities 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Capacity development is the process of enhancing, improving and unleashing capacity. Capacity 

development is about how competencies and capabilities interrelate to encourage virtuous cycles that 

support broader capacity, for example and ideally, improved individual leadership reinforces the group’s 

capability to build supportive networks and attract resources. This, in turn, increases overall capacity. 

This increased capacity opens up new opportunities for the organization and the individuals within in it.   

System capacity is what emerges from the process of capacity development – the overall ability of a 

system to perform and make a contribution. It is the outcome of the interrelationships among 

competencies, capabilities and the context, with the outcome being different from any one of the inputs. 

This ability includes combining and integrating the competencies and capabilities into a functioning 

system. Some aspects of such a ‘capacitated’ system would be legitimacy, relevance, resilience and 

sustainability.   

 

Performance or the ways in which organizations or systems
2
 apply their capabilities and the results of that 

application in terms of the ability to deliver and function - Performance is about execution and 

implementation: the results of the application and use of capacity.  It is capacity in motion.  

 

Advantages and disadvantages 

                                                 
2 A system is an entity that maintains its existence and functions as a whole through the interrelationships of its parts 

Capability to commit and  
engage: 

Do we have the energy and  
momentum to make  

progress? Are we motivated  
to act? Are we trapped by  
conflict or external forces?  

How? Why? 

Capability to balance diversity and coherence: 
Do we have adequate diversity to build resilience without too  

much fragmentation/ what are the tensions? How do we balance  
them? 

Capability to carry out  
technical, service  

delivery and logistical  
tasks:  

What functional ways of  
meeting a set of objectives  

and fulfilling a mandate  
would we have? Do we?  
What are they? Why this  

choice? 

Capability to relate: 
Are we able to relate and survive within our  

context? Do we have credibility and  
legitimacy? Why? How? 

Capability to adapt and  
self - renew: 

What internal or external  
trends and /factors  

should trigger internal  
and/or network change  
and innovation? Did we  
respond to these? How?  

Why? 
 

 



 

I see the main advantages of the methodology as follows: 

 It provides clarity for M&E on what is being assessed, by providing nuanced vocabulary to 

address capacity at different levels – individual, group or organization, and societal. 

 It introduces broader questions of legitimacy, relevance and resilience which many M&E systems 

do not address. 

 The non-tangible issues in the framework such as relationship, relevance and motivation have 

resonance with many managers in PNG (although some middle level staff have more difficulties 

with them).   

 It provides a holistic assessment of capacity rather than a reductionist view.  

 

On the other hand, the challenges of the framework include: 

 It is relatively complex and takes time for country partners to understand.  It would take even 

more time for them to use it without support.  Distinguishing between collective capabilities and 

system capacity was particularly challenging for country partners. 

 It requires a high level of analysis to understand the interrelationships among the different 

elements of capacity.   

 There is a shortage of proven methodologies for judging aspects of capacity such as relationships, 

adaptation and legitimacy. They do not lend themselves easily to quantitative measures.  

 

My experience would suggest that this framework would be most useful when applied:  

 from the beginning of an activity to allow country partners time to become comfortable with the 

concepts,  

 in medium to large programs (because there is a reasonable investment of time needed to 

understand the concepts), and 

 where country partners have a genuine interest in looking at capacity issues for their own sake, 

rather than for symbolic purposes. 

 

The framework does need more development, preferably through application. 

 

Links to public documents 

 
For general information on the basic analytical framework and the rationale behind it, see Capacity, 

Change and Performance, April 2008 (particularly pages 22-3 and 103-4) and Capacity, Change and 

Performance: Insights and Implications for Development Cooperation, Policy Management Brief no. 21, 

December 2008.  Both are available on www.ecdpm.org/capacitystudy 

 

A resume of the work in PNG will be available shortly through AusAID which financed it as part of the 

Papua New Guinea-Australia Law and Justice Sector Partnership.    

 

Heather Baser 
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