


What is ‘building capacity’ and why is
it important?

Building capacity in the community means giving people the skills, ability and
confidence to take a leading role in developing their communities. Capacity
building helps to empower communities and enables them to develop. Building
capacity is about helping people to help themselves.

“Long-term community sustainability depends on developing human and social
capital. Take every opportunity to develop local skills and capacity. Involve local
people in surveying their own situation, running their own programmes and
managing local assets.”

Nick Wates, author of The Community Planning Handbook, www.nickwates.co.uk

Case study: Raising the Ceiling, Community Action Dacorum

The Raising the Ceiling project worked across Hertfordshire to help build capacity

by providing support around three themes: increasing financial security,
improving communications skills and organisational development for

sustainability. The project also looked at the promotion and development of social

enterprise (trading with a social purpose) and corporate social responsibility
(business-community links).

Raising the Ceiling’s top tips for capacity building are:

e Build on your existing expertise to make the most of time-limited funding

e Building relationships with both funders and beneficiary groups is essential —

even when pressure on time and other resources suggests otherwise

e Start where people are at: try to be open-minded and offer a range of services

¢ Manage expectations: capacity building is a long-term process. Your input is
likely to be just one contribution, however valuable, to fuel that journey

e Work with groups to empower them, don’t do it for them. Avoid the temptation
to take control —it’s unlikely to bring long term benefit when you’re not there

e Support sole workers, particularly in their relations with trustees — they can
feelisolated. At the same time, guard against encouraging dependency

¢ Tried and tested resources can point groups towards best practice procedures

and policies. There’s a lot of free information and people happy to share it
¢ Remember, one-to-one work can be at arms length (by phone and online)

e Be realistic about what under-resourced organisations are likely to achieve
during a time-limited project. Exceeding targets also builds confidence

e Be patient: it may take time to change habits. This is particularly the case with

more established organisations and long-term staff

e Agree an achievable action plan: don’t underestimate the value of small
organisations taking small steps in the right direction

e Experts by experience — people who have been there and done it already —
are a valuable resource for mentoring newcomers and often do so gladly

For more information on Raising the Ceiling please phone Chris Lee, Community
Action Dacorum, on 01442 867211 or e-mail chris.dcvs@classmail.co.uk

background

Raising the Ceiling
provided:

One-to-one advice and
guidance

One-to-some training
sessions

One-to-many e-mail
newsletters on the project
themes and working in
healthy and effective ways

The project had a number
of successes:

Getting feedback on 26 draft
funding applications

Getting feedback on training
courses (people found
practical low-cost ideas to
apply to their work)

Demonstrating that
organisations gain greater
independence after receiving
support (an aim of capacity
building)

Positive input and
endorsements from a
growing number of readers
of the newsletter
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