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the government of Flanders, Pathfinder International implemented the “Strengthening the 

Capacity of Youth Civil Society in Sexual and Reproductive Health and Rights” (Iniciativa) 
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Context
In Mozambique, the breadth and diversity  

of the civil society landscape has changed 

significantly over the last 50 years. Prior to 

independence, strict Portuguese colonial 

rule hampered opportunities for people to 

organize around topics pertaining to politics 

or social issues. As a result, local efforts  

to self-organize were largely restricted to 

sports and cultural associations. After the 

country gained independence in 1975, the 

government imposed a system of one-party 

rule. In an effort to exercise control over 

collective organization, the government 

established “mass democratic organizations”* 

whose primary purpose was to garner 

support for national policies.1 During this 

period, local civil society organizations 

(CSOs) began to loosely organize and 

operate, but given the unfavorable political 

environment, they did so informally.

In 1991, as the country began to emerge  

from a 16-year civil war and transition to a 

multiparty political system, the government 

passed the Law of Associations to formalize 

the role of CSOs and guarantee the right to 

free association. This law set expectations 

for how CSOs would be structured, detailed 

the relationship between civil society and 

the government, and guaranteed the right  

of citizens to actively participate in national 

dialogue. Directly following passage of this 

law, the number of Mozambican CSOs 

increased sharply as preexisting organizations 

became formally registered and others were 

newly established.2 Over the course of the 

last decade, CSOs have gradually evolved 

into a stronger, more powerful cohort; 

however, given that most organizations  

have only been formally operational since 

the 1990s, they face a number of persistent 

challenges such as: insufficient financial 

management systems; lack of strong  

organizational leadership; divergent sets  

of activities dictated by funding rather  

than organizational vision; and limited 

absorptive capacity.†

In 2006, the National Statistics Institute 

released a nationally representative census 

of nonprofit organizations active in 

Mozambique—the most comprehensive 

assessment to date. This assessment found 

that approximately 5,000 formally registered 

CSOs were active across the country with 

roughly 140,000 members, most of whom 

(75 percent) identified as volunteers.3 

Although data are sparse, young people 

(who constitute one-third of the population)4 

are considered to be underrepresented in 

the Mozambican CSO sector.5 Given that 

young people possess a deep understanding 

of the challenges faced by their peers, 

youth-led and youth-focused CSOs in 

Mozambique can play an important role  

in addressing the needs and advancing  

the rights of this population. 

The sexual and reproductive health needs  

of Mozambican adolescents and youth are 

particularly salient, evidenced by early 

initiation of childbearing (63 percent of 

young women have given birth by the age  

of 20) and high unmet need for contraception 

(23 percent among those aged 15–24).6 HIV 

prevalence rates are also high among young 

women, with prevalence hovering over 14 

percent for young women aged 20–24 as 

compared to the national rate of 13.1 percent 

among all women aged 15-49.7 

Project Strategy
The democratization of societies across many 

low- and middle-income countries, including 

Mozambique, has spurred local demand for 

broader citizen participation in national 

dialogue and simultaneously fostered a more 

enabling environment for local entity growth. 

At the same time, the significance of locally 

led development and partnerships with  

local organizations has garnered increasing 

attention within the global development 

community. Initiatives such as the 2005  

Paris Declaration on Aid Effectiveness and 

the 2008 Accra Agenda for Action prioritize 

country ownership, alignment of donor 

strategies with local priorities, and mutual 

accountability. Ongoing negotiation toward 

the post-2015 Sustainable Development Goals 

has emphasized “effective, accountable, and 

inclusive institutions at all levels.”8 As a 

result of both local demand and the changing 

global development agenda, capacity building 

of local organizations and institutions has 

moved beyond simply a mechanism for 

achieving discrete programmatic results to a 

standalone goal for sustainable development. 

Despite these shifts toward a more locally 

owned and led development agenda, the 

standard model for organizational capacity 

building has not evolved at the same pace. 

Due in part to resource constraints, capacity 

building too often consists only of rote 

training sessions dictated by specific project 

goals with inconsistent follow-up and little 

emphasis on the organization’s foundational 

institutional systems and goals. Pathfinder 

believes that in order to truly support local 

organizations to become independent, 

autonomous actors,¥ a much more intensive, 

tailored, CSO-driven model is required. 

Grounded in mutual respect, this model 

focuses on improving not only the technical 

expertise of an organization but also on  

the functionality and sustainability of the 

organization itself.  

Through the Iniciativa project (2012-2015), 

Pathfinder adopted this intensive, inclusive 

model for strengthening the capacity of  

five youth-led or youth-serving CSOs in 

* These mass democratic organizations include the Organization of Mozambican Women (Organização da Mulher Moçambicana) and the Organization of Mozambican Youth (Organização  

da Juventude Moçambicana).  † Absorptive capacity refers to an organization’s ability to effectively and efficiently receive and process funding and technical assistance.  ¥ For the purpose of 
this brief, organizational independence and autonomy refer to an organization’s ability to define and pursue its own mission and vision, seek out and secure funding, develop relationships, and 
self-sustain.
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Mozambique—namely, AREPACHO,  

Nova Vida, Luarte, Kupulumussana, and 

Kutenga. The project aimed to enable  

these five CSOs to achieve improvements  

in their unique organizational systems and 

governance, as well as in their adolescent 

and youth sexual and reproductive  

health (AYSRH) and advocacy technical 

knowledge. Taken together, these outcomes 

enable the project-supported CSOs to 

assume a greater role in the civil society 

sphere in Mozambique, thereby extending 

civic participation and amplifying the voices 

of young people in the national arena. 

Pathfinder’s strategy for capacity building, as 

operationalized through the Iniciativa project, 

aligns with the UNDP’s conceptualization  

of capacity development as “the process 

through which individuals, organizations,  

and societies obtain, strengthen, and maintain 

the capabilities to set and achieve their own 

development objectives over time.”9  

Recognizing the importance of locally driven 

capacity building, Pathfinder worked with  

the CSOs to create tailored development 

plans across all aspects of their institutional 

systems and intervention modalities. In this 

way, each organization’s development 

trajectory and benchmarks for capacity 

growth were plotted in accordance with 

their unique organizational goals. Though 

there was intentional variation across the 

five CSOs’ individual strategies for growth, 

Pathfinder’s overarching approach to capacity 

building was rooted in an analysis of the 

barriers to organizational independence and 

autonomy at the individual, organizational 

systems, and cross-organizational levels. 

As shown in Figure 1 below, the ‘individual 

level’ refers to the skills and competencies  

of each individual CSO staff member and 

volunteer. At this level, Pathfinder utilized 

figure 1: components of the iniciativa project’s strategy for capacity building

goal: Locally owned and driven process to improve CSO  
independence, autonomy, sustainability, and collaboration

• Refers to a community of practice 
across CSOs 

• Operationalized through biannual 
technical exchanges that encourage 
inter-organizational collaboration, 
routine sharing of experiences, and 
participatory problem solving

• Refers to the technical skills and key 
functional areas of an organization 
(governance, management practices, 
administration and finance, human 
resources, programmatic skills and 
project management, advocacy and  
marketing, and sustainability) 

• Strengthened through tailored, 
task-oriented workshops structured 
around functional areas with follow-up

• Refers to the skillsets and  
competencies of individual  
CSO staff and volunteers

• Improved through routine coaching 
and mentorship focused on tailored 
skills building and practical  
application of knowledge

individual level organizational systems level cross-organizational level
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routine coaching and mentorship as well as 

small-group workshops focused on tailored 

skills building and practical application of 

knowledge to address needs and gaps  

specific to individual staff and volunteers. 

The ‘organizational systems level’ refers  

to the following key functional areas of an 

organization: Governance; Management 

practices; Administration and finance; Human 

resources; Programmatic skills and project 

management; Advocacy and marketing;  

and Sustainability. These seven areas  

represent common divisions of labor within 

organizations, thereby allowing Pathfinder  

to structure its support for the organizations 

around common constructs while avoiding 

any prescriptive set of activities. At the 

organizational systems level, Pathfinder 

worked with the CSOs to improve the  

effectiveness of each of these functional 

areas, as well as AYSRH and advocacy  

technical skills, through tailored task-oriented 

workshops with routine follow-up. To allow 

the CSOs an opportunity to practically apply 

these skills, the Iniciativa project culminated 

with each CSO designing and implementing 

an advocacy project aligned with its unique 

organizational goals.

Finally, recognizing the importance of CSO 

networks for influencing national policies, 

Pathfinder worked at the cross-organizational 

level to foster a community of practice  

among the five organizations. In recent 

years, Mozambican CSOs have engaged  

in collective advocacy for the introduction  

and implementation of legislation pertaining 

to gender-based violence and sexual and  

reproductive health and rights.10 Despite 

these examples of successful collective action, 

collaboration across Mozambican CSOs 

generally remains weak.11 By networking  

the CSOs and supporting a community of 

practice, Pathfinder worked to ensure a 

lasting structure for mutual support across 

the organizations. At this level, the project 

facilitated biannual technical exchanges and 

joint workshops with all five CSOs, enabling 

direct engagement and encouraging inter- 

organizational collaboration, routine sharing 

of experiences, and participatory problem 

solving as the CSOs advanced along their 

individualized capacity building trajectories.

Across these three levels, the project 

employed collective assessment and  

identification of CSO needs and gaps,  

group action planning, intensive one-on-one 

mentorship, routine coaching, and creative 

and applied learning methodologies in  

order to ensure CSO-led growth.

Implementation
Selection of CSOs
At project start-up, Pathfinder invited  

14 active youth-oriented CSOs working in 

Maputo City, Gaza, and Tete provinces to 

design and submit proposals for AYSRH 

advocacy projects. Based on the quality  

of the CSOs’ respective proposals (i.e., 

conceptual strength, sustainability of the 

proposed project, quality of the proposed 

project objectives, and alignment with the 

needs of the beneficiary populations), the 

project team selected Luarte, Kutenga, Nova 

Vida, AREPACHO, and Kupulumussana. 

While all share a focus on youth, each of 

these CSOs has a unique organizational 

mission, structure, and mode of intervention, 

as detailed in the CSO profiles in the following 

two pages. For example, AREPACHO is a 

woman-led rural development organization 

focusing on adolescent health and agricultural 

issues, Nova Vida is a youth-led organization 

that works through peer education and  

radio broadcasts to promote positive  

sexual and reproductive health behaviors, 

and Luarte creates awareness of a range of 

socioeconomic and health issues through 

community theater (as shown in the photo 

above). The opportunity to partner with a 

set of very different CSOs with unique 

challenges reinforced the importance of 

tailoring capacity building interventions  

to the specifics of each organization. 

ph
o
to

: N
el

so
n 

Lá
za

ro
 M

ab
ui

e

Community-based Luarte event to launch a campaign promoting civic participation
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tasks. Given the project’s emphasis on  

flexible, iterative, needs-based learning driven 

by the CSOs, plans were designed to allow  

for adjustment and revision as needed. 

Pathfinder’s capacity building support related 

to organizational systems included working 

with CSOs to create or refine financial manuals 

and reports, processes and instruments 

related to logistics, procurement systems, 

inventory control, terms of reference,  

internal regulations, and organograms. 

and established organizational priorities to 

be emphasized through the Iniciativa project. 

Careful to foster a CSO-driven process, 

Pathfinder largely assumed a facilitation  

role during these workshops, encouraging 

the CSOs to dictate project goals.

The CSOs then worked with Pathfinder to 

develop individualized capacity building plans 

addressing each of the seven key functional 

areas. These plans grouped activities by area 

and established timelines for completion of 

Assessment of CSOs
Following a standard methodology for 

identifying gaps in capacity, Pathfinder used 

its Organizational Capacity Assessment 

Tool (POCAT) to assess the five selected 

CSOs in the seven key functional areas 

mentioned above. Following assessment, 

each area was assigned a score ranging from 

0 to 4 indicating level of maturity and these 

individual scores were averaged to derive a 

total institutional capacity score. Based on 

this score, organizations were categorized  

in one of four ways: nascent (between 0 and 

1), emergent (between 1 and 2), expanding 

(between 2 and 3), and mature (between  

3 and 4). At baseline, one CSO (Luarte)  

was categorized as nascent, three CSOs 

(Kutenga, Nova Vida, and AREPACHO) as 

emergent, and one CSO (Kupulumussana) 

as expanding. Figure 2 provides further 

explanation of these categories. 

Development of capacity  
building plans
Following assessment, Pathfinder facilitated 

collaborative workshops with each CSO to 

jointly analyze and discuss POCAT results. 

During these workshops, the Iniciativa  

project team and respective CSO collectively 

reviewed needs that emerged during  

assessments, such as gaps in financial 

systems, strategic plans, roles and  

responsibilities, and procurement processes, 

figure 2: categories of organizational maturity

 The CSO is fully functioning 
and sustainable, with a  
diversified resource base  
and partner relationships 
with national and  
international networks.

mature

The CSO has a track  
record of achievement  
and is recognized by its 
constituency, the  
government, and other 
agencies.

expanding

 Structures for governance,  
management practices,  
human resources, financial  
resources, and service  
delivery are in place and 
function.

emergent

 The CSO is in the earliest 
stages of development. 
Management systems are 
non-existent or at their  
most basic level.

nascent

 

year registered  
with the government: 2009

number of staff who are    
younger than 25 (%): 28 (57%)

mission: 
A youth-led organization, Luarte  
works with communities to improve 
knowledge and awareness of a range  
of socioeconomic and health issues, 
including sexual and reproductive  
health (SRH), water and sanitation,  
and disaster relief.

primary modes of intervention: 
Drama, including community theater 
and radio shows; Training on various 
methodologies for smaller community- 
based theater groups

cso profile: 

Luarte (Maputo City)
 

year registered  
with the government: 2006

number of staff who are    
younger than 25 (%): 54 (72%)

mission: 
A youth-led organization, Kutenga seeks 
to share information and change behaviors 
pertaining to many issues that affect 
young people as they transition into 
adulthood, including SRH, gender equity, 
delinquency, and vocational training.

primary modes of intervention: 
Debates and discussions with  
adolescents and youth, both in and out 
of school; Peer education; Advocacy 
with local leaders pertaining to  
youth-related issues

cso profile: 

Kutenga (Maputo City)
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By nature of the intensive capacity building 

approach, Pathfinder interacted and  

collaborated with the CSOs regularly.  

To avoid problems that might emerge from 

this relationship, such as the expectation  

of additional support or supplies based on 

close personal relationships, Pathfinder  

and each CSO drafted memoranda of  

understanding (MOUs) explicitly outlining 

the roles and responsibilities of both parties 

over the course of the Iniciativa project 

lifecycle. These MOUs served as a mechanism 

to formalize Pathfinder’s responsibility to  

the CSOs, as well as CSO commitment to 

the priorities, benchmarks, and targets 

outlined in the capacity building plans. 

Intensive, tailored capacity  
building model
The Iniciativa project team visited each CSO 

3–5 times per month—spending an average 

of 24 hours with each organization monthly— 

to provide tailored mentoring and coaching 

in accordance with the organization’s capacity 

building plan. This level of engagement 

represents a radical departure from the 

traditional capacity building model, which 

typically comprises a series of routine 

training sessions with limited follow-up. 

During these sessions, Pathfinder provided 

tailored coaching and on-site troubleshooting 

to respond to each CSO’s particular challenges. 

More often than not, needs were specific  

to the respective CSOs; however, when 

organizational needs converged across 

organizations, Pathfinder conducted joint 

workshops as a cost-effective way to 

address common needs and to facilitate 

cross-organizational learning. For example, 

the POCAT assessments revealed that all 

five CSOs had weaker than anticipated 

financial systems at baseline. To address 

this, capacity building plans were revised  

to focus heavily on finance, administration, 

and information systems during the initial 

project period for all CSOs and Pathfinder 

conducted cross-organizational workshops. 

To reinforce knowledge, Pathfinder created 

opportunities for CSO staff and volunteers 

to practically apply the competencies 

covered during training through one-on-one 

coaching sessions.

Once plans were in place for bolstering 

organizational systems, Pathfinder worked 

with the CSOs to improve their capacity  

to implement AYSRH programming. To 

determine training content, the project team 

assessed each individual CSO’s knowledge 

and awareness of: adolescence; gender; 

sexual and reproductive health; violence; 

and relevant Mozambican policies pertaining 

to young people. Following assessment,  

the Iniciativa project team delivered tailored 

AYSRH training modules to CSO volunteers 

and staff with routine follow-up. 

Given the importance of advocacy as a 

mechanism for agitating for social change, 

 

year registered  
with the government: 2006

number of staff who are    
younger than 25 (%): 17 (14%)

mission: 
A women-led organization, AREPACHO 
supports women and girls in a range of 
areas including: SRH; care for people 
living with HIV (PLHIV); agriculture  
and nutrition; water and sanitation;  
and income generation.

primary modes of intervention: 
Rural women’s empowerment;  
Advocacy around land rights; Trainings 
and community mobilization; Savings 
and loan groups with CSO members; 
Debates and community theater

cso profile: 

AREPACHO (Gaza Province)
 

year registered  
with the government: 2003

number of staff who are    
younger than 25 (%): 41 (28%)

mission: 
An association of PLHIV, Kupulumussana 
disseminates information and educates 
PLHIV about positive self-care behaviors, 
including treatment adherence, hygiene, 
and nutrition.

primary modes of intervention: 
Advocacy; Peer education for sensitizing 
communities about treatment adherence 
and HIV prevention; Community debates; 
Educating PLHIV about nutrition

cso profile: 

Kupulumussana (Tete Province)

 

year registered  
with the government: 2004

number of staff who are    
younger than 25 (%): 37 (93%)

mission: 
Focusing particularly on young women 
aged 10–24, Nova Vida is a youth-led 
organization that seeks to change  
behaviors related to: SRH; HIV and  
AIDS prevention, care, and treatment; 
and gender-based violence.

primary modes of intervention: 
Peer education; Community lectures; 
Home visits; Radio and video broadcasts

cso profile: 

Nova Vida (Gaza Province)
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Pathfinder worked with the CSOs to improve 

their advocacy skills. Using a tool comprising 

both self- and external assessment, Pathfinder 

and the CSOs determined gaps in advocacy 

skills. Based on these assessments and in line 

with existing capacity building plans and joint 

prioritization processes, the project team 

utilized Pathfinder’s Straight to the Point tools 

for advocacy,§ participatory identification  

of needs, and action planning to build CSO 

advocacy capacity. Given each CSO’s unique 

intervention modality (e.g., theater, agriculture, 

school-based work), Pathfinder contracted 

external consultants with the requisite expertise 

to hone CSO skillsets in their respective areas. 

Recognizing that practical application of 

competencies and knowledge is essential for 

sustained learning and progress, the Iniciativa 

project culminated with each CSO designing 

and implementing  the advocacy project 

originally proposed in its application to work 

with Pathfinder (see Figure 3 for a summary 

of these projects). Pathfinder then supported 

CSOs to implement the advocacy projects 

through disbursement of small grants. Not 

only did this opportunity enable the CSOs  

to hone their advocacy and project imple-

mentation skills, but it also created an avenue 

to practically test their newly developed or 

refined financial and procurement systems. 

Cross-organizational learning
To foster collaboration among the CSOs, 

Pathfinder facilitated opportunities for the 

CSOs to engage with one another through 

biannual technical exchanges. The agenda 

for these exchanges was set by the CSOs 

themselves, and the organizations used  

the meetings to collectively review project 

progress, brainstorm solutions to common 

challenges, and engage in cross-training 

when appropriate. As another mechanism 

for fostering cross-CSO collaboration, 

Pathfinder conducted workshops with 

multiple CSOs (where needs allowed)  

to enable them to learn from one another. 

 

organization project focus overview of the advocacy project

Luarte Preventing sexual  
harassment in  
school settings 

Active in four schools in Maputo City, Luarte’s project used a range of methods 
including videos, role play, and school-based theater to increase students’ awareness 
of their right to a safe environment, and to improve school administrators’ 
commitment to upholding policies prohibiting teachers from engaging in sexual 
harassment.

Kutenga Increasing availability  
of youth-friendly health 
information and  
services in schools

Kutenga partnered with 14 schools in Maputo and Gaza to revive ‘counseling  
corners’ where adolescents and youth can seek health information and services 
from peer educators and trained providers. Prior to the Iniciativa intervention, 
these counseling corners had ceased to function. 

Nova Vida Promoting the rights  
of young girls and  
working to prevent 
forced marriage  
among young people

Active in Gaza province, Nova Vida’s project promoted the rights of young  
girls and worked to prevent forced marriages among young people. Nova Vida 
also advocated for community leaders and government bodies at the district and  
provincial level to uphold a number of legal instruments, such as the Family Law 
and Criminal Code prohibiting marriage before the age of 18.

AREPACHO Increasing access to  
and uptake of sexual 
and reproductive  
health services  
among rural women

AREPACHO’s project aimed to sensitize couples on healthy timing and spacing  
of pregnancies within communities in the administrative post of Chongoene in  
Xai Xai district. The project also advocated for availability of youth-friendly 
services and a full contraceptive method mix at the health facility serving  
12 communities in this area.

Kupulumussana Promoting universal 
access to antiretroviral 
therapy and nutritional 
supplements among 
PLHIV, as guaranteed 
by Law 12/2009

Coordinating with government bodies at the district and provincial level,  
Kupulumussana’s project aimed to increase knowledge and awareness among 
PLHIV regarding their rights to antiretroviral therapy. Intervening on the supply 
side, Kupulumussana also supported health facilities to increase availability of 
HIV treatment services and to strengthen the referral network for additional 
services available for malnourished PLHIV.

figure 3: overview of each cso’s unique advocacy project implemented during the iniciativa project

§ Pathfinder’s Straight to the Point tools provide clear, concise guidance related to project design, implementation, and evaluation. The advocacy series leads users through the steps needed to 
plan an advocacy initiative, from setting priorities, to assessing the political environment, to mapping a strategy.
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Revenue generation and  
sustainability
Efforts to improve the CSOs’ ability to 

generate revenue and self-sustain represent 

a final important component of the Iniciativa 

project. Recognizing that reliance on any 

single donor or funding stream can inhibit 

CSOs from pursuing mission-critical  

programming, Pathfinder supported each 

CSO to independently pursue activities for 

generating revenue to ensure economic 

viability during periods without project funds. 

Again, reflecting their diverse missions,  

the CSOs elected to pursue differing  

revenue-generating activities in line with 

their interests and skillsets. For example, 

AREPACHO (which promotes the rights  

of young women around agricultural issues 

and land access) opted to raise and  

sell chickens, and Kutenga (which focuses  

on sanitation issues in addition to AYSRH) 

designed a plan for collection and disposal of 

solid waste. To improve project design and 

proposal development skills, Pathfinder also 

supported each CSO to develop and submit 

one funding proposal to various donors.

Results
Over the course of the project lifecycle,  

all five CSOs experienced substantial growth 

in organizational maturity. As a cohort, their 

overall capacity as measured through the 

POCAT increased from a score of 1.5 (nascent) 

to 3.0 (expanding), with particularly notable 

increases in organizational governance 

capacity (increasing from 1.9 at baseline to 

3.2) and in program management capacity 

(increasing from 1.6 to 2.8). Figure 4 shows 

increases in each CSO’s overall institutional 

capacity score at baseline, midpoint, and 

endline. Because the organizations began  

at very different levels of maturity, required 

varying degrees of support in each of the 

seven areas, and took different development 

paths, these scores should be used only  

as an illustrative indication of each CSO’s 

individual progress over time. Due to  

limited generalizability, cross-organizational 

comparison based on these scores results  

in fallacies.

While the consistent increase in  

organizational capacity scores indicates 

positive change, efforts to quantify “capacity” 

are complicated by the intangible nature of 

certain capacities (e.g., confidence and 

leadership) and the unpredictable patterns 

of organizational growth. Acknowledging  

the shortcomings associated with using 

quantitative methods alone for assessing 

changes in capacity, Pathfinder supplemented 

the POCAT assessment with a qualitative 

component in order to evaluate the nuanced 

impact of the Iniciativa project. 

To explore the CSOs’ experiences and 

perceptions of the intensive capacity building 

model, Pathfinder contracted external 

consultants to conduct two focus group 

discussions (FGDs) per CSO—one with  

staff and one with volunteers. The 10 FGDs 

included a total of 69 participants  

(33 CSO staff and 36 volunteers), with 5–9 

participants per group. Through the FGDs, 

Pathfinder aimed to assess: CSO perceptions 

of what “capacity building” is and the ways 

in which they benefit from it; CSO reflections 

on the project’s intensive capacity building 

model, including the emphasis on coaching 

and mentorship; and perceived impact and 

challenges stemming from the Iniciativa 

project. To supplement CSO perspectives, 

the evaluation also included key informant 

interviews with five Pathfinder project staff 

to understand Pathfinder’s own perceptions 

and experience implementing this more 

intensive capacity building model. The 

following sections discuss the findings  

of these FGDs and subsequent analysis.

CSO perceptions of Iniciativa’s 
approach and impact

intensive capacity building model

When discussing the project’s perceived 

impact, all CSOs made specific reference to 

the value of the patience and willingness of 

the Iniciativa project staff to create a positive, 

supportive learning environment. As noted 
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Kutenga member presenting indicators for the organization’s advocacy project
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by a CSO staff member, “they [Iniciativa 

project staff] were well-selected people, who 

never got tired of being asked the same question 

several times. We did not understand today  

or tomorrow, but they were always willing  

to answer what we did not realize. Especially  

me that I am in the accounting field, they never 

got tired; they would show me two or three 

times a certain thing.” Despite the apparent 

value of this intensive model, when defining 

“capacity building,” CSO respondents  

primarily focused on a narrower, more 

concrete range of benefits stemming from 

the project such as trainings, provision of 

equipment, and task-oriented support.  

A possible explanation for these narrow 

responses could be that it is simply easier 

for CSOs to focus on tangible aspects  

since capacity building and organizational 

development are more abstract concepts.

cross-organizational exchanges

The value and utility of the cross- 

organizational exchanges was mentioned by 

respondents from all five CSOs. Throughout 

the project lifecycle, these meetings evolved 

from a forum for collective problem solving 

and sharing of experiences into a mechanism 

for the CSOs to hold each other accountable 

for meeting targets and expectations, as  

well as a venue for celebrating their respective 

successes and growth. As expressed by a 

CSO staff member, “The fact that there were 

five organizations of different natures working 

in the same area as we did, it made us discover 

new tools for better performance…. We are  

all young students, we all feel okay in the stage. 

We have an excellent relationship among us 

because we are open to each other. Therefore,  

I think all these facts have contributed a lot  

to our improvement and to the achievement  

of our goals.”

perceived changes in  
institutional capacity

In the area of organizational governance, 

CSOs mentioned improvements with regard 

to clarity of roles and responsibilities, improved 

functionality of executive committees and 

leadership teams, and transparency in 

organizational processes and systems. 

Notably, the positive changes pertaining to 

governance were mentioned across FGDs at 

both the staff and volunteer levels, indicating 

the significance and pervasiveness of the 

change. As expressed by a CSO volunteer,  

“I see organizational changes within the institution 

itself. We used to have management boards  

but their elements were not aware of what [it] 

meant to be president of the general assembly. 

The members of the audit committee were not 

aware of their role—they just knew that they 

were members of the audit committee.”

Luarte

Nova Vida

AREPACHO

Kutenga

Kupulumussana

3.5

4.0

3.0

2.5

2.0

1.5

1.0

0.5

0

baseline score midpoint score endline score

figure 4: quantitative results: institutional capacity scores throughout the project lifecycle

The value and utility of the cross-organizational exchanges  
was mentioned by respondents from all five CSOs. Throughout 
the project lifecycle, these meetings evolved from a forum for  
collective problem solving and sharing of experiences into a 
mechanism for the CSOs to hold each other accountable for 
meeting targets and expectations, as well as a venue for  
celebrating their respective successes and growth.
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financial system improvements 

As referenced earlier, improving the CSOs’ 

financial systems required much more 

intensive support than Pathfinder initially 

anticipated and capacity building plans  

were revised early on to accommodate a 

substantial focus on administrative and 

financial systems. During FGDs, the CSOs 

identified increased financial transparency 

and absorptive capacity, as well as their 

subsequent improved ability to secure 

funding, as important results of Pathfinder’s 

support. As expressed by a CSO staff 

member, “There is much [more] transparency 

now than before.… I precisely speak about 

money. Whenever I needed money the 

coordinator would give it to me, now it does not 

work that way any longer, there are procedures 

that need to be followed to get that money,  

it has to be accounted for.… So, I personally 

think that this was a victory for the association, 

a very, very important victory. Because it is 

from this department of administrative  

procedures that many associations get stuck  

… and collapse.”

enhanced organizational  
independence, autonomy,  
and sustainability

The evaluation also assessed changes in CSO 

perceptions of their long-term sustainability 

and autonomy. At baseline, the capacity of 

CSOs to self-sustain was extremely low, 

with FGD respondents mentioning difficulty 

paying basic monthly expenses such as 

electricity and phone bills. By project end, 

CSOs noted an improvement in the capacity 

to raise and manage funds, as illustrated  

in the following quote from a staff member: 

“this training has given us certain autonomy of 

project design and the fundraising, it gave us  

a notion of financial management—I can now 

calculate how much it takes to rent an office, to 

pay a staff. I know what to do to get money for 

a project with certain sustainability. Therefore, 

the fundraising [training] brought us this 

autonomy of being able to determine what to  

do so that we can move forward autonomously.”

This perceived increase in autonomy  

pertaining to project design and fundraising 

is corroborated by the CSOs’ success in 

securing external funding and partnerships 

throughout the project’s lifecycle. As a result 

of their increasing ability to navigate the 

proposal development process and growing 

absorptive capacity, Luarte received support 

from DKT International, Johns Hopkins 

University, and the Swiss Agency for 

Development and Cooperation, and  

Kutenga was selected as a partner with 

Forum Mulher** in an initiative to uphold  

the sexual and reproductive rights of girls. 

Despite this progress, challenges associated 

with sustainability persist. During FGDs, 

some respondents expressed disappointment 

that the activities designed to generate 

revenue had not been fully implemented  

as planned due to internal constraints and 

the need to assign resources to other tasks.  

The desire to become more autonomous 

was expressed across the five CSOs, as 

illustrated by the following quote from a CSO 

staff member: “I ha[d] several expectations … 

the training of staff on how to manage the 

association and how to manage the resources 

available in the organization and what steps 

could be taken in order to attain independence 

of the association to some extent, [to] cease  

to depend on third parties, [and to] generate 

the capacity of the association to produce its 

own sustenance to meet the targets it has  

been outlining in its statutes.” 

Lessons Learned
Limited clarity surrounding communication 

channels between Pathfinder and the CSOs 

proved to be a key challenge during the 

Iniciativa project. Findings from the FGDs 

revealed that CSOs faced a number of issues 

throughout the course of implementation 

that they did not communicate to Pathfinder. 

As such, these challenges were identified 

only during the evaluation process, well  

after it was possible to address them. As an 

example, AREPACHO staff noted that they 

** Established in 1993, Forum Mulher is a national network of NGOs working toward women’s rights.

As result of its increasing ability to navigate the proposal  
development process and growing absorptive capacity,  
Luarte received support from DKT International, Johns Hopkins 
University, and the Swiss Agency for Development and  
Cooperation during the Iniciativa project.
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AREPACHO member presenting the 
organization’s advocacy project
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had requested that Luarte provide them with 

training on community theater. Pathfinder 

then connected the two organizations, 

alerting Luarte staff of AREPACHO’s interest 

in this training, and assumed that training 

details would be determined between the 

two CSOs. However, the FGDs revealed  

that AREPACHO expected more structured 

follow-up from Pathfinder. To foster better 

communication in the project’s one-year 

extension, Pathfinder will establish formal 

feedback and communication systems  

with the CSOs, further encouraging frank, 

timely, and actionable feedback.  

An additional challenge was limited  

CSO buy-in for activities led by external 

consultants. To support improvements  

in the CSOs’ unique technical skills (e.g., 

theater, agriculture, school-based activism), 

Pathfinder contracted external consultants 

with the requisite skillsets to work with 

CSOs. In the evaluation, it became apparent 

that CSOs were less engaged in activities  

led by consultants, and were therefore less 

able to leverage the benefits from these 

activities. This may have stemmed from  

the CSOs’ limited involvement in drafting 

the consultants’ scopes of work and in the 

selection process for these external partners. 

To address this, Pathfinder plans to involve 

CSOs more heavily in selection of external 

partners, has developed a more rigorous 

approach for working with external partners, 

and has also set benchmarks to measure 

CSO participation in and accountability  

to these activities. 

Gaps between the CSOs’ expectations and 

the actual support they received, particularly 

with regard to provision of physical materials 

and office space, also proved challenging. 

For example, during FGDs, one of the  

CSOs repeatedly mentioned an unfulfilled 

expectation that Pathfinder would rent office 

space and procure additional office materials 

for them. Although commitments on the 

part of both Pathfinder and the CSOs were 

explicitly discussed at project start-up, 

formalized in the MOUs, and clarified in the 

project’s second year, these mismatched 

expectations highlight the need for even 

greater and more routine clarification of 

expectations throughout the relationship 

between a capacity building provider, like 

Pathfinder, and its partner organizations. 

Finally, staff turnover was also a significant 

challenge encountered during project  

implementation. A major paradox of  

organizational capacity building is that  

once skillsets are enhanced, staff are then 

better able to market their skills to other 

organizations, often exacerbating attrition. 

The Iniciativa project was not immune to 

this, as noted in the following quote from a 

CSO staff member: “in my opinion, the main 

barrier is the fact that our human resources  

are always stolen. The organization does invest 

in the staff training but they are then stolen.” 

Despite persistent difficulty in this area, the 

CSOs noted that improved organizational 

systems enable the organizations to recover 

more quickly when staff and volunteer 

attrition occurs. As expressed by a CSO 

staff member, “Now we are well organized. 

Even if the coordinator leaves … there are no 

problems.… [Before], we were not organized, 

but nowadays our organization is alright.”

Recommendations
The first six months of the project proved  

to be a critical window for establishing trust 

and developing an understanding of the 

characteristics that influence how each 

organization functions. Projects focused  

on capacity building should be cognizant  

of the importance of this initial period for 

setting the tone for the intervention and 

establishing the relationship between the 

two organizations.

To mitigate the potential impact of  

misaligned expectations pertaining to the 

benefits of the capacity building process,  

it is important to continuously revisit the  

evolving expectations of both the local 
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CSO members participating in a workshop on proposal development
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partners and the capacity building provider 

throughout the course of implementation. 

There is natural overlap here with the  

importance of ensuring open channels of 

frank, timely feedback. Local partners  

should be encouraged to voice their concerns 

throughout the process via formal feedback 

loops. If external consultants are used, local 

partners should be intimately involved in  

the contracting process.

Finally, traditional efforts to measure the 

effects and impact of capacity building  

work often rely on a narrow set of indicators 

related to training, production of policies and 

other materials, and changes over time in  

an organizational capacity score. While 

these can be useful, they are not always the 

best measure of whether the ultimate goal 

has been achieved, and are especially  

problematic for assessing the nuances  

that stem from a more intensive approach.  

Using a wider range of indicators that 

capture other elements of organizational 

progress is equally important to tracking the 

improvements of an organizational capacity 

score. For example, at the process level, 

indicators measuring partner participation  

in a key activity may be an effective proxy 

measure for commitment to a process.  

At the outcome level, indicators tracking a 

partner’s effectiveness (e.g., how well they 

measure against their own project indicators) 

or efficiency (e.g., requiring fewer inputs to 

achieve the same level of outputs) might be 

useful. Simultaneously, it may be prudent to 

consider more frequent use of benchmarks 

as a way to capture growth of specific areas 

within an organization.

Next Steps 
Although critically important, pursuing a 

more intensive capacity building model is 

exceedingly challenging. Not only does this 

approach require a donor that is willing to 

commit additional financial resources in an 

environment increasingly predicated upon 

a narrow definition of programmatic ‘value 

for money,’ but it also demands significant 

time and energy investments on the part 

of both local partners and the capacity 

building provider. Recognizing the value of 

this approach, Pathfinder is actively working 

to build a body of evidence demonstrating 

the impact of an intensive capacity building 

model. In the Iniciativa project’s one-year 

extension (July 2015–June 2016), Pathfinder 

will continue to support the five CSOs to 

reach their unique organizational goals 

and build the evidence base for locally led, 

intensive capacity development.
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