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People create organizations to accomplish things that cannot be achieved by the ef​fort of individuals.

Organizations come in a variety of forms: corporations, cooperatives, unions, asso​ciations, etc.

The effectiveness of any organization depends upon its capacity to accomplish what it has set out to do: its mission or purpose.
Organizational capacity is the manifestation of an organization’s power to achieve its mission or purpose.

An organization’s capacity is always in a changing, dynamic state. It ebbs and flows throughout the life of the organization. Consequently, as organizational leaders and staff, we must pay keen attention to our organizations’ capacity. Effective organiza​tions have consciously developed systems to build, sustain and renew their capacity throughout the lifecycle of the organization.
For membership-based advocacy organizations, I believe there are ten elements of organizational capacity that are essential to building organizational power. These elements are: membership, leadership, staff, message, finances, reputation, rela​tionships, programs, technology and planning. The systematic building of organizational power requires the development of organizational strength in these ten elements. The synergistic integration and alignment of these ten elements of organizational capacity throughout an organization’s systems, plans, programs and campaigns is essential to effectively exercising organizational power. As capacity is built, it must be periodically marshaled and expended through the exercise of organizational power in order to advance the organization’s purpose. Organization’s that can build, sustain, expend and renew their capacity are high performing.
MEMBERS

Members are the fundamental building block of our organization. Affiliate member​ship development plans must address the recruitment, retention and engagement of members. They must provide an environmental scan of the threats, opportunities and barriers to membership development. Membership development programs must be data driven. Ideally, data collected for affiliate membership development pro​grams should include: demographic trends in student and adult populations; mem​bership growth/loss over time in all membership categories; market share penetra​tion; attrition and retention rates; reasons for eligible members dropping their membership; assessment of membership recruitment systems; survey of member attitudes; analysis of policy barriers to membership development; membership counts and locations of competing organizations; opportunities to enter into or ex​pand traditional; and non-traditional markets.
We must assist affiliates in creating comprehensive year-round membership de​velopment programs that take into account these data and map out strategies for long term growth and retention.
LEADERS

The ongoing development of leaders at all levels of our organization is critical to building, sustaining and renewing organizational capacity. Few leaders are born with an innate set of leadership qualities necessary for leading an organization. Or​ganizational leadership is generally cultivated through the intentional development of an individual’s skills, knowledge and experience.

Our work with affiliates must identify, recruit, train and organize new and emerg​ing leaders and provide them with opportunities to develop their leadership skills, knowledge and experience. 
STAFF

Professional staff play an essential role in developing the systems for building, sus​taining and renewing an organization’s capacity. Staffs design systems and proc​esses to recruit members, develop leaders, monitor the organization’s financial health and deliver its programs. As organizations get more complicated, the breadth of knowledge and the depth of staff skills become increasingly critical to the suc​cess of the enterprise.
Our work with affiliates must incorporate the ongoing development of staff skills, knowledge and experiences as an essential element of capacity.

MESSAGE

Every organization needs to develop a message and deliver it with discipline to its intended audiences. Advocacy organizations incapable of delivering a clear, concise and consistent message are increasingly irrelevant in the cluttered day to day dis​course of public affairs. An organization’s message should promote its desired image or ideally, its brand, and articulate its vision for change to its intended audiences.
Message development, delivery and discipline are often foreign concepts to our af​filiates. An organizational commitment to develop and deliver a message with disci​pline is critical to being an effective advocate on behalf of our members. It is an es​sential element of organizational capacity for affiliates attempting to brand their identity with their intended audiences.
FINANCES

Complex organizations can’t exist without money and financial accounting systems to monitor and track their overall fiscal health. Close monitoring of annual revenue (dues) and expenditures (budget) is no longer sufficient to ascertain the financial health of our affiliates. In addition to adopting organizational budgets and setting dues rates, affiliate leaders and executive staff must become familiar with a variety of other financial data and indicators. These include: membership/revenue projec​tions; non-dues based revenue; balance sheets and the ratio of assets to liabilities; pension liabilities; post retirement health care commitments; year to date budget expenditures; monthly cash flow projections; debt service on borrowing and net as​sets.
The overall financial health of an organization is critical to building and sustaining its organizational capacity. In some cases it may forecast an organization’s very ex​istence overtime. Increasingly, we must pay keener attention to the financial sys​tems, position and health of our affiliates.

REPUTATION

Whether we like it or not, every organization has a reputation. An organization’s reputation may be different for different audiences. Members are likely to perceive their organization differently than the public at large. Leaders and staff perceive the organization differently than the general membership. An organization’s repu​tation amongst key political decision-makers will differ from its reputation with its coalition allies. 
As a key element of organizational capacity, an organization’s reputation is some​times ignored, often neglected, and frequently left for others, including our enemies to define. It is critical for an organization to articulate its desired reputation, culti​vate it amongst its key audiences and protect it in the face of any attempt to dam​age it.
Our affiliates often neglect to intentionally develop their reputation which makes the job of building and sustaining the other elements of organizational capacity more challenging.

RELATIONSHIPS

The value of building and maintaining organizational relationships both internally and externally is critical to building effective results-oriented organizations. Inter​nally, the quality of member to leader, leader to leader, leader to staff, and staff to staff relationships is critical to the success of an organization. 
Increasingly, membership-based advocacy organizations are finding that “going it alone” isn’t working to achieve desired results. The conscious and intentional devel​opment of external relationships with other organizations around common issues or concerns is a critical element of an organization’s capacity to winning issues that are of concern to its membership.

We must assist our affiliates in assessing their internal and external relationships. Are these relationships an asset or a detriment to achieving desired results? Do they add value to the overall enterprise or do they waste precious time and re​sources to maintain?
PROGRAMS

Our affiliates vary widely in their capacity to develop and deliver programs to members and leaders. Common affiliate programs include: legal services, member​ship development, legislative and political action, communications/public relations, professional development, collective bargaining, human and civil rights, research, community relations/external partnerships, etc. Affiliates often try to provide more programming than their resources (time, staff and money) can afford. We must be able to assess the efficacy of affiliate programs in the context of the available re​sources. We should ask the question, “Are affiliate programs producing the desired effect or achieving the desired results?” Affiliate programs should be designed to help build, sustain and renew the elements of the organizational capacity.
TECHNOLOGY

The development, application and use of modern technology are critical to the pro​ductivity and performance of membership-based advocacy organizations.

Our organizations must be able to use technology to gather and analyze data, share information and communicate efficiently and effectively. We must be able to assess the technological capacity of our affiliates data gathering, storing and information sharing systems, local and wide area networks, web sites and communication tools. We must also be able to assess the application of our affiliate’s technological capac​ity to their organizational systems, plans, programs and campaigns.
PLANNING 

Planning is an essential element of organizational capacity.  In order to achieve desired results, an organization must be able to articulate its strategies, tactics and activities in written plans.  Written plans must address commonly held assumptions, specific outcomes, strategies, tactics and activities, budget and staff resource allocations, in the context of time.  Committing plans to writing promotes discipline in the effective application of critical organizational resources like time, money and staff.  Once a plan is written, close attention must be paid to its implementation.  Plans are useless without a process for evaluating their impact.
CONCLUSION
I believe these ten elements of organizational capacity are essential to building, strong, sustainable member-based advocacy organizations. They represent a framework for assessing the inherent power of our affiliates to be effective in repre​senting the interests of our members. 
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