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I.
DEFINITION OF CONCEPTS

Capacity Building:  The concept “Capacity Building” is defined in various ways. Broadly, it can be defined as a process by which skills, institutions and institutions and knowledge are built, utilized, retained and nurtured with a view to providing an entity with the means of responding to a development challenge.  Two components that are vital in any plausible definition of the concept are human skills (the ability to perform a task) and institutions (effectiveness and efficiency of organizations, systems, processes and procedures).  Knowledge enters the definition as a distinct component because it allows for the combination of skills, experiences, insights, expert intuition, actionable recommendations from research, among others, to enable an entity to continuously innovate and apply best-practice solutions to emerging and evolving challenges.  The application of knowledge makes skills and institutions dynamic and responsive.  Thus, a definition of the concept of Capacity Building that is limited to skills and institutions in exclusion of the knowledge component is incomplete.

Elements in Concept:  There are four elements in the foregoing definition that are of fundamental importance in a capacity building process.  These are:

· Building

· Utilization

· Retention

· Nurturing

The first of these elements – building – is essentially a technical process.  It involves capacity needs assessment and project identification, development, appraisal, approval, implementation, monitoring and evaluation.  The other three elements do not spontaneously or necessarily result from the first.  There is nothing inherently compelling in the process that capacity built must be utilized, retained and nurtured, just as these determine the utility of the capacity.  The utilization, retention and nurturing of capacity requires complementary institutional reforms to change or improve environmental incentives for these processes to apply.  Utilization and retention are important for capacity to respond to the purpose for which it is built, while nurturing of capacity connotes the need for continuous improvement in the quality of such capacity to avoid decay, irrelevance and non-suitability for modern needs that are rapidly changing and becoming more complex.  Capacity that produces capacity or regenerative capacity must not only be built, utilized and retained, it must be adequately nurtured to ensure that its growth is consistent with changing development needs and complexities of the development environment.


While traditionally, a starting point in the capacity building process is the conduct of a capacity needs assessment, technically, this need not be the case.  Ideally, before a capacity needs assessment is undertaken to ascertain the nature and size of a capacity deficit, it is often desirable to run an entity through a performance-based management system.  The reason for this is that an entity’s poor or ineffective performance may not necessarily be a need for more qualified hands, training or equipment.



The implementation of a performance-based management system before the conduct of a capacity needs assessment is therefore vital in a capacity building process.  There are at least two reasons for this, viz:

· It allows an entity to utilize existing capacity to its optimal productive level before assessing the actual capacity gap or deficit.

· It provides a better characterization of the nature of performance-related factors and a plausible estimate of the capacity deficit or gap.  Poor performance by an entity may be due to a number of factors, which include:

· Poor incentives system

· Ineffective work planning and management

· Lack of targets and performance improvement plans

· Weak leadership and ineffective management style

II. CAPACITY BUILDING IN AFRICA - Highlights

· Very good investments were made by African governments and their development partners in the first two decades after independence, especially in the 1970s and 1980s.

· Results of such investments were visible, and consisted of:

· Functional and effective public services

· Reasonably stable macroeconomic policies

· Functional socio-economic infrastructure

· High quality educational system

· Responsive and effective healthcare delivery system

· Systematic deterioration in political governance and the scramble for public resources led to:

· Trampling and destruction of societal values

· Cycle of struggle for power

· Lack of transparency and accountability in all aspects of governance

· Corruption and inefficiencies in resource management

· Coups, counter-coups and violent conflicts

· Systematic destruction of capacity resulted, reflected by:

· Destruction of facilities and physical infrastructure through wars and violent conflicts

· Neglect of socio-economic infrastructure

· Massive flight of professionals

· Enormous deterioration of quality and standards of public services, health-care delivery systems, as well as educational infrastructure and products.

· Worsening economic conditions led to widespread introduction and implementation of Structural Adjustment Programs in the 1980s that considerably raised poverty levels, encouraged the neglect of capacity and heightened brain drain. Quality and standards fell precipitously at all levels of the educational system, in health-care delivery system and in public service delivery.  Other socio-economic infrastructure for delivery of developmental services collapsed.

· Since the 1990s some of these disconcerting trends have begun to change. Improvements have started to occur. African governments and the donor community have been making concerted efforts to address the continent’s capacity constraints.

· The efforts led to the establishment of the African Capacity Building Foundation (ACBF) in February 1991 and a number of other capacity building initiatives. Multilateral and bilateral donors’ technical assistance and lending programs in support of capacity building on the continent have also grown enormously. Technical assistance to the continent comes close to about $5.8 billion per annum.

· Unfortunately, a sizeable share of the technical assistance does not go into capacity building. It is poorly coordinated, duplicative and creates institutions that undermine sustainable capacity building efforts.

III.
REQUIREMENTS FOR EFFECTIVE CAPACITY BUILDING

Capacity building is a process requiring effective planning, implementation, management and oversight.  It is not an ad-hoc process, but rather a systematic one for which appropriate conceptual frameworks, methodologies, intervention strategies and instruments at best-practice level are applicable.  The success of a capacity building process requires a number of conducive factors.  Of these, the following are preconditional:

· National ownership and leadership of the process

· Institutional framework for coordination of national capacity building

programs (to pool resources, provide technical guidance and share best practices)

· The process must be seen as a long-term process and adequately resourced

· Reforms and incentive must be in place for effective utilization and

retention of capacity

· There must be a framework for measuring outcomes and impact of 

Interventions to encourage more productive and efficient use of resources.

IV.
KNOWLEDGE-BASED CAPACITY BUILDING

Knowledge-based capacity building has three major components. These are:

· Institutional (knowledge institutions)

· Sectoral (educational, training, health, public service, etc.)

· Program-specific (knowledge generation and sharing programs)

Whatever the component of focus, two things are of vital importance.  They are:

· What the knowledge-based capacity building process or management

system seeks to generate and share as knowledge

· Objectives of the knowledge generation and sharing system

Universities, research institutions, training centers, etc, are a category of knowledge institutions.  The educational sector, health sector, the public service and similar sectors and their institutions can be made to apply knowledge management systems to improve performance and quality of service through continuous improvement and innovations. A knowledge-based capacity building exercise must address both.  The first category generates and shares knowledge required for long-term development and regenerative capacity building, while the second category generates, shares and applies knowledge for continuous improvement in performance through innovation, learning by doing, documentation and sharing of replicable best practices, among others.  

The focus of this presentation is on the second category and is based on the development of knowledge management capacity.  Knowledge-based capacity building seeks to establish a knowledge management system to make an organization a learning organization driven by continuous improvement.  In this context, a knowledge management system seeks to share as knowledge: skills, experiences, reflections, memoirs, insights, development lessons, technical advice, research findings, case studies, best practices, conceptual frameworks, methodologies, strategies, techniques, tools, instruments, actionable recommendations from workshops, publications, among others.  Hence, for example, the application of knowledge management system in the under-mentioned cases must be done with a view to strengthening performance and quality of service:

· Educational Sector: The application of a knowledge management system, including technology infrastructural support, should improve access to education and standardize quality across institutions, e.g., application of e-learning in tertiary education.

· Public Service Delivery:  The application should improve quality of service through, for instance, knowledge sharing and performance management systems.

· Policymaking Process: In this case, it should improve policy and program design and implementation through access to knowledge networks, communities of practices, best practices, etc.

· Capacity Building Process:  Here, it should provide access to best practices, improved methodologies, strategies and instruments for intervention.

· Organizations:  While at the level of an organization, it should raise effectiveness and performance through continuous learning and innovation.

Thus, in all cases of application, knowledge-based capacity building must support:

· Quality assurance systems, processes and procedures

· Performance measurement and management system

· Evaluation and feedback systems.

All this raises the question as to what knowledge management is about.  Generally, it is a process by which explicit and tacit knowledge is generated, shared and applied for continuous improvement in performance.  In the context of capacity building, a knowledge management system does the following, among numerous others:

· Documents and shares experiences, skills, insights, research findings, etc, to minimize the steepness of the learning curve in the capacity building process

· Brings best practices to the capacity building process 

· Feeds back learning experiences into the process for continuous improvement

· Provides a platform for sharing tacit knowledge

· Brings capacity of Diasporan communities within reach through knowledge networks

Some of the instruments in the implementation of a knowledge management system consist of the following, among others:

· Knowledge networks

· Communities of practices

· Tacit knowledge sharing programs 

· Documentation of memoirs

· Experience sharing lecture series

· Etc

· Best practices studies

· Lessons Notes

· e-learning programs

· Forums for knowledge and information sharing (e.g., public service lecture series on “ideas that have worked”)
· Research

· Publications

V.
KNOWLEDGE MANAGEMENT CAPACITY BUILDING IN THE EDUCATIONAL SECTOR AND IMPLICATIONS FOR NETF

The application of knowledge-based capacity building in the educational sector 

within the context of the NETF will entail support for:

· Schoolnet programs

· e-learning (technology supported learning and training)

· Teaching and research infrastructure

· Training of trainers

· Education planning and management including curricular reform and alignment with development needs

· Research and publications

If NETF is to raise effectiveness of its contribution to the achievement of the MDG in respect of education for all in Africa, it must look beyond providing more teachers and classrooms. Its must look in the direction of e-learning capacity building.  This will, among others:

· Expand access to education by a progressively larger percentage of communities

· Standardize curricular, teaching and training materials across schools and programs

· Strengthen institutional collaboration

· Encourage content development and teaching across institutions

· Provide fillip for the growth of telecommunications infrastructure and the need for effective regulatory framework.

VI.
CONCLUSION

Capacity building is a process involving the building, utilization, retention and nurturing of human skills, institutions and knowledge.  Knowledge is an important component, as it brings dynamism to the concept.  The traditional technical assistance program in Africa does not build sustainable capacity.  Rather, it tends to undermine it. NETF has potential for measurable contribution to the achievement of the Millennium Development Goal of education for all in Africa.  To show respectable results, however, it must look beyond physical expansion of the requirements in the education sector to the application of e-learning modalities as well as other knowledge-based improvement processes.
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A Performance-Based Management System is an element in a change management process, which seeks, among others, to improve performance by reforming systems, processes and procedures; improving work planning and management; setting performance targets; developing and implementing performance improvement plans; strengthening leadership and management styles; improving organizational culture and values; supporting knowledge sharing and work improvement teams and processes; and reforming incentives to make existing workforce more productive.  Arguably, the process of change management and thus performance-based management system can be regarded as elements in a capacity building process, if the concept is broadly defined.  A capacity needs assessment need not always result in the identification of capacity gaps  that need to be filled through the recruitment of more professionals, intensive training or the provision of more equipment.  A needs assessment process could turn out zero capacity deficit in which case, the concern becomes that of identifying performance needs as against capacity needs.  It therefore makes sense to distinguish between capacity and performance needs assessments. Performance needs assessment is broader as it subsumes capacity needs as a potential element in the explanation of performance of an entity.








� A Discussion Note presented at the Seminar on Building Capacity for the Education Sector in Africa, organized by the Royal Norwegian Ministry of Foreign Affairs, the World Bank and the Norwegian NETF Reference Group, Rica Park Hotel, Holmenkollen, Oslo, Norway, October 13-14, 2005.
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