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ORGANIZATION DESCRIPTION

The Center for Nonprofit Advancement (the Center) is a membership association that strength-
ens, promotes and represents nonprofit organizations throughout the Washington, D.C. metro-
politan area, Prince George’s and Montgomery County, Maryland and Commonwealth of
Virginia. 

Center members are a diverse group of large and small nonprofits serving communities in the
Greater Washington area, across the nation and around the world. Today, the Center serves
over 12,000 individuals representing nearly 1,000 member nonprofits annually. The Center also
supports and influences thousands of nonmember nonprofits, providing all the management
tools, strategies, training, and resources they need to create social change and transform the
lives of millions in our community. The Center’s mission is accomplished through the following
primary services:

Education, capacity building and technical assistance for leaders and staff, at every level,•
to increase performance and the impact of services;

Build connections and partnerships between nonprofit professionals as well as the phil-•
anthropic, corporate and government sectors;

Advocacy so governments understand that nonprofits provide core services that hold•
communities together and support our collective efforts;

Research and information sharing through publications including the Nonprofit Agenda•
and Nonprofit Messenger, social media, and TV show, Connections;

High-quality, administrative and management assistance services that help nonprofits•
save money and operate efficiently; and

Quality and affordable health and life insurance plans for members through the Vital-•
Health program helps nonprofits attract and keep great employees

Awards competitions, Compile and share innovative practices in nonprofit Board and Ex-•
ecutive leadership and management through annual award competitions: The Washing-
ton Post Award for Excellence in Nonprofit Management, The Gelman, Rosenberg &
Freedman Excellence in Chief Executive Leadership (EXCEL) Award, and The Board Lead-
ership Award.
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

As the leading nonprofit capacity building in-
termediary in the metropolitan DC area and
the Commonwealth of Virginia, the Center for
Nonprofit Advancement accomplishes its mis-
sion through a comprehensive portfolio of pro-
grams and services. In part, the Center
focuses on building connections and partner-
ships between nonprofits and the philan-
thropic, corporate and government sectors
for the greater good. To support those con-
nections, the Center conducts sector research
and shares data to advocate for the needs of
the sector. This report aims to share knowledge
in the hopes that it may generate and ad-
vance new and innovative ideas to
strengthen the sector and serve as a spring-
board for change.

The following key issues are addressed in this
report 1) Nonprofit professional development
and capacity building barriers and needs and
2) Grantmaker engagement and relations.

Summary of Key Findings:

Human Resources is the primary area that•
nonprofits would invest in if awarded a
large capacity building grant.

Information Technology and Fund Devel-•
opment/Fundraisingwere the second and
third most frequently identified areas for
needed capacity.

Financial resources and time are the pri-•
mary barriers to capacity building activi-
ties. 

The most common staff professional devel-•
opment investments include conference
attendance and local and online training
programs. 

Grantees want a more engaged relation-•
ship with Grantmakers.

Recommended Practices: 

Grantmakers have an inherent convening•
ability and are uniquely positioned to bring
the right people together and pool re-
sources to design, build and deliver pow-
erful initiatives for social change.

Creating social change requires an invest-•
ment over time and includes investing in
the organizational and professional devel-
opment of the most promising social
change agents.

A true partnership between grantmakers•
and grantees requires a high-level of
openness, trust, and honesty.

Providing more unrestricted, multi-year•
grants would relieve organizations from the
annual time and resource-intensive appli-
cation process and plan more effectively.

We hope this report will stimulate further con-
versation and prompt actions that strengthen
the collective impact of social change philan-
thropy. Each section of the report includes a
list of questions to facilitate further discussion.
Let us keep the dialogue going, please share
with us your Return on Investment stories of ca-
pacity building and grantmaker/ grantee
partnerships.  What a difference we can make
when we realize the true potential of partner-
ship.

https://www.facebook.com/centerfor.advancement?fref=ts
https://www.nonprofitadvancement.org
mailto:info@nonprofitadvancement.org
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The Center for Nonprofit Advancement’s
members, registered 501(c)3 nonprofit organ-
izations located in DC, southern Maryland and
Commonwealth of Virginia, were invited to
complete an online survey in the summer of
2015. The 15-question survey addressed two
topic areas: 1) Nonprofit professional develop-
ment and capacity building barriers and
needs and 2) Grantmaker engagement and
relations. The list of members was filtered for
non-grantmaking, nonprofit organizations,
leaving a list of 790 member organizations. Ex-
cluding the bounced emails and the opted-
out, 710 possible respondents received the
survey.

About half of the organizations opened the
email and 103 respondents completed at
least a portion of the survey. Human services
organizations were the primary respondents
(37%) with education (21%) and public and so-
cietal benefit (12%) following (see Figure 1).
Nearly 60% have operational budgets of less
than $1M and have 12 or less paid staff (see
Figures 2 and 3). The majority have a service
area in the greater metropolitan DC region
(see Figure 4). About 75% of respondents com-
pleted the four demographic questions.  

PROFILE OF RESPONDENTS

<$200,000 13%

$200,001-500,000 17%

$500,001-999,999 29%

$1-4.99M 28%

$5-9.99M 7%

>$10M 7%

Figure 2: Operational Budget
Range

None, All Volunteer 4%

≤ 5 39%

6-12 20%

13-24 18%

25-49 11%

50 or > 8%

Figure 3: Paid Staff
Range 

Figure 4: Service
Area

Local 36%

Regional 21%

National 28%

International 14%

Figure 1: Mission Focus
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NONPROFIT CAPACITY BUILDING &
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

In today’s changing social sector landscape
community based nonprofits are being
stretched to their limits to deliver programs and
services. As demands for services grow and
new needs are identified, nonprofits are chal-
lenged to secure sustainable resources and
develop and strengthen their own capacity at
the same time.  

Charitable organizations cannot exist without
one essential resource—people. To be clear,
organizations can exist without paid staff but
they cannot exist without dedicated people
providing oversight and accomplishing the crit-
ical work of the mission. Roughly one-third re-
ported that if they received a large capacity
building grant they would specifically use the
resources to hire more staff. Upon further analy-
sis, of the 103 open-ended responses, 67 occur-
rences of Human Resource related matters
were cited (see Figure 5)—add the frequency

of Board Development to the HR category and
there was an increase to 81 occurrences, mak-
ing human resources the most frequently re-
ported need. This indicates that organizations
place a high priority on developing people but
processes and systems are a priority as well. In-
formation Technology was the second most
frequently cited application of a capacity
grant. IT relies heavily on systems and processes
and can be highly technical, thereby requiring
a level of expertise that is oftentimes not pres-
ent on staff.

Fund Development & Fundraising was also
identified frequently as a challenge area (see
Figures 5 and 7). Many specifically referenced
needing a development plan and infrastruc-
ture to support the plan.   Investing in people,
both staff and board, to enhance this key
management area could shift the funding
model of many nonprofits away from over-re-
liance on grant support to a more sustainable,
individual donor base model especially for
small nonprofits.

Professional Development was defined in the
survey as facilitated learning opportunities for
individuals and groups.   The three primary in-
vestments made in professional development
involve a form of training and/or peer sharing
in various formats.  Eighty-three percent of non-
profits invested resources in conference atten-

“We are in a leadership transition following
the Executive Director’s retirement. Funds

would be used to assist in strategic
planning and goal setting, and providing
training for the Board of Directors. Progress

is being made in the area of program
development and evaluation, but
additional staff are needed for full

implementation.”-Survey Respondent

Figure 5: Frequency of Topic Areas Large
Capacity Building Grant Would Address
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cally accessed at a time convenient for the

learner.  It appears that cost is a factor—the

more costly of the investments, i.e. coaching,

professional certifications, and degree-seeking

reimbursement were less frequently reported

(see Figure 6).  Nearly 10% do not budget for

staff professional development.

Nearly 75% of nonprofits rated their perform-

ance on Purpose and Mission as very good

(see Figure 7). Whereas only 17% rated Human
Resources and Staff Development as very

good and 24% identified it as a challenge

dance for staff professional development.
Conferences typically bring together experts in
the field to provide lectures that attract peers
locally and nationally for sharing and network-
ing opportunities and to advance the field. 

Nearly three out of four nonprofits reported in-
vestment in staff participation in local training
or educational courses. Online training pro-
grams rounded the top three with 69% of or-
ganizations investing in this platform for
developing staff. Online training eliminates
commutes, travel costs and time and is typi-

Figure 6: Current Professional Development Investments

Figure 7: Current Performance in Key Capacity Areas
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area. Fund Development and Fundraisingwas
the most frequently noted challenge area
(56%), followed by Marketing & Communica-
tions (34%) and IT Operations & Infrastructure
(34%).  This data supports the open-ended in-
quiry on specific capacity building invest-
ments organizations would make with grant
dollars (see Figure 5).   Small charitable organ-
izations    are often asked to accomplish much
with little.  Organizations identified financial re-
sources and time as the two primary barriers
to engaging in capacity building. Capacity
building can be complicated and time-inten-
sive work requiring expertise, focus, and dedi-
cation. In order to be successful it is important
that those engaged at every level are moti-
vated and committed to the ultimate goal--
helping organizations become more effective.

Stimulating Significant Conversations Through Powerful Questions
Professional Development & Capacity Building Inquiry

How Accurate is an Organization’s Perceptions of Current Capacity Versus Reality?•

What is the Role of Grantmakers in Nonprofit Capacity Building?•

What Shift is Required for Nonprofits to make their own Capacity a Priority?•

What are the Most Promising Interventions to Improve Results in Key Performance areas?•

How Can We Effectively and Efficiently Measure The Impact of Capacity Building Interventions?•

How Can We Best Share Those Results, Advance Promising Practices, and Learn From Others’ Efforts?•
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Nonprofit organizations tackle the toughest so-
cial issues affecting our society and provide
critical services to communities in need. Over
the years, the grantmaking community has ac-
knowledged that many organizations need
more than program support to achieve
greater mission effectiveness—they also need
stronger internal capacity.

Grantmakers play an important role in support-
ing nonprofits striving to achieve greater effec-
tiveness and mission-driven results. Awarding
unrestricted grants conveys a level of trust and
understanding that acknowledges that the or-
ganization will determine the best use of
funds—whether that is keeping the lights on,
paying staff or making facility improvements.
The overwhelming majority, 64%, of charities
singled-out unrestricted grants or general op-
erating grants as the type of support they
would like grantmakers to increase (see Figure

9).  Over half identified multi-year grants as
their first or second choice for increased grant
support. One third identified capacity building
grants as either their first or second choice.
Longer-term investments through multi-year
grants and capacity building grants enable a
funder to form lasting, trusting relationships with
a select group of nonprofits. These strength-
ened relationships enable grantmakers to bet-
ter support high-performing nonprofits in their
efforts to grow their impact. 

GRANTMAKER ENGAGEMENT 
& RELATIONS

“Direct service thankfully solves an
immediate human need; but policy

change is often forced by national action.
The groups that have experience and
expertise in driving policy change

desperately need funders who stand by
us, and provide unrestricted support.”

–Survey Respondent

Figure 9: Top Three Types of Grantmaker Support to Increase
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“The power dynamic of who has money
and who seeks money can complicate
true partnership. We’re the experts in our
field. Require us to prove it. Then, listen to
us and trust us. Let’s develop a framework

to solve problems together.”

–Survey Respondent

the needs and how the organization is ad-
dressing them.   Suggested bus stops covered
a broad scope of mission areas including a
downtown geriatric center to a recovery cen-
ter and a homeless children’s playtime project.
Many wrote impassioned descriptions of pro-
grams and their beneficiaries. These are the
stories behind the data—revealing a more
complete picture of the challenges and essen-
tial services provided by nonprofits in the re-
gion.

We assert that higher functioning and more ef-
fective nonprofits, will, in turn, contribute to a
higher, sustainable level of social services to
residents. However, one thing is for certain, cre-
ating systemic and meaningful change, inter-
nally and externally, is a collective effort that
requires investments over time.

Collective Impact

How can grantmakers and grantees partner
more effectively to create greater collective
impact in the region? Many ideas were of-
fered and the overarching themes were more
communication and increased meaningful in-
teractions between grantmakers and
grantees, including site visits, forums, and
other opportunities to listen and learn from
each other. The nonprofits viewed grantmak-
ers as conveners for collective problem-solv-
ing, capable of facilitating greater
collaborative efforts between nonprofits as
well as public and private partnerships to ad-
dress issues and achieve greater impact.
There is a real need for organizations to be un-
derstood and known by those who invest in
their work. There is general consensus that the
grant application process is limited in its ability
to forge a meaningful partnership to address
social issues. As one respondent shared, “Our
work is more than a project description they
see in a proposal.  Our community-building ef-
forts are more than the sum of our parts.”
There is a strong desire from nonprofits for
grantmakers to experience firsthand, their
programs and services in action.  Respon-
dents were prompted by the concept of de-
signing a bus tour for grantmakers to illustrate

Stimulating Significant Conversation Through Powerful Questions
Grantee & Grantmaker Inquiry

How Would You Describe Your Relationship with Grantmakers? Grantees?•

If You Could Co-Create a Partnership That Works – What Would it Look Like?•

What are Our Expectations of Each Other as Partners? What Needs to Change to Create a More•
Productive Relationship?

What are the Obstacles to Achieving Greater Collective Impact in the Region?•

What are the Resistance Points to Increasing Unrestricted, Multi-Year, and Capacity Building Grants?•

How Can Grantees Better Support Grantmakers’ Awareness of Issues Affecting the Region?•
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