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GUIDELINES FOR CONDUCTING CAPACITY NEEDS ASSESSMENTS IN 
IFPRI’S POLICY RESEARCH AND OUTREACH PROGRAMS
Suresh Chandra Babu

Capacity challenges thwart economic growth and 
development. Efforts to strengthen capacity can benefit 
from past lessons and documented best practices. This 
note provides an overview of best practices for one of 
the key elements of capacity development—namely, the 
capacity needs assessment.

Capacity strengthening is a broad concept that is widely 
used in the field of development. One commonly used 
definition of capacity strengthening in the literature comes 
from the United Nations Development Program (UNDP). 
UNDP defines capacity strengthening as the “process 
through which individuals, organizations, and societies 
obtain, strengthen, and maintain capabilities to set and 
achieve their own development objectives over time” 
(UNDP 2008).  

Developing an entity’s capacity to perform a function or 
achieve an objective first requires identifying the existing 
capacities as well as any additional capacities needed to 
reach the specified goals—in other words, it requires a 
capacity needs assessment (CNA). Building on the UNDP 
definition and IFPRI’s capacity-strengthening strategy for 
2016–2018, this note lays out guidelines for IFPRI research 
programs to conduct CNAs for research projects and other 
initiatives in developing countries (IFPRI 2016). 

Taking stock of existing capacity and identifying gaps are 
the first steps in strengthening local capacity. In the context 
of agriculture and food systems, this means identifying 
capacity gaps among individuals, institutions, and systems, 
with the aim of transforming a country’s agriculture 
sector. Closely aligned with IFPRI’s vision and mission, this 
framework for conducting CNAs aims to promote evidence-
based policies and capacity strengthening to achieve the 
goal of eliminating hunger and malnutrition through the 
transformation of the agriculture sector.

Scholars and practitioners approach the issue of 
capacity from a variety of angles. The literature on 
capacity addresses development, technical cooperation, 

state-building and governance, the public sector, policy 
making, and the like (Venner 2015; Fukuda-Parr, Lopes, 
and Malik 2002; Fukuyama 2004; Hilderbrand and Grindle 
1994; and Wu, Ramesh, and Howlett 2015), as well as issues 
ranging from performance and outcomes to sustainability 
(Babu and Blom 2014).  While much of this literature 
views capacity through an organizational or individual 
lens, many studies also emphasize the importance of the 
specific socioeconomic and political contexts within which 
capacities operate. Moreover, because certain factors 
may help or hinder capacity development at different 
levels (individual, organizational, or systemic), methods for 
capacity assessments sometimes diverge (Babu and Dorosh 
2013).  As a result, any conceptual framework underpinning 
the assessment of a country’s capacity to undertake 
agricultural research and to frame related policy requires 
an understanding not only of the different types of capacity 
and how they interact, but also of the different types of 
assessment strategies.

DEFINITION AND APPROACH
CNAs provide a comprehensive view of the capacities 
needed to achieve a country’s development objectives, 
and are an essential element of any capacity-development 
initiative. The UNDP has adopted two working definitions 
of CNAs. One defines assessments as structured and 
analytical processes, whereby the various dimensions of 
capacity are measured and evaluated within the broader 
environmental or systems context (UNDP 2009). The other 
defines CNA as the analysis of optimal versus existing 
capacities to inform the design of capacity-development 
interventions (UNDP 2008).  While the former emphasizes 
the interplay between the different dimensions of capacity 
and the larger socioeconomic and political environment, 
the latter focuses on the importance of needs assessments 
to support the capacity-development process. The UNDP 
stresses that the indicators used to assess capacity must 



serve as a foundation for subsequent monitoring and 
evaluation (M&E) of capacity-development efforts.

The Food and Agriculture Organization of the United 
Nations (FAO) emphasizes the importance of understanding 
the existing situation in a country or sector and the 
associated capacity-development assets and needs 
(FAO 2012). An evaluation of existing capacities as well 
as capacity gaps and constraints should take place at 
the outset of any capacity-building effort. Similarly, the 
International Union for Conservation of Nature highlights 
the importance not only of recognizing capacity gaps 
and constraints, but also of identifying existing capacities 
that may be unrecognized or underused (Stephen and 
Triraganon 2009). All these descriptions convey the role of 
capacity assessments in formulating capacity-development 
initiatives and in identifying and understanding the 
context in which organizations and individuals interact. 
Finally, it is necessary to determine existing capacities 
and gaps that either facilitate or hinder the achievement 
of specific objectives. All CNAs should be guided by the 
following questions:

• What are the country-specific needs for strategic 
agricultural policy analysis and evidence-based 
policy making?

• What individual and organizational capacities are 
needed to support strategic agricultural policy analysis 
in the short, medium, and long terms?

• How can these capacities be used effectively in 
organizations involved in the policy process, particularly 
for strategic agricultural policy analysis and evidence-
based policy design?

• What institutional and capacity constraints in the policy 
process affect policy organizations’ ability to play their 
roles effectively and achieve objectives?

• How can ongoing national and local processes for 
improving strategic agriculture-sector policy analysis 
help identify and fill capacity gaps?

Using these questions as a guide, CNAs should evaluate 
the existing constraints on capacity that affect the 
ability to devise evidence-based policies. Focusing on 
organizational assessments, the International Development 
Research Centre concludes that because organizations 
are open systems that are strongly influenced by the 
external environments in which they operate, it is 
important to evaluate economic, political, sociocultural, 
and demographic conditions when assessing capacity 
(IDRC 2007). Likewise, since the individual, organization, 
and system levels are interlinked, the FAO recommends 
capacity assessments across all three levels. Moreover, 
a methodical assessment at each level provides the 
necessary structure for a thorough examination and analysis 
of capacity-development needs (FAO n.d.). The 18-agency 
partnership Global Environment Facility also advocates 
a systemic approach because the level at which capacity 

Table 1 Components of capacities needed for project implementation and agricultural transformation

System

Network of multisectoral 
actors to generate data 
for policy analysis and 
investment decisions 

Adequate funding and 
effective coordination 
among actors in the 
value chain, and effective 
governance of capacity

Adequate funding for 
state agencies to track 
progress of policies and 
investment plans

Strong connections 
among farmers, 
researchers, the private 
sector, donors, and state 
agencies to improve 
information flow

Organizational

Specialized research 
organizations with facilities 
and tools to conduct 
effective research and 
analysis

Effective use of human 
resources and little or no 
multiplicity of activities 

Consistent and efficient 
use of M&E  systems and 
tools 

Strong capacity for 
communications and 
sharing research findings 
with state agencies, 
farmers, the private 
sector, and others

Individual

Capacity for data collection, 
data analysis, and application 
of analysis to inform 
investment planning and 
policies

Training and capacity-
strengthening activities to 
improve research, analysis, 
and communications skills

Effective, consistent use 
of M&E systems and 
tools for accountability 
and tracking progress of 
policies and investments

Effective communication 
of findings of data 
analyses across different 
sectors of the agricultural 
policy system

SOURCE: Author.
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constraints occur will influence the type of capacity building 
required (GEF 2001). 

Capacity needs assessments appraise capacity  
holistically—that is, at the individual, organizational, and 
systemic levels together. Such an approach assumes that 
the different dimensions of capacity are interdependent and 
complementary, and must be assessed as such. Although 
some of the literature focuses primarily on organizations or 
individuals, all studies stress the importance of conducting 
assessments across the different levels based on the 
interactions among them (UNDP 2008; Babu and Blom 2014). 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK
A country’s capacity depends on its governance, policy 
structure, and strategy for achieving policy coherence. 
Although every situation is context-specific and unique, 
this framework identifies four key components of IFPRI’s 
capacity-strengthening efforts: strategic policy analysis and 
investment planning, implementation, monitoring  
and evaluation (M&E), and the management and sharing of 
knowledge (Table 1).

The framework presented in Figure 1 mirrors the UNDP’s 
three-dimensional approach comprising (1) points of entry—
individual, organizational, and the enabling environment; 
(2) core issues—knowledge, leadership, accountability, and 
institutional arrangements; and (3) technical and functional 
capabilities. This scheme can be modified to suit specific 
contexts and issues, including agricultural food systems. 
Figure 1 illustrates how researchers can assess capacity 
with each level as a starting point, then identify core issues 
relating to a specific project or context, and ultimately take 
a more detailed look at technical and functional capacity 
gaps and needs. Donors can also use this approach to 
identify strategic areas in which more investment is needed 
to transform the agriculture sector through evidence-based 
policy making.

METHODOLOGY
The first step in the CNA process is a rigorous review of 
documents relating to recent agricultural policies and 
strategies in the country in question. Through this review, 
the research team can create a map of key agricultural 
policy actors—including policy research and analysis 
organizations, policy process institutions and organizations, 
international organizations, and development partners. 
This stakeholder map sets the stage for the assessment 
by identifying the different agricultural policy actors, 
the context in which they work, and their relationships to 
each other.

A capacity needs assessment should make use of 
quantitative and qualitative approaches and tools—such 
as interviews, questionnaires, and surveys—to gather data 
and information. One study found that interviewing key 
informants was the best method of collecting primary data 
(Merriam and Tisdell 2015). The use of quantitative and 
qualitative data together gives a deeper understanding of 
institutions, and provides a greater degree of confidence 
than does quantitative data only (Bryman 2015; Punch 
2013). IFPRI has conducted a set of CNAs using this 
approach (Mwinuka 2014). 

INDIVIDUal-leVel aSSeSSMeNTS

Through interviews, structured questionnaires, surveys, 
and data collection on education, training, and experience, 
CNAs can elicit information on the skills of staff and 
leadership and their capacity to devise and implement 
agricultural policy. At this level, a CNA can assess the 
capacity of organizations’ personnel as well as gaps in 
organizational capacity for knowledge management, 
analytical research, and policy analysis. 

ORGaNIZaTIONal-leVel aSSeSSMeNTS

Organizations identified through stakeholder mapping 
exercises should be surveyed to identify and understand 
their capacity needs. Interviews and questionnaires 

Points of Entry

1. Individuals

2. Organizations

3. Systems

Core Issues

1. Strategic policy 
analysis

2. Implementation

3. Monitoring and 
evaluation

4. Knowledge 
management and 
sharing

Technical and Functional Issues 

1. The agricultural policy 
development process and 
implementation

2. Existing human capacity: 
the number of staff, and 
their qualifications, training, 
and experience

3. Administration, leadership, 
and coordination

4. Physical and financial 
resources

5. Demand for and ability to 
use the results of policy 
analysis 

6. Coordination and 
interaction among the 
different stakeholders

FIGURe 1  Framework for conducting CNA

SOURCE: Author.
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should focus on how organizations and their units are 
administered, coordinated, and led in order to accomplish 
specific tasks related to strategic analysis, implementation, 
M&E, and knowledge sharing. Finally, interviews should 
identify capacity needs for improving the system as 
well as any issues, constraints, and challenges that 
organizations and their units face in their efforts to function 
more effectively.

SYSTeM-leVel aSSeSSMeNTS

At the system level, CNAs should incorporate interviews 
with key informants, policy makers, and other actors 
in the agricultural policy sector (identified through the 
mapping exercise) to determine the role of various 
decision makers and their levels of influence in the policy 
process. Interviews and questionnaires also shed light on 
the political leadership within the agricultural sector, the 
associated legal framework, and the capacity of key actors 
to coordinate policy efforts. 

FAO’s “Capacity Needs Assessment Methodology and 
Processes” offers an approach for assessing the enabling 
environment that highlights the importance of mapping 
exercises, understanding the policy environment, and 
assessing the legal and regulatory framework in which the 
capacity assessment is taking place (Kay, Franks, and Tato 
2008).  The study recommends creating a network map 
that graphically differentiates the various stakeholders 
and depicts the linkages in the policy-making process. 
Researchers should also assess the ways in which policy 
makers can use evidence-based information and for what 
purposes. Finally, information about the demand for and 
potential use of data and information generated through 
M&E systems and other policy analyses should be assessed.

STRENGTHENING CAPACITY TO END 
HUNGER AND MALNUTRITION
In addition to conducting rigorous research and analysis, 
IFPRI also works to strengthen the capacity of actors in 
the developing world to design policies and implement 

practices that will help alleviate hunger and malnutrition. 
For capacity-building efforts to be successful, they must 
begin with a capacity needs assessment. The guidelines 
presented here will help IFPRI and its research programs, as 
well as policy makers and donors, to conduct CNAs in the 
context of agricultural transformation. 
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