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The Child Welfare Capacity Building Collaborative partners with State child welfare agencies,  

Tribes, and courts to assess and enhance child welfare capacity. The Collaborative’s three centers—

Center for States, Center for Tribes, and Center for Courts—help child welfare and legal  

professionals and organizations build the capacity necessary to strengthen, implement, and  

sustain effective child welfare practice and improve outcomes for children, youth, and families.

Building “Capacity”
A variety of internal and external factors and conditions can affect a child  
welfare system’s ability to achieve its goals. When an agency or court is able 
to develop and mobilize key human and organizational assets, its capacity 
increases. Capacity can change and develop over time, and capacity building 
activities attempt to enhance concrete assets as well as intangible qualities,  
like motivation, relationships, and skills.

Dimensions of Organizational Capacity
Researchers have identified several different aspects of capacity. The  
Collaborative has organized them into five general categories or dimensions. 
These dimensions can be used to examine the health and functioning 
of an organization or to consider factors that may affect an organization’s  
ability to initiate and sustain change.2

RESOURCES: 
Concrete materials and assets
Examples: Staff, funding, facilities, equipment, data collection tools and 
systems, informational and program materials, curriculum, and technology.

Why resources are important: Adequate and stable resources are 
necessary to allow an organization to meet its ongoing needs as well as 
targeted changes.3

INFRASTRUCTURE: 
Organizational structures and processes
Examples: Policies, procedures, governance structure, service array, 
decision-making processes, practice protocols, training, human resource 
systems, and quality improvement systems.

Why infrastructure is important: Organizational processes  
and structures—independent of the people who work there— 
help codify and embed practices into the larger system.4

Definition of 
Child Welfare 
Organizational 
Capacity
The term “capacity” 
describes the potential 
of a child welfare system 
to be productive and 
effective by applying its 
human and organizational 
assets to identify and 
achieve its current and 
future goals.



KNOWLEDGE AND SKILLS: 
Expertise and competencies 
Examples: Practice knowledge, culturally responsive service delivery, 
data and analytic abilities, and leadership skills (including team building, 
performance management, and change management). 

Why knowledge and skills are important: Adequate knowledge,  
skills, and confidence are needed to properly implement programs 
and policies.5 

CULTURE6 AND CLIMATE:  
Norms, beliefs, values, and attitudes that influence behavior
Examples: Shared vision, goals, morale and motivation, attitudes, and 
openness and “buy-in” to new programs and practices.

Why culture and climate are important: The culture and climate of a 
system can affect acceptance and support of practice changes, which then 
influence child and family outcomes.7 

ENGAGEMENT AND PARTNERSHIP: 
Intra- and inter-organizational relationships
Examples: Stakeholder involvement, internal teaming, connections, 
communication, and collaboration across agencies/entities, inter-agency 
agreements, and shared authority.

Why engagement and partnership are important: Internal collaboration 
is an important factor in fostering successful organizational changes,8  
while collaboration with other agencies increases availability and 
integration of services.9

Enhancing Capacity to Improve Performance
Each of the five dimensions can be important to States, Tribes, and courts as they 
conduct the challenging work of improving child welfare outcomes. For example, an 
agency that aims to improve its performance by introducing a promising program 
will need to explore whether it has adequate staffing to carry out the program 
(resources), the “know-how” to implement new practices (knowledge and skills), 
willingness and readiness among staff to embrace changes in how things are done 
(culture and climate), established policies and procedures to institutionalize the 
practices (infrastructure), and collaborative mechanisms to more fully integrate the 
program into the wider child welfare system (engagement and partnerships).

Needs for capacity building vary depending on an organization’s specific goals 
and pre-existing capacity. Capacity building services target one or more of the 
dimensions, depending on which are most important in achieving a given change. 
The Collaborative partners with States, Tribes, and courts to assess capacity, 
consider strengths and needs, and identify goals. The three centers select and 
provide appropriate services to assist child welfare systems with strengthening the 
dimensions of capacity necessary to help them achieve their goals and improve 
safety, permanency, and well-being outcomes for children, youth, and families.
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For more information about the Child Welfare Capacity Building  
Collaborative or to obtain resources, call 844-222-0272, email  
capacityinfo@icfi.com, or visit https://capacity.childwelfare.gov.
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