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Highly skilled managers are needed to lead organizations and
enable them to survive in changing times, especially in this era
when members of the baby boom generation are retiring from
senior positions. Most short-term in-service management training
programs for practicing managers reflect the abbreviated versions
of content found in either undergraduate or graduate degree pro-
grams in nonprofit management. Recognizing the limitations of
these traditional approaches to training future senior managers,
a group of directors of nonprofit human service agencies serving
children and families collaborated with a university to develop and
implement a training program for their middle and senior man-
agers to enhance their managerial leadership capacities. The pro-
gram design and evaluation differs from traditional professional
development programs in terms of the: 1) extensive involvement of
agency directors and program participants in the program design;
2) learning projects that address agreed-upon agency issues that
focus on both managing and leading; 3) participant-centered
learning with individualized coaching; and 4) outcome-focus
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Building Managerial and Organizational Capacity 259

with respect to identifying new conceptual frameworks for train-
ing. This case study of the training design, implementation and
evaluation concludes with implications for effectively preparing
future generations for leadership roles in nonprofit human service
organizations.

KEYWORDS leadership, managers, nonprofit, capacity building,
in-service training

INTRODUCTION

While nonprofit human service organizations face multiple challenges in
these times of economic uncertainty, the limited training opportunities for
nonprofit managers is of particular concern. Visionary, effective leadership
is critical to ensure organizational survival in the face of financial turmoil.
However, opportunities for in-service managerial and leadership training
programs have been scarce in the past several decades, a situation com-
pounded by retirements among the baby boom generation and the need
for leadership succession planning across the nonprofit sector. This case
study captures the efforts of a group of directors of nonprofit human
service agencies in the San Francisco Bay Area to address the manage-
rial leadership training needs of middle and senior managers in agencies
serving children and families. A three-module training program lasting 15
months was designed and implemented with the support of two local foun-
dations that recognized the need to build managerial leadership capacity
in nonprofit organizations. This effort was also supported by the endow-
ment of the Mack Center on Nonprofit Management in the Human Services
located in the School of Social Welfare at the University of California,
Berkeley.

Management and leadership development programs are being called
upon to pay attention to both staff and organizational capacity building. The
training program described in this analysis was designed to build both man-
agerial and organizational capacity. Given the limited literature on in-service
training programs for human service managers (in contrast to the pre-
dominance of university-based pre-service programs), the literature review
highlights the pioneering work of Blumenthal (2003, 2007), who seeks
to integrate managerial and organizational capacity building and provides
the theoretical foundation for designing this training program. The litera-
ture review is followed by an overview of the training program. The next
section presents key findings from the training program evaluation and con-
cludes with implications for the design of in-service managerial leadership
programs.
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260 M. J. Austin et al.

LITERATURE REVIEW

The United States has undergone considerable political, economic, and
social shifts in the last several decades that have altered the ways that
human service organizations deliver services and have brought a unique
set of managerial challenges to administrators at all levels. To respond to
these challenges, human service organizations have begun to develop in-
service training programs or to collaborate with training institutions to meet
the educational and training needs of their middle management employees.
Middle management positions have been filled historically by staff mem-
bers who have moved up through the organizational ranks, without much
attention to training for the duties of the new position. The following brief
literature review on management training for nonprofit human service orga-
nizations features the structure and content of training programs as well as
the theoretical frameworks used for training program design.

A number of studies have focused on the specific skills that human
service administrators and middle managers need to develop in order to
be effective, including: management technology, leadership skills, orga-
nizational change, decision making, management of diversity, cultural
competence, program monitoring and accountability, financial management,
personnel administration, and supervision (Cashman, 1978; Dane, 1983;
Dolan, 2002; Doueck & Austin, 1986; Fong & Gibbs, 1995; Gutierrez,
Kruzich, Jones, & Coronado, 2000; Hyde, 1998; Perlmutter, 1988). Some
training models provide a bridge for clinicians to move into manage-
ment positions by helping them expand their knowledge and skills in
administration and management (Dane, 1983).

Preston (2004) notes that training programs should attend to manage-
ment and technical skills while also facilitating the development of a larger,
macro-level awareness and sensitivity to how the external environment influ-
ences the organization and those that it serves. Hart (1988) looks beyond
the traditional training needs of human service managers and considers the
importance of leadership in human service organizations, recognizing that
traditional university programs do not emphasize the concept of leadership
in course curriculum or course readings. Helping managers become vision-
ary leaders calls for a focus on self-awareness, self-directed learning plans,
capacities to differentiate between good and great performance, and find-
ing time to reflect, practice, and learn (Genis, 2008). These perspectives
emphasize issues that are broader than managerial skill sets, particularly
organizational environment and leadership capacity.

Preston (2005) developed a training model that highlights flexibility and
control in relationship to the internal and external dimensions of man-
agement: 1) internal flexibility, i.e., the development of individuals and
groups in the organization; 2) external flexibility, i.e., building the capacity
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Building Managerial and Organizational Capacity 261

to engage effectively with the external environment; 3) external control,
i.e., setting and realizing high standards of organizational performance; and
4) internal control, i.e., the stabilization of workflow processes and data
management (Preston, 2005).

Similar to Preston (2005), Glisson (1981) suggests that the manager’s
role is to facilitate the functioning of the interrelationships between the
internal and external aspects of the organization based on the following
organizational subsystems: 1) the psychological subsystem, i.e., the psycho-
logical and social relationship factors in the workplace; 2) the structural
subsystem, i.e., the formal structure of the organization; 3) the technolog-
ical subsystem, i.e., worker techniques and knowledge; and 4) goals and
values, i.e., constraints or limitations on organizational policy, planning,
and behaviors. The four internal subsystems interact in a reciprocal rela-
tionship with the external environment, consisting of other organizations,
the organization’s clients, and interested community groups. Glisson (1981)
contends that organizations have the potential to ensure their own sur-
vival and promote change in their environments, provided that managers
understand the organization’s internal subsystems, the external environ-
ment, and the interactions and interrelations between the two, enabling
them to effectively coordinate and manage the systems and lead the
agency.

Building on the concepts of Preston (2005) and Glisson (1981) regarding
the role of manager as leader of change and facilitator of relations between
the organization and its external environment, it is important to also note
the ideas of Blumenthal (2003), who focuses on the critical relationship
between managerial capacity and organizational capacity. Blumenthal (2003)
defines capacity building as “actions that improve nonprofit effectiveness” in
four performance domains: 1) organizational stability, i.e., an organization’s
ability to “deliver its programs and services . . . over the long run” (p. 9);
2) financial stability, i.e., “sufficient working capital to meet normal fluc-
tuations in cash flow and sufficient reserves to meet capital needs”(p. 10);
3) program quality, i.e., long-term impact on clients; and 4) organization
growth, i.e., expansion of an organization’s services and programs in a way
that is “healthy” and leads to quality services throughout the organization.
Also included in Blumenthal’s analysis is a fifth dimension of capacity build-
ing relating to systems management, that is, “improving an organization’s
skills and systems, or . . . new management strategies or structures” (p.55).
Key inputs to organizational capacity building include: 1) capacity to gener-
ate financial/human/informational resources, 2) capacity to manage/change
organizational culture, 3) capacity to identify/support/demonstrate organiza-
tional leadership, and 4) capacity to create/support attitudes toward change.
Blumenthal (2003) also identifies the following capacity-building tools:
1) research tools to determine the readiness of an organization to go through
a capacity building process; 2) planning tools; 3) implementation and

D
ow

nl
oa

de
d 

by
 [

U
ni

ve
rs

ity
 o

f 
C

al
if

or
ni

a,
 B

er
ke

le
y]

 a
t 1

1:
43

 2
5 

A
pr

il 
20

16
 



262 M. J. Austin et al.

monitoring, including coaching and workshop sessions; and 4) evaluating
the impact of the capacity-building process on the organization itself.

Blumenthal’s model of organizational capacity-building processes
informs her views on the optimal design for management training programs.
While most programs focus on individual development (e.g., leadership
roles, management skills, and peer learning and support), Blumenthal (2007)
argues for training that simultaneously promotes organizational learning
and change. As summarized in Figure 1, Blumenthal (2007) outlines four
components that shape the design of a management training program that
seeks to expand organizational capacity: 1) making explicit the organiza-
tional capacity-building goals; 2) creating a supportive practice environment
within the training program and in the agency; 3) training approaches
that include multiple approaches to learning, e.g., didactic, experiential,
reflective, self-assessing, and life-long learning; and 4) the use of differ-
ent training tools such as self-assessment inventories, online resources,
videotapes, observational checklists, etc.

After assessing organizational capacity-building goals and environ-
mental constraints and supports, Blumenthal (2007) identifies four major
pedagogical approaches that training program designers should consider:

Organizational 
Capacity Building Goals

High Performance Organizations

• Promotion of Organizational Learning 
• Comfortable with Conflict 
• Focus on Capacity Building Skills 
• Use of Data-Driven Evaluation 

Complexity of Topics
• Complex Ideas=High Difficulty=

Lower Implementation  
• Less Effective Ideas=Lower

Difficulty=Higher Implementation 

Quantity of Topics

• Many Topics = More Exposure = Less 
Implementation 

• Few Topics = Less Exposure = More 
Implementation 

Executive Leadership Support 

• Time 
• Compensation 
• Encouragement to Apply Ideas Learned 

Organizational Culture 

• Openness to Organizational Learning 
• Support for Middle Management-Led 

Ideas 

Participant’s Practice
Environment 

Training Approach 

Participant Self-Assessment 

• Initial Reflection on Experiences and  
Challenges 

• Subsequent Reflection on New Challenges and 
Weaknesses Revealed from Training 

Program Psychological Support 

• Candor in Discussions 
• Opportunities for Building Trust 
• Facilitated Reflection on Successful and Failed 

Implementation of New Ideas 

Trainer and Participant Feedback 

• Sufficient Space for Intra-group Candid 
Reflection 

• Professional Feedback from Trainer 
• Time for Reflection and Planning 

Motivators for Transferring Learning 

• Mechanisms and Motivators to Implement  
Lessons Learned in the Workplace 

• Increased Internal Motivation of Participants 
• External Peer and Trainer Pressure 

Large Group Sessions Small Group Sessions

Training Tools 

Individual Coaching/Consulting

Action Learning Projects 360° Feedback

Simulations 

Organizational Inclusion

FIGURE 1 Factors impacting training elements and tools.
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Building Managerial and Organizational Capacity 263

1) participant self-assessment, 2) psychological support, 3) motivation for
transferring learning, and 4) feedback. Participant self-assessment often
begins with reflection on workplace experiences and challenges, expanding
to a more comprehensive self-evaluation identifying more sensitive issues.
In order to create a safe context to address challenges and share professional
concerns, the self-assessment process needs to be linked to the provision of
psychological support during the training program to promote motivation
for transferring learning back to the workplace, particularly learning related
to organizational change.

Finally, the following training tools noted in Figure 1 can be used to
link the organizational capacity-building goals of the training program with
the realities of the participant’s practice environment:

● Large group sessions: Focus on predetermined topics; aimed at describ-
ing, defining and clarifying.

● Small group sessions: Emphasize discussing, reflecting, brainstorming,
analyzing, supporting individual members, or developing projects.

● Individual coaching/consulting: Focuses on the participant in his/her
organizational environment.

● 360 degree feedback: Requires participants to get feedback on perfor-
mance from others in and outside of their organization.

● Action learning projects: Focus on improving some aspect of organiza-
tion performance, designed by individual participants.

● Simulations: Structured roleplay of mock organizational situation, with
observation and debriefing.

● Organizational inclusion: Involves other members of participants’ orga-
nizations in training sessions; focuses on adapting ideas to the realities of
each participant’s organization.

These training tools can be adapted to support the training program design
and the needs of participants. For example, action learning projects designed
to promote the transfer of learning (Austin, Weisner, Schrandt, Glezos-Bell
& Murtaza, 2006) AND organizational change can often be combined with
small group sessions to provide psychological support for participants as
well as trainer and participant feedback.

A CASE STUDY OF A MANAGERIAL LEADERSHIP
TRAINING PROGRAM

Drawing on Blumenthal’s framework of training grounded in organizational
and managerial capacity building, a managerial leadership development
training program (MLDTP) was designed to address two major goals: 1) build
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264 M. J. Austin et al.

the individual capacities of participants to move from reactive crisis manage-
ment to managerial leadership based on a vision of organizational change;
and 2) promote continuous organizational improvement in the areas of orga-
nizational stability, program quality, financial stability, organizational growth,
and systems management, while taking into account the organizational
culture and climate. The MLDTP was launched in 2008 through the efforts of
the Bay Area Network of Nonprofit Human Services Agencies (BANNHSA),
established in 2006 by the executive directors of nonprofit organizations
dedicated to improving the outcomes for children and families in their San
Francisco Bay Area communities. The following program overview describes
the design process, key program components, and program participants.

Designing the MLDTP

Based on an agency-university collaborative between BANNHSA and the
Mack Center on Nonprofit Management in the Human Services, the design
of the training program sought to balance the organizational needs identified
by the agency directors with the learning needs articulated by participants
in the first phase of the program. The agency directors identified four prior-
ity areas for skill development (leadership development, external relations,
management capacities, and executive-board relationship development), as
illustrated in Figure 2.

Leadership Development 
Recognition of the differences between leading and managing 
Ability to identify when to ask for help 
Meeting management skills 
Strategic planning skills 
Ability to give/receive mentoring 
Ability to balance internal and external demands 

External relations 
Community -building skills 

Understanding and ability to work with government and its policies and regulations 
Understanding how to influence policies and regulations 
Ability to access and utilize community resources (consultants etc.) 
Collaboration skills 
Ability to establish relationships with grantmakers and understand their role and responsibilities as grantees 

Management capacities 
Ability to manage volunteers 
Ability to manage relationships with superiors 
Ability to manage change 
Ability to assess and manage risk 
Business skills (i.e. budgeting and finance, etc.) 

Executive-Board relations 
Understanding Board/Executive relationships 

FIGURE 2 Inventory of management knowledge and skills identified by agency directors.
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Building Managerial and Organizational Capacity 265

The program participants came from a variety of cultural, experiential,
and educational backgrounds and worked as supervisors and managers of
the organizations. (Participant characteristics are summarized in Note 1.)
Participants were asked at the beginning of the training program to identify
their professional development goals. Summarized in Figure 3, the most
commonly cited goals related to expanding personal capacities, increasing
managerial competence, and dealing with current job challenges that affect
one’s confidence and capacity as organizational leader. Other issues included
time management and workload prioritization skills, as well as managing
with limited resources and maintaining staff morale.

I. Personal Capacities 
Improve Work and Grow in Current Position 7 Participants 
Take on More Responsibility in Organization, 
Seek Higher Position in Another Organization 
or Start Own Organization 

4 Participants 

Develop a Healthy Work/Life Balance 3 Participants 
Develop Professional Development Plan 2 Participants 

stnapicitraP2tcelfeRotemiTekaT
Develop/Grow Professional Network Base 2 Participants 
Balance Current Job with Clinical Work 1 Participant 
Seek a New Educational Degree 1 Participant 
II. Management/Organizational Capacities 
Develop Confidence in Leadership and 
Improve Leadership Skills Capacity 

7 Participants 

Learn Time Management/Task Prioritization 
Skills 

4 Participants 

Learn How to Develop Systems and Structures 
for Continual Organizational Learning and 
Improvement 

3 Participants 

Wanting to Learn how to Strategically Grow 
Programs 

3 Participants 

Have Opportunity to Learn Best Practices from 
Peers 

3 Participants 

Have Opportunity to Spur Creativity and 
Innovation (e.g., “Fresh Ideas” for the 
Organization) 

2 Participants 

Build Knowledge Management Base 1 Participant 
Wanting to Learn how to Supervise and 
Motivate Staff Better 

1 Participant 

III. Dealing with Challenges of Doing My Current Job
Time/Workload 
Management/Balance/Prioritization 
(Multitasking) 

7 Participants 

Limited Resources/ Sustainability 6 Participants 
Too Many Day-to-Day Activities to Focus on 
Big-Picture Thinking 

5 Participants 

Staff Supervision (multiple work styles, etc.) 3 Participants 
stnapicitraP2gniriH/revonruTffatS

Changing Issues in the Community 1 Participant 
Managing in Times of Uncertainty 1 Participant 
Weak Administrative Systems and Infrastructure 1 Participant 

FIGURE 3 Topics of desired growth for participants.
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266 M. J. Austin et al.

As these two figures reflect, there were significant differences between
the skills identified by the participants (e.g., increasing leadership skills
and managing day-to-day operations that included crisis management)
and the perceptions of agency directors related to acquiring “big-
picture” skills (e.g., community relations, strategic planning, and developing
professional networks for collaboration). The training program design-
ers incorporated the perspectives of participants and directors into the
design of the three modules in the training program as highlighted in
Figure 4.

Module I featured the experiences of veteran agency directors who
reflected on their career trajectories, lessons learned along the way, and

Module I – Learning from the Veterans (four half-day monthly sessions) 
• Four veteran human service organization executive directors reflected on career 

experiences and big-picture issues (e.g., organizational values, organizational change, 
community impact, and policy advocacy).  

• Participants reflected upon their own career experiences and completed a self-shadowing 
exercise in which they documented how they spent their time on a typical workday and 
identified what they learned from the exercise and wanted to change. Feedback was based 
on Kotter’s (1990) framework that distinguishes between managing (coping with 
complexity related to planning and budgeting, organizing and staffing, and evaluating 
and problem solving) and leading (coping with change related to setting directions, 
aligning people, and inspiring).  

• Participants developed a brief memo on an organizational change project that they would 
like to lead within their organizations based on discussions with their executive 
leadership based on the principles of change management (Proehl, 2002). 

• The results of these activities were used by the program designers in structuring Modules 
II and III.

Module II: Managerial Leadership Knowledge and Skills (four 2-day sessions over a 4-month 
period)

• Major components: 1) experiential activities, 2) skill-focused didactic presentations from 
experts in nonprofit human services, 3) supplementary reading materials, and 4) 
consultation with the training facilitator to refine organizational change projects (see 
Figure 3 for summary of organizational change projects). 

• Session 1 focused on understanding nonprofits in their environmental contexts and the 
role middle managers play within those nonprofits.  

• Session 2 involved a two-day experiential “conference learning model” designed to help 
participants understand systems analysis through the processing of their own roles in a 
simulated group setting that featured the roles they played in their organizations, in their 
communities, and in society, and with all stakeholders in human service work. 

• Sessions 3 and 4 focused on the development of specific skill sets for human service 
nonprofit management that included: program evaluation, evidenced-based decision 
making, fundraising, financial management, and communication and presentation skills. 
 

Module III - Leadership in Action: 
• Support for participants in the implementation of their organizational change projects 

through the use of individual and small group coaching sessions. 
• Coaching also included the integration of the didactic and experiential activities of 

Module I and II, culminating in a one-day session in which participants presented their 
projects to the group and agency directors for feedback and discussion. 

FIGURE 4 MLDPProgram Components (January 2008 to April 2009).
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Building Managerial and Organizational Capacity 267

areas of expertise related to the use of values in managing the agency’s
culture, managing change, responding to changing community needs, and
carrying out the policy advocacy dimension of managerial leadership.
Module II included both didactic and experiential content related to
managerial leadership skills and knowledge (e.g., simulated organizational
analysis, program evaluation, fundraising, financial management, presenta-
tion skills, and evidence-informed decision making). Module III involved
both individual and small group coaching related to the implementation of
participant-designed organizational change projects, culminating in a one-
day session on presenting the change projects to peers and agency directors
(Ross & Wright, 2001).

Reflections on Program Design

The two most important features of the program design involved the creation
of a safe space for participants to experiment with their roles and learn from
candid feedback and the integration of didactic and experiential learning.
The program facilitator helped to create the safe space by: 1) being clear
about the purpose of the program and program expectations; 2) being sup-
portive of individual learning needs and interests; 3) creating small groups
for project feedback that had no direct reporting relationships in them; 4)
modeling how to effectively integrate person and role by providing orga-
nizational examples taken from her personal, lived learning experiences in
management, leadership, and consulting roles. This modeling encouraged
participants to talk about real experiences and helped them recognize that
their experiences provided the basis for learning in addition to the didactic
material provided by presenters.

The safe space also provided opportunities to build trust that led to
more candid peer feedback and receptivity to coaching in Module III. In
addition, the shared role-playing experiences created by “the conference
model” in Module II also helped to build trust and bonding among group
participants (Ramsay, 1999; Rayden, Skalbeck, & Snyder, 1994). While par-
ticipants were initially apprehensive about some of the experiential activities
of the conference model, upon reflection they expressed an appreciation for
the level of intimacy created by working closely with their peers, especially
the increased level of candor in speaking openly about how participants felt
about themselves and each other. As a result of providing fellow participants
with candid feedback about how they perceived each other’s organizational
change projects, the participants were better able to reflect on implementing
their own projects. For example, a team of participants discovered that their
presentation to upper management required more planning and strategizing
than they realized when the project was not readily received because they
had not accurately considered the power, politics, and authority structures in
the organization. Direct feedback from participants, as well as the facilitator,
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268 M. J. Austin et al.

led to a very successful subsequent presentation that was followed by a
commitment from the executive director to support the project.

In addition, the development of a safe environment supported effective
group coaching processes in which honest and courageous conversations
took place. For example, it was possible to give a participant feedback about
the breadth and scope of his change project in such a way that he was able
to recognize his difficulty in narrowing the focus of this project because of
his propensity to focus exclusively on the big picture, which, while certainly
a strength, at times made him less effective in his current role as manager.

The conference model experience included activities such as using a
systems analysis to examine the participants’ organizations; assessing the
group dynamics and the informal roles that participants were cast into in
their organizations; experiencing the process of shifting into and out of vari-
ous roles; and distinguishing between person and role to re-enforce insights
expressed by participants. The training facilitator sought to shift the group’s
focus from the “person in role” focus to an “organization in its environment”
perspective. For example, in the systems analysis event, one participant was
able to move from seeing herself as a manager “under siege” to recognizing
that the shift in funding priorities was placing her program in a favorable
spotlight as innovative and a direction-setter for new programs. She then
linked this organization in environment perspective to the experiences of
participants in the conference model exercise. By picturing themselves out-
side of their roles in their own organizations, participants were able to view
their organizations with a big-picture lens as well as see the relevance of the
supplemental reading material.

The process of group and individual coaching in Module III addressed
the barriers that participants faced in implementing their organizational
change projects summarized in Figure 5. In addition, the training facilita-
tor was able to link the didactic information presented in Module II with
specific dilemmas faced by program participants in Module III. It was during
this process that many participants experienced a number of “moments of
clarity” or “aha!” moments. For example, it became very clear to one partic-
ipant that different roles are played by leaders, managers, and facilitators in
terms of how they are perceived, how groups respond to each role, how to
use each role, and how to shift roles when necessary.

EVALUATING THE PROGRAM

The design and methods used to complete an evaluation of the training
program are described in Note 2. This section captures some of the highlights
of the participant’s perceptions as well as those of their executive directors.
It then summarizes the training facilitator’s assessment of the major program
outcomes.
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Building Managerial and Organizational Capacity 269

Number 
of Participants 

Project Overview

3 Participants Description: The creation of collaborative middle management teams designed to 
respond to environmental shifts in the agency in order to communicate among the 
teams and with upper management.  

Background and Progress: This project involves three managers from three 
different units in three different locations who all report to the same supervisor. It 
was developed because the supervisor’s span of control was too broad and she 
requested that team members step into peer leadership roles. Participants have 
focused their project on: the development of a strong sense of team as a way of 
helping managers feel more connected to one another and the organization; 
bringing new ideas from middle-manager groups to upper management as a 
response to changes in the environment; and connecting these groups to one 
another in order to reduce redundancy and generate greater collaboration in 
response to environmental changes.  

3 Participants Description: Development of an implementation plan for the organization’s 
strategic plan at the program manager, mid-level manager, and line staff levels. 

Background and Progress: This project is aimed at upper and mid-level managers 
as well as line employees and is broken into three complementary pieces taken on 
by each participant. Together, these projects will create a mechanism for 
implementing an organizational strategic plan in which: upper-level managers will 
develop work plans that will make it clear how the strategic plan will be 
implemented and according to what time frame; mid-level managers will be trained 
on policies and procedures in order to implement them consistently across the 
agency; and employees will be trained on how to create individual goals and 
objectives related to the annual work plans that enable them to meet individual 
development goals and provide a standard against which to evaluate their work.  

2 Participants Description: Development, implementation, and institutionalization of 
organizational staff feedback on issues that emerge from the work and culture of 
the organization that impact the morale of employees. 

Background and Progress: This project focuses on the creation and maintenance of 
a “morale committee” to solicit and respond to suggestions for improving the 
morale and retention of employees. The committee created a process for 
categorizing, prioritizing, responding to or referring suggestions to the groups and 
departments that were able to make the changes. Participants also created a method 
of reporting back and disseminating information about the changes that were being 
implements.  

1 Participant Description: Development and implementation of a training program for new 
employees that would reduce job adjustment times and improve retention. 

Background and Progress: This project involved the creation of a design group, a 
needs assessment, as well as a program design and implementation plan. It 
determined which areas were most important in helping new employees get up to 
speed and feel confident in their knowledge and skills regarding policies, 
procedures and a solid understanding of the population being served. It is currently 
in the beginning stages of implementation. 

1 Participant Description: Design and implementation of a data system that assists senior 
management with evaluating programs in relationship to the agency’s mission. 

Background and Progress: This project was designed to: 1) engage in research to 
determine which data base might provide the data collection and analysis 
capabilities required by the organization in order to meet the needs of the 
management team to review programs; and 2) develop a plan to determine if the 
management team is meeting the mission and objectives of the organization for the 
reduction of poverty in the neighborhood. 

FIGURE 5 Organizational change project topics.
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270 M. J. Austin et al.

1 Participant Description: Creation of an infrastructure for accountability to enhance practice 
decision making and program support. 

Background and Progress: This project was designed to create a culture shift in the 
participant’s department so that there was a stronger sense of team providing 
greater support for managers and, at the same time, greater accountability for 
following policies and following through on work agreements. It was anticipated 
that greater accountability would generate increased clientele and increased 
income. 

1 Participant Description: Development and implementation of new reporting and meeting 
infrastructure based on the goals of strategic program growth, program compliance 
requirements, and staff support. 

Background and Progress: This project was designed to completely restructure an 
agency program. In doing so it aimed to: 1) develop a new vision and philosophy of 
service; 2) create new program offerings; and 3) provide the leadership and 
management support so that decision making and responsibility could be moved 
further down the department’s chain of command. 

FIGURE 5 Continued.

Program Participants

The participants shared their perceptions of both the strengths and limita-
tions of the program. The highlights of strengths include an appreciation
for bringing veteran executive directors into the program as guest lecturers,
providing access to a skilled facilitator throughout the program, the use of
experiential learning, and the use of self-reflective exercises. The limitations
included insufficient time devoted to discussing the readings and uneven
support from their agencies for participation in the program. Several par-
ticipants also noted that they did not allocate enough time away from the
job to fully participate in the program. Some of the lessons learned by the
participants included: understanding the importance of organizational roles;
prioritizing time for reflection; paying attention to communications; under-
standing organizational dynamics and culture; comprehending the process
of organizational change; and having increased confidence in the leadership
role. Some of the specific changes that the participants attributed to the pro-
gram included: stepping outside of their individual comfort zones; feeling
more self-confident and able to contribute more to group discussions; dele-
gating more effectively; taking things less personally; thinking more globally
about management by staying focused on the big picture; increased capacity
to manage a difficult change process; and increased valuing of peer learning.

Executive Directors

The executive directors were also pleased with the outcomes of the pro-
gram as they could see participants reflecting a broader understanding of
managerial leadership in the nonprofit sector, particularly those participants
who were described by their directors as “accidental managers”—those who
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Building Managerial and Organizational Capacity 271

had moved up the organizational ladder with little or no preparation in
management. Some of the limitations described by the executive directors
included the need for the program to provide more guidance on engaging
and mentoring their participants, as well as suggestions on how to help
participants protect the time for training from competing job demands. The
major outcome identified by the executive directors was the increased capac-
ity of the participants to take on leadership roles, reflecting new ways of
thinking and greater self-awareness about the use of goals and strategies.
Additional outcomes identified included: thinking more broadly about the
role of management; taking more initiative; offering to mentor a younger
recently hired manager (demonstrating a tremendous change in the way
that this manager viewed his role in the agency); facilitating relationships
in a more proactive and less reactive manner; developing a broader under-
standing of the organization and their roles in it; and using more critical
thinking skills to address organizational issues.

PROGRAM FACILITATOR

The program facilitator who was able to observe participants throughout the
program as well as review their written work identified some of the most
significant findings. The two major outcomes related to: 1) understanding
managerial roles and developing a managerial identity, and 2) making the
transition from crisis management to managerial leadership.

The understanding and abilities of participants related to understand-
ing how their identities as practitioners impacted their role as managers
evolved over the course of the program. In the early stages, managers came
to understand the many roles that they assume in their organizations. Next,
they developed an understanding of the roles that complement and conflict
with their own sense of identity. Finally, managers began to see how to
draw upon and, at times, compensate for certain aspects of their identity
in order to play the managerial role necessary to improve their leadership
within the organization. In essence, participants learned how to consciously
step in and out of their organizational roles in order to maintain a healthy
work/life balance that both protected personal identity and supported strong
managerial leadership.

A number of exercises promoted an understanding of personal iden-
tity and managerial roles. The self-shadowing exercise asked participants
to observe and record how they spent their time on an average day. This
data enabled them to observe not only how they spent their time engaged
in crisis management with the staff, but to understand what this behavior
meant. They were able to admit that they missed working with clients, and
that they had recreated their client-related experience in the ways that they
were managing staff. In examining why they wanted to recreate their direct
service experience, they realized more fully that they, indeed, were part
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272 M. J. Austin et al.

of management and that they actually had mixed feelings about this fact.
While they liked the power and authority that came with being a manager,
they found it difficult to be part of the administrative “hierarchy” and to
use the related power and authority. The extensive amount of time they
devoted to counseling staff was an indication of their ambivalence about
their management roles and made it difficult for them to step fully into a
role that required the capacity to see the big picture and the mission of the
organization within it.

The combination of self-shadowing and learning from the veteran exec-
utives helped participants to make the transition from rarely reflecting upon
their identity as managers to focusing on the roles of organizational leader-
ship (the fundraiser, the financial manager, the public speaker, the human
resource manager, the staff motivator, and the program evaluator). They
learned to assess the barriers they personally faced in taking on new roles
when these conflicted with the identity that they had formed as managers
dedicated to human service work. For example, one participant asked one of
the veteran executive directors how she handled the demands of “dressing-
up, putting on heels, and going to a cocktail party” to raise funds. With
disbelief etched across her face she asked, “Do you like it? How can you do
it? Doesn’t that put you in conflict with who you are and what you believe
about serving poor people?”

The use of the conference learning model in Module II also helped
participants learn about their own managerial identity and the accompany-
ing leadership roles. For example, the conference model activities helped
participants to move from viewing personal identity as deriving solely from
an individual’s beliefs and behaviors to understanding how groups gener-
ate role expectations for individuals. Participants learned how individuals
in groups and organizational settings audition for roles through the use of
interpersonal behaviors. These activities helped participants understand the
use of personal power and the choices associated with taking or rejecting
particular roles.

The conference model also provided participants with an opportunity to
practice stepping in and out of the roles they played within the simulation in
order to compare that experience with similar experiences within their own
organizations. The simulation provided ways for participants to see how
they were perceived and examine how they perceived themselves. The dif-
ferences between the perceptions of the participants in terms of how they act
in their organizations and those of the participants in the conference model
gave participants the power to identify new ways to take on familiar roles in
their organizations. For example, a female participant led a discussion com-
plaining that she remained confused about what she was supposed to have
learned from the conference model. She felt strongly that it could and should
have been designed differently and that the facilitators should have told her
what she was supposed to learn. In an angry tone, she clearly challenged
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Building Managerial and Organizational Capacity 273

the design and facilitators of the conference model. This same woman was
later selected by her team members to make the presentation about their
organizational change project to upper management based, in part, on her
colleagues’ perception of her clarity, presence, and courage in speaking
“truth to power.” Upper management perceived the project as challenging
their authority. The conference model experience enabled this participant,
as well as her team members, to recognize the ways in which everyone
in organizations tends to develop predictable perceptions/projections based
on nothing more than age, gender, race, or position/status/title. They recog-
nized that peers seeking to recognize/recruit informal leaders might perceive
and label behaviors one way, while leaders in position of authority in lead-
ership positions in the organization may perceive and label behaviors in
another way. They were able to recognize that these perceptions/projections
were simply part of human interaction, that they were not personal, and that
it was possible to choose not to step into these roles or take on the projec-
tions. This woman had a choice as to how to play her role and her team
members helped to develop the strategies needed for launching their project
by using perceptions that were useful and leaving aside those that would not
be helpful. The ability to recognize and work with perceptions/projections
is an art that those in leadership are rarely taught, yet those who are effective
leaders understand it intuitively.

Throughout discussions of personal identity and leadership roles in the
three modules, participants displayed a willingness to take on the often
uncomfortable or negatively perceived aspects of playing a leadership role
within their organization. The discussions surfaced three major challenges.
The first challenge related to carrying the negative projections of staff mem-
bers about the manager that arise as she creates and maintains organizational
boundaries, without damaging the manager’s self perception in terms of
lower self-esteem (e.g. when a manager who establishes program standards
to be consistently enforced in contrast to previous inconsistent enforcement
creates competition and perceptions of favoritism among staff). The second
challenge involved working with negative projections in order to deepen
connections to staffwhen making unpopular managerial decisions. In one
example, a manager was required to deliver the news that salaries had to be
cut. A staff member responded very negatively, arguing that her credentials
entitled her to a higher level of compensation. This staff member had func-
tioned as a close confidant of the manager up to this point. The decision
to cut salaries provided the opportunity for a conversation that helped the
manager and the staff member sort out organizational boundaries needed to
maintain professional roles and personal relationships.

The third challenge involved building alliances within the organization
by using negative perceptions to help staff understand organizational real-
ities, while at the same time remaining open to hearing their perspective.
When a manager recognizes staff resistance to an agency decision, it can
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274 M. J. Austin et al.

provide an opportunity for teaching and delegating (rather than becom-
ing angry and defensive). For example, staff became very angry with one
manager about changes in the location of a program. Rather than becoming
defensive, the manager brought some of these angry staff members into a
discussion designed to explain the situation, gather their ideas, and delegate
both responsibility and authority for the change to this new team. These
changes in organizational and role clarity as well as in management style
were significant for this manager who had been managing through a pro-
cess of creating close personal relationships. These interrelated challenges
were understood by most of the participants.

The second major outcome identified by the facilitator was the tran-
sition that participants made from crisis managers to managerial leaders.
Participants exhibited varying degrees of progress (along a continuum from
less advanced to more advanced) toward managing the day-to-day oper-
ations of nonprofits in stride while still holding the bigger picture of the
organizational dynamics that affected their organization’s mission and their
vision of change. Some participants developed a deeper psychological
understanding of what was required to take on a role, integrating personal
strengths with role competence so that they were able to move from con-
stantly “putting out daily fires” to coaching others to take up their roles
more effectively. Another set of participants learned to understand their
organizational environment within a systems perspective and displayed an
understanding of the politics and culture of the internal environment, but did
not necessarily grasp how to navigate the system or promote organizational
change. Other participants learned to identify the underlying logic connect-
ing what needed to be addressed in their organization with the process
or action steps needed for successful implementation of change initiatives.
Finally, some participants developed the capacity to integrate their vision
of change into the organizational culture of their organization, thus demon-
strating the understanding and skill set necessary to manage both complexity
and change.

UNDERSTANDING THE RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN OUTCOMES

As the program evolved, it became increasingly apparent to the program
designers that the transition from crisis managers to managerial leaders is
often a subtle and overlooked shift in how managers perceive their job.
Most participants in the program entered with a belief that their positions
as managers were based on their ability to use their experience, personal
relationships and personalities to motivate staff and clients. Their view of
their work and their alliances with others were often grounded in the per-
ception that they were being themselves as opposed to playing a role. Thus,
managers engaged in a common motivation technique that communicated
to staff the need to perform a task “because I’m a nice person” or “because
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Building Managerial and Organizational Capacity 275

we share the same passion for this work” as opposed to motivating staff by
linking these tasks to a broader organizational mission.

However, the use of personal identity to motivate staff often contributed
to a crisis management environment where participants acknowledged hav-
ing little time to take in the big picture, and often led to an unhealthy
work/life balance. For example, very nurturing managers often perceived
their caretaking characteristics as personality traits. They moved from coach-
ing and supporting others to offering endless hours of emotional support,
counseling, and conflict resolution to staff members without recognizing
this phenomenon. In the self-shadowing exercise, many program partici-
pants observed that they spent their days supporting staff, and had to work
extra hours, either before anyone came to work or after everyone had gone,
in order to complete the tasks required by their own jobs.

The major program outcomes identified by the training facilitator are
highlighted in Figure 6. In this conceptual map, Process A summarizes the
transition from relying on perceived managerial identity to developing the
ability to see the job as the product of stepping in and out of management
roles. Successfully navigating between one’s own personal perceptions and
the staff’s projections of the role of a manager requires balancing: 1) the
manager’s own understanding of personal identity and boundaries; and 2)
the leadership roles they are asked to play as managers. This dynamic is
based upon the realization that in order to do their jobs well, managers
need to understand the roles they play within the organization and the roles
they are perceived as playing.

FIGURE 6 The relationship of major outcomes for management leadership training.
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276 M. J. Austin et al.

Process B features the transition from crisis management to managerial
leadership. In order to develop the capacity to integrate a vision of change
at the organizational level, managers need to develop an understanding
of how to link their vision of organizational change to their daily use
of management skills. Finally, Process C captures the inter-relationship
between the processes of learning how to negotiate personal and staff
perceptions of the management role and the process of developing the
capacity to integrate visions of change into existing organizational cultures.
For example, one of the participants, in making the transition from being
a manager to becoming a managerial leader within her department,
transitioned from identifying with and standing in solidarity with her staff
in rebellion against the existing organizational structure to building upon
the existing organizational structure in order to make dramatic changes in
her department. This act increased her status as a leader, but she also had
to revisit aspects of her former managerial identity (that of a manager in
solidarity and friendship with her staff) and renew the relationships she
had in her old role within a new set of boundaries. Moving to the role
of managerial leadership required her to implement her vision of change
within existing organizational dynamics and systems.

CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

All stakeholders (participants, agency directors, program designers, and
the facilitator) viewed the managerial leadership training program as a
success, facilitating growth and change at the individual and organiza-
tional levels. Despite the time demands associated with the program and
the unexpected decline in the national economy beginning in the mid-
dle of the program, all agency participants reported that they benefited
from their involvement in the program. The evaluation process generated
a series of recommendations and ideas related to enhancing the program in
such areas as program guidelines, managing time and expectations, deal-
ing with identity/role conflicts, and accounting for stages of individual
development.

Program Guidelines

Participation guidelines are needed at both the organizational and individual
levels. Executive directors and supervisors need more clarity about their
expected level of involvement in terms of supporting program participants
and serving as partners in the organizational change project. Participants
were unclear as to how much of their learning process should be shared in
meeting with their supervisor. Guidelines related to program expectations
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Building Managerial and Organizational Capacity 277

and agency support would provide executive directors and the participants
with greater clarity about how to provide and receive support.

Particular challenges arose as participants sought to balance current
workloads with the expectations of the training program. Participants often
worked late nights and weekends to complete their work tasks and would
have benefited from task-related support that would allow them to focus
on the training program during designated days/times. The participants
also reported that they could have used more assistance related to time
management, especially early in the program.

Role Versus Identity

The training program surfaced an important conflict that middle man-
agers experience between their individual occupational identity and the
demands of their organizational role, one that can hinder the ability of
managers to move forward and take on increased leadership responsibil-
ities. The conference model learning related to organizational roles and
power dynamics, as well as the opportunities for participants to exam-
ine their own personal identities, enabled them to discern how identity
and work roles can be confused. Providing networking opportunities and
facilitating open discussions about personal and work identities earlier in
the program would strengthen the program. Since participants noted the
importance of peer learning and support, activities designed to facilitate
group cohesion should begin earlier in the program. This could be achieved
by providing both formal and informal opportunities for connecting, net-
working, and discussing the individual identities and work roles of the
participants.

Stages of Development

Participants began the program at different stages of professional devel-
opment and moved through the program at their own pace. While one
overall measure of success involves completing the program and launch-
ing an organizational change project, future assessments need to take into
account the starting point for each individual and his or her personal learn-
ing path. Designers should develop methods for measuring the specific
lessons learned by each individual at the end of the program. The framing
of these lessons and measures should be based upon a continuum model
of managerial and leadership development involving the following stages:
1) moving out of the direct service practitioner mindset into the managerial
mindset; 2) experimenting with stepping into a leadership role while hav-
ing the opportunity to step back into the manager role; and 3) completely
stepping into a new leadership role that includes the manager role.
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278 M. J. Austin et al.

Implications for Future Training Design

The nonprofit human service organizations participating in the program typ-
ically attract employees with strong client-centered values who are often
pulled, cajoled, or persuaded to take on management roles, becoming
“accidental managers.”Client-centered values often include a strong belief
in democratic, consensus-based decision making, a distrust of authority, a
dislike of hierarchy, a passion for community, a desire for organizational
families, the perception that certain segments of the population (women,
children, the elderly, people of color) are often excluded from the privi-
leges of society, the belief that speaking “truth to power” is part of their
job, and that this “calling” gives them status, privilege, and position of their
own. The outcomes of this training program suggest that it is not simply a
lack of management skills that prevents nonprofit managers from moving
into leadership positions, but rather a conflict between personal identities
based on client-centered values and professional identities requiring closer
contact with senior management, board members, and funders. This shift in
contact from clients to funders may, for some, require a significant change
in how managers frame their personal identities and values. The beliefs that
underlie their professional identity need to become conscious, broadened,
and re-integrated in such a way that the tasks required by a senior manager
can be performed without the cognitive dissonance generated by a role that
does not match their self-perception.

Based on this training evaluation, the program has been redesigned to
offer nonprofit middle managers an opportunity to understand how they
personally encounter and takeup the roles of manager and leader. The cen-
tral learning objectives for participants in the redesigned program relate
to: 1) understanding managerial roles and the use of power and authority
needed for leadership, and 2) leading change based on an understanding
of organizations and organizational change processes. Through readings,
reflection on their organizational experience, and assessments of time man-
agement, as well as psychological and role dynamics in groups, participants
will gain a deeper understanding of how they currently function in their
roles as managers and what is required to step into a leadership role in
their organizations. They will learn about the process of analyzing organi-
zational problems from a systems perspective, as opposed to maintaining
a primary focus on interpersonal tensions, in order to generate more cre-
ative solutions to organizational dilemmas. Specific features and experiences
incorporated into the program will include: 1) creating a temporary learn-
ing organization to simulate the roles that managers take in groups and
organizations;2) reflecting on the organizational dynamics and staff expe-
riences within nonprofit organizations that serve underserved, vulnerable,
and traumatized populations;3) pursuing learning opportunities related to
the integration of key management functions (human resources, financial
resource development, and information management)in order to support
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Building Managerial and Organizational Capacity 279

clients and staff; and 4) integrating learning through the use of coaching
related to project design, implementation, and presentation, accompanied
by career development planning.

NOTES

Note 1

Two local foundations and the endowment of the Mack Center on Nonprofit
Management in the Human Services located in the School of Social Welfare
at the University of California, Berkeley, supported the training program.
Kate Regan provided the vision and glue as the program facilitator that
kept the sessions moving forward as she gathered the learning needs of
the participants to help shape the program as it was unfolding, as well
as provided input as a participant-observer. The administrative support of
Stan Weisner and Jonathan Gill at University of California Extension was
invaluable, as they provided a supportive home for the program.

The profile of the program participants from five nonprofit human
service organizations with annual budgets ranging from $5 million to $40
million included the following: population of program managers (enrolled –
22; graduated – 12; dropouts due to job demands – 10);gender of graduates
(women – 9; men – 3); ages of graduates (early 30s – 2; early to late 40s
– 6; early 50s – 4); and educational levels of graduates (some college – 4;
bachelors degree – 4; masters degree – 4).

Note 2

The design of the program evaluation addressed the following questions:
What was the decision-making process used by executive directors to iden-
tify program participants and the ways that they supported their participants?
What were the factors that contributed to participant retention? What learn-
ing content and strategies were the most useful for the participants? To what
extent did the program facilitate change at the individual and organizational
levels? And, what are the recommendations for program improvement?

The perspectives of the key stakeholders, i.e., program participants,
agency directors, and the program facilitator, were collected using the fol-
lowing methods: individual interviews (30- to 60-minute in-person and
telephone) included the six agency directors or program managers who
supervised the twelve participants and the training program facilitator; focus
groups (one-hour sessions of 5-6 participants held concurrently on the final
day of the program); and web-based survey questionnaires (sent approxi-
mately two weeks before the end of the program using Survey Monkey with
additional opportunities to respond with hard copies). A detailed description
of the findings can be found in Austin, Regan, Schwartz, & Samples (2009).
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