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INTRODUCTION

The purpose of this Backgrounder is to help IWDA program staff understand  
the concepts and principles underpinning Feminist Organisational Capacity 
Strengthening (FOCS) so that they better model these in working with partners.  
It uses the 5 Capabilities (5C) Framework and consideration of gender and power 
as a starting point for determining changes partners want to make in their 
organisations, and what kinds of support partners may be interested in. 

The Backgrounder has two purposes:

 
To illustrate what a 

feminist approach to the  
5C Framework looks like, 

integrating a gender  
and power analysis.

To build on IWDA  
partners’ feedback and  

ideas about the 5C Framework  
to date, which can support IWDA 
staff to collaboratively critique  
and enhance the approach during  
the remaining pilot phase, and  

feed into future iterations  
of the FOCS package.
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The Backgrounder is a foundational part of a larger set of FOCS Resources 
designed for partners and any external facilitators (from IWDA or otherwise)  
to use to support feminist organisational capacity strengthening.  
The suite of resources includes:

1 
FOCS Facilitation Guide  
that outlines facilitation 
principles and practical tips 
consistent with feminist 
values and practice.

2
FOCS Organisation Self-Assessment module that partners may 
use to reflect on capacities 
they want to develop as 
part of a capacity 
strengthening process 
which they develop and 
guide themselves, or which 
IWDA or other external 
facilitators support.

3 
Resource modules on 
the specific capacity areas 
most identified by FOCS 
partners and IWDA staff as 
needing strengthening: 
Creating Cultures of Care 
and Resilience
Leading, Governing  
and Being Accountable 
Resources for Women's 
Rights

As you engage with partners, it will be important to consider your own positioning, and 
identify how that may or may not bring power and privilege. The FOCS Facilitation Guide 
suggests ways to create spaces where people with different forms of power are supported  
to share their ideas, wisdom and differing perspectives equally and respectfully.
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BACKGROUND

1  Oxfam Canada, The Power of Gender-Just Organisations: Toolkit for Transformative Organisational Capacity 
Building; African Feminist Forum, The Feminist Organisational Development Tool: A Tool to Operationalise the 
Charter of Feminist Principles for African Feminists, Accra Ghana; Batliwala,S., Strengthening Monitoring and 
Evaluation for Women’s Rights: Thirteen Insights for Women’s Organisations, Association for Women’s Human Rights 
in Development, 2011; Haylock, L. & Miller, C., “Merging Developmental and Feminist Evaluation to Monitor and 
Evaluate Transformative Social Change”, American Journal of Evaluation, SAGE Publishing, 2015, p1-17; Barry, J & 
Dordevic, J., What’s the Point of Revolution if We Can’t Dance?, Urgent Action Fund for Women’s Human Rights, 2007.

2  Baser H, Morgan P. Capacity, Change and Performance. Study Report. Discussion Paper no. 59B. European Centre for 
Development Policy Management: Maastricht, The Netherlands, 2008.

The FOCS pilot builds on the work IWDA 
has done to strengthen capacities of 
women’s organisations, with a feminist lens, 
over the last 30 years — and with selected 
partner organisations over the last five 
years. It also draws from and builds  
on the work of other feminist organisations 
and thinkers,1 aiming to create a systematic 
framework with an holistic and feminist 
approach to organisational capacity-
strengthening, building on the 5C 
Framework.2 This framework aligns closely 
with IWDA’s values and Program Partnership 
Principles and a feminist understanding of 
how social change towards gender equality 
happens, as discussed below. 
IWDA focuses on strengthening women’s 
organisations because they are crucial in 
maintaining and widening the space for 
voice, visibility, advocacy and evidence 
about violations of women’s rights in their 
regions, and for putting pressure on power 
holders and institutions for greater 
accountability for women’s rights.  

IWDA believes that stronger women’s rights 
organisations are better able to establish, 
participate in and strengthen vital, vocal 
and visible women’s movements that will 
aggregate and amplify women’s power and 
priorities. IWDA also recognises that in 
post-conflict settings, women’s rights 
organisations have an especially important 
and difficult role to play in participating in 
and influencing democratisation, peace-
building and development processes to 
ensure these processes advance women’s 
human rights.
For these reasons, IWDA is committed  
to supporting partner organisations  
to build their sustainability, resilience  
and capabilities, through progressive 
organisational development and exchange, 
and connection to a wider network of  
similar organisations. At the Women's 
Action for Voice and Empowerment (WAVE) 
workshop in 2016, partners expressed 
concerns specific to their work as women’s 
organisations (see the following pages).
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 IWDA believes that 
stronger women’s rights 

organisations are better able to 
establish, participate in and 

strengthen vital, vocal and visible 
women’s movements that will 

aggregate and amplify 
women’s power and 

priorities.
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Pandemic transformed the world in 2020. We believe the basic 
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seek out specific advice on facilitating feminist spaces virtually if you 
are planning your FOCS workshop online. 
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INTRODUCTION

Ever been in a meeting or workshop where everyone — from volunteers to 
directors — seemed comfortable sharing ideas and concerns? Can you recall  
any workshops where new ideas or solutions emerged from open exchange  
of experiences and perspectives — by the whole group, not just one or two 
leaders? Ever been so involved in the workshop process that you weren’t  
tempted to check your emails, or worry about other work? Ever been at a 
workshop balanced across mind, heart and body? Ever left a workshop  
with a sense of collective accomplishment, feeling inspired and energised?

If you answered ‘yes’, it’s likely that the meeting or workshop organisers  
put some thought into good facilitation. 
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Who is this guide for?
This guide is for anyone working with 
Feminist Organisational Capability 
Strengthening (FOCS) modules — from staff 
in International Women’s Development 
Agency (IWDA), partner organisations or 
other women’s rights organisations to 
facilitators working with these organisations. 
It offers tips, tools, and links to resources — 
all to support facilitators to create the kinds 
of spaces and processes described above. 
It’s designed to support facilitation of 
organisational capacity building processes 
using a feminist lens — but can be used for 
facilitating other workshops or sessions as 
well. It assumes that users already have 
some facilitation experience — so if you 
don’t, we suggest teaming up with an 
experienced facilitator. 

We suggest reading the Facilitation Guide 
before planning the workshops or activities 
outlined in the accompanying Feminist 
Organisational Capability Strengthening 
(FOCS) Modules, which include:
 • FOCS Organisation Self-Assessment
 • Creating Cultures of Care and Resilience
 • Leading, Governing and Being 

Accountable
 • Resources for Women's Rights

The Facilitation Guide will help  
decide which approaches and 

exercises to design into workshops 
— whatever capability area  

you choose to focus on.
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Purpose of this guide
This Facilitation guide supports the 
facilitation of organisational capacity 
strengthening processes using the FOCS 
modules. The guide:
 • Provides practical suggestions on 

planning FOCS processes
 • Introduces facilitation skills and 

approaches relevant for FOCS processes
 • Offers suggestions for creating safe, 

reflective spaces in FOCS meetings  
and workshops

The approach to facilitation used in this 
guide is based on feminist values, consistent 
with the overall principles of organisational 
strengthening with a feminist approach 
(discussed in more detail later in this guide).

How to use this guide
Use this guide for ideas on planning and 
facilitating organisational capacity 
strengthening — for workshops, meetings, 
and other group processes. 
You and your organisation have your own 
trusted facilitation approaches and tools 
— we encourage you to adapt and borrow 
from this guide as needed.
We’d love to hear from you about what 
worked, and what additional activities you 
included (see page 45).
This guide is divided into four main 
sections. The first introduces the concept  
of facilitation based on feminist and social 
justice principles. The second considers 
some issues to keep in mind when planning 
organisational capacity strengthening 
processes. The third section looks at steps 
facilitators can take to help create safe, 
reflective spaces throughout FOCS 
workshops. This includes ideas on how to 
address power relations in the workshop 
space. These are likely to look very different 
in various cultural settings — this means that 
facilitation needs to be attentive to cultural 
context. The fourth section offers ideas  
on ways to wrap up FOCS workshops,  
and ideas for workshop evaluation.
At the end of the document there are ideas 
and links to other facilitation tools and 
resources that you can draw on while 
planning your activities. 
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Top Facilitator Tip:  
Throughout the Facilitation Guide we 
offer suggestions on approaches and 

activities most relevant for each of the 
FOCS modules in the FOCS resource. Likewise, 

other FOCS modules offer ideas for activities, 
and pointers from the Facilitation Guide in 

workshop design. Remember, the FOCS 
resources are modular. You can modify the 
order and content of activities to respond 
to the specific participants and contexts 
you work with. You may wish to organise a 
two or three-day workshop that covers 
several of the modules. Or you may decide 
to dip into a few activities from each of 

the modules as a half-day taster. 
Whatever you decide, the Facilitation 
Guide offers ideas about how to plan 

and carry out a FOCS workshop.
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We start this module with a simple premise: there are more and more  
resources available to support women’s rights from more sources and –  
if you are part of a group that is advancing women’s rights – your organisation 
deserves a share of those resources. As women and as women’s rights 
organisations, we’ve not demanded or received our share of resources. 
Developing far-ranging and ambitious resource mobilisation strategies,  
crafting realistic budgets, reaching out to donors and other supporters,  
and mobilising sufficient resources for your partners and staff to create  
change — all these are part of ground-breaking feminist action!

Purpose of this module

INTRODUCTION Claiming the resources  we need (and deserve)  for women’s rights

To introduce ideas, 
lessons learned and 

background information 
relevant to feminist  
resource mobilisation  
for women’s rights 

organisations.

To identify resources 
that you can continue 
to use to strengthen 

your fundraising 
efforts.

To enable individuals 
and organisational teams  

to think, collectively, about 
how every team member can 

contribute to resource 
mobilisation and a stronger, 

more sustainable 
organisation.
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Money is like water. It can be a conduit for 
commitment, a currency of love. Money moving in 

the direction of our highest commitments nourishes 
our world …What you appreciate appreciates. When 

you make a difference with what you have, it 
expands. Collaboration creates prosperity. Money 

carries our intention. If we use it with integrity, 
then it carries integrity forward. 

– Lynne Twist, The Soul of Money
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How to use this module
You may have picked up this module 
because your organisation is ready to  
begin or deepen its capacity for resource 
mobilisation — or you may have been 
pointed here after using the Feminist 
Organisational Capacity Strengthening 
(FOCS) Self-Assessment Module.
This module provides resources and 
activities that can be used in workshop 
settings or other group sessions with staff  
in your organisation. The FOCS Facilitation 
Guide provides feminist transformative 
facilitation principles that form the basis for 
the reflective practices included throughout 
this module. Before using this module, it’s 
useful to review the Guide’s suggestions  
for organising workshops and guidance  
on whether to use an internal or external/
independent facilitator (such facilitators 
help to go deeper into this topic, or 
navigate sensitive organisational dynamics). 
Given the multiple layers of change needed 
to create shifts in organisational culture, 
you might also combine this module with 
the Leading, Governing and Being 
Accountable Module.
The module has four parts:
Part One provides important background 
on resource mobilisation for women’s rights 
organisations.
Part Two engages you in a series of 
activities to get everyone in the organisation 
on board for resource mobilisation.
Part Three supports you to develop a 
Resource Mobilisation Strategy.
Part Four offers ideas on other valuable 
information and resources.
Your organisation or group may have many 
years of experience in providing services, 
rolling out creative advocacy strategies, or 
securing legislation for women’s rights.  
Your organisation or group may be  

highly appreciated by the women and 
communities that you serve. Your 
organisation or group may work in coalition 
with others to change laws, policies and 
gender discriminatory cultures — it may even 
have received awards and publicity for its 
excellent work.
Yet however well recognised it may be,  
your organisation or group probably has 
greater demand for services and advocacy 
than its capacity to provide them. Why? 
Because around the world, women’s rights 
organisations and networks are under-
resourced — lacking the money, staff, 
technology, logistical support and 
sustainability required to respond to 
demands and opportunities.

Despite rhetoric (from 
donors) that supports 
equality, funding flows 
to organisations that 
challenge the status 

quo are limited.
– AWID, Watering the Leaves/

Starving the Roots

Feminist Organisational Capacity Strengthening4



Increasing the capacities  
and ‘literacy’ about resource 
mobilisation with all of your 

staff is a revolutionary 
feminist act that more and 

more organisations need  
to engage in. So let’s begin!
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INTRODUCTION

This resource supports your organisation on its journey to become more resilient 
and sustainable. We offer ideas for how to reflect on and practice care individually, 
collectively, and in your organisation as a whole. We hope this resource helps make 
your organisation a healthier and happier place, where shared values, purpose  
and politics are reflected organisationally and in the communities of your work.

 
 
Purpose of this module

To learn about stress,  
self and collective care,  
and resilience — and why 

they’re important  
in organisations.

To offer practices  
and processes to support 
self and collective care  
that contribute to 

stronger organisational 
cultures.

To help you make 
practical commitments 
towards creating an 

organisational culture  
of care.

To learn about power 
dynamics and how they  

can create obstacles and 
opportunities for practising 

self and collective care.
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When we nurture wellbeing  
at the personal level, we 
simultaneously improve our 
ability to care and have 
compassion for others.

– AWID
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How to use this module
You may have picked up this module 
because your organisation is ready to  
begin or deepen its journey towards a 
culture of care. Or you may have been 
pointed here after using the FOCS Self-
Assessment Module which suggested  
a need to strengthen the capability to  
adapt and renew — or other capability  
areas — related to self and collective care. 
The FOCS Facilitation Guide provides 
feminist transformative facilitation principles 
that form the basis for the reflective practices 
included throughout this module. Before you 
begin using this module, review the Guide, 
and consider using an internal or external / 
independent facilitator (the latter can be 
extremely helpful to do deeper work on this 
topic, or to navigate sensitive internal 
organisational dynamics). You might also 
combine the Leading, Governing and Being 
Accountable Module with this one, given the 
multiple layers of change needed to shift 
organisational culture.
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This resource helps consider questions that you, your 
teams and your organisation may have, such as:

What does self and 
collective care mean in my 

social context? What does it 
mean to me?

What are we already 
doing to strengthen our 

organisational capacity to 
support self and collective 

care? 

What would it take to 
build a culture of care in 

our organisation, considering 
organisational and personal 

context, realities and 
identities?

What does stress 
and trauma mean in 

my organisation? What 
does it mean to me?

How do these ideas 
show up in our work 
for women’s rights? 

How do our 
leadership, 

governance and 
accountability 

support this? What 
are the challenges? 
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INTRODUCTION

This is a resource to support your organisation on its journey for greater alignment 
with feminist purpose and practice. This module focuses on feminist leadership, 
governance and accountability — with an emphasis on power, intergenerational 
issues, and succession planning. We offer ideas for individual and group reflection.  
We hope this resource helps make your organisation a healthier, happier place — 
where shared values, purpose and politics are reflected internally and externally.

Purpose of this module

to learn about  
feminist leadership,1 

governance and 
accountability in  
women’s rights 
organisations;

to know more about systems, 
structure and practices that 
support feminist leadership, 

governance and accountability — 
then develop personal and 

organisational plans.

to learn about power 
dynamics, and how they  
can create obstacles  
and opportunities in 

organisational systems  
and practices;

1 In this module we use the term ‘feminist leadership’ to include transformative approaches and outcomes, with 
leadership for significant and lasting change. More detailed discussions of the conceptual underpinnings of these 
terms can be found in the resources listed at the end of the module. 
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The resource will help you consider 
questions that you, your teams and your 
organisation may have about how to 
support better alignment between feminist 
principles, feminist values, and feminist 
practices. Such questions may include:

How is your organisation 
making room for and preparing 
emerging leaders to exercise 
leadership and to succeed 

existing leaders?

How is power exercised  
in your organisation,  

especially under  
pressure? 

What kinds of  
leadership does your 

organisation celebrate  
and foster?

How does your  
organisation show  
its accountability  
to the women it’s  

working for?

How well does the 
governance of your 

organisation support 
accountability, communication, 

information sharing, 
transparency and 

responsibility for results?
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How To Use This Module
You may have picked up this module because your organisation is ready to begin or deepen 
its journey into strengthening feminist leadership, governance and accountability. Or you may 
have been pointed here after using the FOCS Organisation Self-Assessment Module. Before 
using this module, it may also be helpful to: 

1. 
Review the FOCS Facilitation 
Guide — which outlines 
feminist facilitation principles, 
ideas for workshop planning 
and evaluation, and tips for 
using the reflective practices 
included throughout this 
module. 

2. 
Decide whether to use  
an internal or external / 
independent facilitator.  
The latter can be extremely 
helpful if you decide on 
deeper work on this topic,  
or amongst very sensitive  
internal organisational 
dynamics.

3. 
Familiarise yourself  
with the ideas presented  
in Part One of this module, 
around feminist leadership, 
governance and 
accountability. One 
suggestion in the FOCS 
Facilitation Guide is that 
excerpts from Part One could 
be shared as background 
reading for participants prior 
to the workshop, or as short 
handouts during the 
workshop.
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The exercises in Part Two and Three 
can be pulled out and used separately in 
meetings or workshops, used as a package, 

or combined with ideas and exercises 
presented in other FOCS Resource Modules. 
Throughout the module you’ll find short 

reflection questions. These questions can be 
considered individually, in small groups, or 

as an organisation during informal 
lunches, teas or other informal 

sessions.
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The following section discusses different concepts and practices of leadership – 
including transitions, governance, accountability, and how these relate to 
strengthening your organisation and its culture. It can be shared with participants 
and offered as a basis for discussion for exercises that follow in Parts Two  
and Three. 

PART ONE:  INTRODUCING KEY IDEAS

TAKE NOTE!  
This module focuses 

primarily on women’s rights 
organisations, however many 
of the following ideas and 
activities also apply to 
more informal groups 

and networks.
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Why does feminist leadership, governance and accountability matter?
Some of the positive impacts documented among women’s rights organisations include:2

 • each person’s point of view is included 
and everyone contributes to the solution-
making process in some way

 • opportunities are created for second-tier 
leadership development and younger 
women to diversify and distribute 
responsibilities, inject new thinking into 
organisational and movement-building 
efforts, and ensure smoother leadership 
transitions

 • co-workers are committed to and 
motivate each other by sharing 
information and ideas

 • staff work together to create common 
principles and vision

 • good communication and transparency  
is supported by oversight bodies

 • responsibilities and relationships 
between staff are clarified

 • governance bodies understand the vision 
and mission of the organisation and can 
better support the work

 • staff have stronger relationships, and 
trust each other more

 • workplaces have less of the separations 
between work and life that often 
contribute to stress and burnout

 • seeing leadership exercised in non-
oppressive empowering ways inspires 
staff to promote the same in communities

 • disagreements are handled respectfully, 
with clear boundaries, and can actually 
strengthen relationships

 • collaboration within and across teams 
improves, as well as with other 
stakeholders

 

2  This list draws on S. Wakefield, Transformative and Feminist Leadership for Women’s Rights, AWDF
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A partner perspective: IWDA 
partner, ALFeLa, raised several ideas 

about how this capability relates to their 
ability to fulfil its mission to support women 
and children from Timor-Leste to access a 
formal justice system which is fair. These 

included: a manageable and fairly distributed 
workload, recognition and support, adequate 
resourcing, CEDAW and national laws, new 

laws, political changes and resourcing, 
and government priorities to 

support equality. 
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INTRODUCTION

If you’re reading this module, your organisation is probably thinking about ways  
to strengthen its capacity to do important work on gender equality and women’s 
rights. Many organisations rarely have the time to pause and reflect on their 
capacity to carry out their goals or strategically develop plans for organisational 
strengthening — this FOCS self-assessment process provides an opportunity to  
do exactly that. It can also be integrated with or complement your current capacity 
assessment tools or processes, where they exist, to create a more complete picture 
of organisational capacity. 
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Purpose of this guide
The FOCS Module offers an assessment 
process and tools for assessment —  
all developed with a power-aware,  
feminist lens on organisational capacity 
strengthening. The module guides an 
organisation through a facilitated process  
of self-reflection on current organisational 
strengths and gaps, to provide a basis  
for identifying strategic areas for capacity 
strengthening. The exercises allow staff 
from across the organisation to engage  
in collective reflection, prioritisation and 
thinking about next steps. The outcome  
of the process is an action plan for 
organisational capacity strengthening 
based on the priorities you identified. 
The module also offers ideas on how  
to track progress on organisational  
capacity development over time.

Who should use this module?
This module is designed to be used by 
organisations to support a self-reflective 
process to assess current strengths and 
gaps in organisational capacity. This kind of 
process requires commitment and support 
from staff and senior management team. 
Some ideas on how to assess your readiness 
for FOCS processes are described below. 
Ideally, your organisation would engage an 
external facilitator with good knowledge of 
your organisation to support the process. 
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How does this module fit with 
other modules in the FOCS Resources 
series?
The FOCS Facilitation Guide provides ideas 
on things to keep in mind when you are 
planning FOCS workshops and other 
events, including:
 • Creating environments where 

participants feel safe and open for 
reflection and learning.

 • Defining who should participate and how 
facilitators can pay attention to power 
relations within workshop settings.

 • Other tips and tools for facilitating 
organisational capacity strengthening 
with a feminist lens.

The FOCS Facilitation Guide is 
complementary to this module and 
required reading before you begin to plan 
the process outlined in this module.
The FOCS modules listed below, provide 
additional background information for 
thinking about organisational capacity —  
as well as reflective exercises that can be 
drawn on for the self-assessment process. 
Once you get to the point in the self-
assessment process of exploring actions to 
build on current capacity, key next steps 
could include committing to use one or 
more of the FOCS modules. 

Structure of the Module
The first section provides background on 
the 5C Framework used to support capacity 
assessment. The second offers suggestions 
for organising a FOCS workshop to be used 
in conjunction with the FOCS Facilitation 
Guide. The third outlines the 6 steps of the 
FOCS self-assessment process. 
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Leading, Governing and 
Being Accountable 

FOCS Facilitation 
Guide

Creating Cultures of 
Care AND Resilience

Resources for 
Women’s Rights 

Modules in the FOCS Resources Series
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The FOCS self-assessment process is  
built around the 5 Capabilities Framework. 
The 5C Framework offers a holistic approach 
to capacity assessment, emphasising 
functional capacities alongside structural 
and systemic solutions. In developing the 
FOCS Resources, we’ve brought a feminist 
lens to the 5C Framework to ensure its 
relevance to Women’s Rights Organisations 
(WROs). Figure 1 outlines the five capabilities 
that contribute to organisational capacity.
Handout 1 (page 40) includes a short 
description of the key features of the  
5C Framework. 

We hope the 5C Framework will help  
your organisation think in new ways about 
organisational capacity — incorporating  
the ‘soft’, less technical, skills and 
capabilities of your organisation. If you  
have a different preferred framework or 
approach, that’s fine. We hope you’ll 
integrate some of the ideas and exercises  
in the processes you already use. The tool 
you use is less important than the process 
of engaging in participatory, critical 
reflection on organisational capacity and 
ensuring that a gender-sensitive and power-
sensitive lens is used as part of this process. 

PART ONE:  THE SELF-ASSESSMENT FRAMEWORK
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Figure 1: Five Capacities in the 5C Framework

Capability  
to commit  
& engage

Capability  
to carry out  

technical, service 
delivery &  
logistical  

tasks

Capability  
to adapt &  
Self-renew

Capability  
to relate & 

Attract

Capacity

Capability  
to Balance  

diversity &  
Coherence
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