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The maturity assessment is an invaluable tool for enhancing education and 
guidance within not-for-profit organizations. Crafting an effective maturity 
assessment can be challenging, but by drawing from the insights of experts such 
as Maier, Anja & Moultrie, James & Clarkson, P., as outlined in their work "Assessing 
Organizational Capabilities: Reviewing and Guiding the Development of Maturity 
Grids," we can offer comprehensive guidance on creating a robust maturity 
assessment tailored to the specific needs of not-for-profits.

To ensure the success of your maturity assessment, it's essential to follow a 
structured approach that encompasses the following phases:

1. Design - definition of the intended audience, the purpose of the assessment, 
the scope, and success criteria. 

2. Build - Mapping out the process areas to be assessed, the maturity levels 
(rating scale) to be utilised and the descriptions for each level and process area. 

3. Testing - Road testing the maturity assessment with users to see if it delivers 
the result you are expecting.
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In the design phase of crafting a robust maturity assessment, a series of pivotal 
considerations come into play. This phase acts as the cornerstone for developing 
an evaluation framework that is not only comprehensive but also practical and 
impactful. Within this phase, four key elements demand careful attention: 
identifying the intended audience, clarifying the assessment's purpose, defining 
its scope, and establishing success criteria.

Understanding the Audience:

The very first stride in this journey involves identifying the primary stakeholders 
who will engage with the maturity assessment. This entails recognizing two 
fundamental groups: the entities undergoing assessment and the stakeholders 
responsible for implementing the assessment's outcomes. Delving into the 
realm of the entities being assessed, it's essential to address pivotal questions:

• Can a singular individual within the organization aptly assess or make 
determinations representing the entire collective?

• Can insights derived from one particular segment of the organization be 
extrapolated to encapsulate the entire entity?
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Practical Example: A not-for-profit organization focused on education. The 
intended audience for their maturity assessment could include teachers, 
students, administrators, and parents. Each of these groups plays a vital role in 
the organization's impact on education, and their perspectives need to be 
considered to create a holistic assessment.

Defining the Aim:

The essence of a maturity assessment often aligns with one of two overarching 
objectives:

• Analytical Improvement: This objective revolves around collecting empirical 
evidence to pinpoint areas that demand enhancement while evaluating the 
efficacy of improvement initiatives.

• Benchmarking Excellence: Here, the focal point is unearthing best practices 
and standards of distinction. This facet assists in identifying practices that 
consistently deliver value within a distinct context.

It's imperative to recognize that analytical improvement and benchmarking 
excellence often coalesce harmoniously. Processes and systems are gauged 
against industry benchmarks, thereby spotlighting facets that necessitate 
refinement. Both these dimensions serve two primary outcomes:

1. Elevating Awareness: Empowering participants with an enriched 
understanding of the organization's strengths and the domains that warrant 
concerted attention.

2. Benchmarking and Comparison: Establishing a platform to juxtapose 
processes or capabilities against exemplars of best practices and industry 
performance standards.

Practical Example: An environmental conservation NGO. For their maturity 
assessment, their analytical improvement goal might involve analysing data on 
the effectiveness of their tree planting campaigns and identifying regions where 
the impact has been significant or lacking. Meanwhile, their benchmarking 
improvement goal could involve researching other successful conservation 
programs to determine best practices for maximizing reforestation efforts.

Clarifying the Scope:

The extent of the assessment's reach must be precisely delineated to ensure its 
pertinence and precision. Is the assessment poised to span a broad spectrum, 
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encapsulating generic aspects? Or does it intend to delve deep into a specific 
domain within the not-for-profit landscape? Should the latter be the case, 
procuring domain-specific insights becomes indispensable to render the 
assessment both meaningful and applicable. This encompasses capturing 
nuances and terminologies specific to the chosen domain.

Practical Example: A mental health not-for-profit is creating a maturity 
assessment. They might choose to focus specifically on the domain of peer 
support programs. By narrowing the scope to this specific area, they can gather 
more targeted insights and recommendations for enhancing their peer support 
initiatives.

Defining Success Criteria:

A linchpin of the design phase, the establishment of lucid success criteria holds 
paramount importance. These criteria pivot around two cardinal aspects, viewed 
from the perspective of the end user:

• Usability: Gauging the degree to which users can grasp the language and 
concepts presented within the assessment.

• Usefulness: Evaluating the extent to which users perceive the assessment as a 
tool for fostering learning and devising effective strategies for enhancement.

Furthermore, aligning your organizational success criteria with these facets 
enhances the prospects of users taking actionable strides subsequent to 
completing the assessment.

Practical Example: A food bank organization developing a maturity assessment 
for their outreach programs. Usability success criteria could involve ensuring that 
the assessment language is easily understood by both volunteers and recipients. 
Usefulness success criteria might include having clear action steps for improving 
their food distribution methods based on the assessment results.

By meticulously addressing these facets during the design phase, not-for-profit 
entities can lay a formidable foundation for a maturity assessment that is not just 
informative, but also pertinent and potent in steering positive transformation 
across their operational landscape. This phase lays the bedrock upon which the 
entire assessment structure is built, making its conscientious execution a pivotal 
determinant of the assessment's eventual success.
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Crafting the Path to Impact Measurement

In the dynamic realm of not-for-profit organizations, the "Build" phase stands as 
a critical cornerstone when constructing a powerful maturity assessment. This 
phase is where the groundwork is laid for a comprehensive evaluation tool that 
empowers organizations to both gauge and amplify their impact. Let's dive deep 
into the intricacies of each component within this pivotal phase, guiding you 
towards designing a maturity assessment that paves the way for transformative 
change.

Selecting Process Areas: The Palette of Progress

Selecting the right process areas to assess is akin to choosing the colours on an 
artist's palette. Just as each colour contributes to the masterpiece, each process 
area contributes to your organization's progress. Let's consider an example:

Imagine a wildlife conservation not-for-profit. They could select process areas like 
"Habitat Preservation," "Community Engagement," and "Fundraising Strategies." 
Each of these process areas represents a different facet of their operations and 
impact.
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Build Phase

Strategies to Guide Your Process Area 
Selection:

• Literature Review: Just as a 
researcher gathers references, your 
not-for-profit can delve into 
research papers, industry reports, 
and case studies to uncover best 
practices in each selected area.

• Expert Counsel: Consider engaging 
with experts who have been 
working in your field for years. For 
instance, a seasoned conservation 
biologist could provide insights into 
the critical aspects of habitat 
preservation.

• Desktop Research: Think of this as a 
treasure hunt for ideas. Scour 
online forums, attend industry 
conferences, and join networking 
groups to unearth innovative 
practices and concepts.

• Goal Alignment: Aligning with 
organizational objectives is like 
following a roadmap. If your not-
for-profit's goal is to enhance 
community engagement, that 
becomes a process area central to 
your assessment.

Remember, the magic lies in balance; 
aim for around 20 items across all 
process areas to ensure your 
assessment remains practical and 
manageable.

Selecting Maturity Levels: Climbing 
the Stairs of Progress

Maturity levels give your assessment 
depth and context. They're like

different floors in a skyscraper, each 
representing a new level of 
achievement. To illustrate:

Consider a youth empowerment 
organization. They might define 
maturity levels like "Initiating," 
"Growing," "Thriving," and 
"Transforming." As the youth they work 
with evolve, so does the organization's 
maturity level.

Key Levers Influencing Maturity:

1. Structural Integrity: Evaluate the 
presence and adherence to 
structured processes, focusing on 
transparency, infrastructure, and 
formality.

2. Organisational Architecture: Delve 
into the impact of role changes, 
policies, and overall organizational 
structure on maturity levels.

3. People-Centric Approach: Assess the 
emphasis on skill development, 
training, and relationship-building 
within your organization.

4. Learning Culture: Gauge the 
organization's attitude towards 
learning, encompassing awareness, 
mindset, and openness to change.

Crafting a rating scale aligned with one 
or more of these levers ensures an 
accurate assessment of maturity levels.

Descriptions for Each Level and Process 
Area: The Tapestry of Progress

The true essence of your maturity 
assessment lies in the descriptions. 
These descriptions, clear and concise,
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Build Phase

breathe life into your assessment.

Elements of Effective Descriptions:

1. Enlightening Narratives: Create detailed narratives for each maturity level within 
a specific process area. These narratives should encapsulate the defining 
attributes of each level.

2. Informed Backing: Justify your descriptions by referencing sources like recipient 
feedback and cross-organisational comparisons.

3. Descriptor Framework: Consider defining scale extremes (optimal and 
suboptimal practices) and subsequently flesh out intermediate stages. 
Collaboration with stakeholders and experts is instrumental in this endeavour.

Exploring Approaches for Descriptive Text:

Choose between a top-down approach, starting with defining maturity levels and 
then crafting practices, or a bottom-up approach, defining requirements and 
measures before crafting definitions. The approach should align with the maturity 
of the field.

Harvesting Information for Descriptions:

Gather insights from a diverse array of sources:

• Recipient Insights: Delve into potential assessment recipients' perspectives to 
capture their expectations and needs.

• Empirical Wisdom: Explore practices across organizations through empirical 
studies and documented case studies.

• Best Practice: Navigate best practice guides from excellence initiatives to glean 
effective practices.

Embarking on the "Build" phase empowers not-for-profits to shape a potent 
maturity assessment, a compass guiding them towards impact. This foundation 
becomes a launchpad for organizational growth and progress, a testament to their 
commitment to creating positive change. With these insights, you're poised to 
create a maturity assessment that elevates your not-for-profit's transformative 
journey.
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Testing Phase

Testing, Refinement, and Validation

Iterative Refinement: Fostering Excellence Through User Insights

As not-for-profit organizations forge ahead in crafting a tailor-made maturity 
assessment that resonates with their beneficiaries, the phase of iterative 
refinement takes center stage. Picture this: a youth empowerment organization 
is in the process of developing a maturity assessment to gauge the effectiveness 
of its leadership development program. Through surveys and one-on-one 
discussions with young leaders who have participated in the program, the 
organization collects invaluable insights. These insights drive the iterative 
process, gradually fine-tuning the assessment's questions, scoring mechanism, 
and focus areas. With each iteration, the assessment becomes more attuned to 
the nuanced growth trajectories of the youth participants..

Validating Levels and Process Areas: The Litmus Test of Efficacy

Imagine an environmental conservation group seeking to measure the maturity 
of its sustainability initiatives. In the validation phase, the group administers the 
assessment to a diverse set of projects within their organization. 
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Testing Phase

The assessment's criteria are scrutinized against real-world outcomes. This 
rigorous testing unveils the areas where the assessment aligns seamlessly with 
the goals and where adjustments are needed. For instance, the group might 
discover that their assessment framework doesn't fully capture the impact of 
community engagement efforts, prompting them to refine the process areas to 
reflect this essential aspect of their work.

Harnessing the Power of Real-Life Cases: The Case Study Paradigm

Consider a global health non-profit rolling out a maturity assessment for its 
vaccination programs in various regions. By applying the assessment to a case 
study scenario in a remote village, the organization observes how the 
assessment reveals gaps in training, supply chain logistics, and community 
involvement. 

They gather qualitative data through interviews with healthcare workers and 
quantitative data through vaccination coverage rates. This approach highlights 
the tangible impact of the assessment, not just in terms of theoretical 
benchmarks, but in the actual health outcomes achieved.

Unveiling Areas of Enhancement: Illuminating the Path Forward

Let's dive into a cultural preservation organization's journey. They've designed a 
maturity assessment to measure the effectiveness of their efforts to safeguard 
traditional art forms. Through a case study involving a struggling indigenous art 
community, the organization identifies that their assessment lacks sensitivity to 
the community's cultural nuances. 

This prompts them to reframe certain questions, ensuring that the assessment 
respects and captures the essence of the art forms' significance. The case study 
acts as a beacon, guiding the organization towards areas demanding refinement 
for the assessment to truly mirror their mission's impact.
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Need some help with all this?

If this all seems a bit overwhelming
we're here to help - book in a 

30mins consultation. We can help 
with advice, setup and ongoing 

running if you need.

Contact Us

info@simpleandengaging.com


