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What is data capability and why is it 
important for the NFP sector?

Not-for-profit organisations are undergoing significant change 
following trends in the wider economy.1 

As community services rapidly digitise, 
they are generating more data than 
ever before. These transformations 
are leading to innovation in data 
analysis and enthusiasm about the 
potential for data-driven decision 
making. However, increased use of 
personal data and automated systems 
raises ethical issues including gaining 
community trust, and introduces 
challenges in building knowledge, skills 
and capability. 

Despite optimism across the NFP 
sector about the use of data analysis 
and automation to improve services 
and social impact, we are already 
seeing a growing data divide. Private 
sector companies have for some time 
invested heavily in data science and 
machine learning. However, many in 
the NFP sector are unsure how to 
meet the demands of these digital 
and data transformations. With limited 
resources, small, medium and large 
organisations alike face challenges  
in building their data capability  
and channelling it toward improved 
social outcomes. Working with 
marginalised clients, collecting 
sensitive personal information, and 
tackling seemingly intractable cycles  
of disadvantage, the sector needs  
a data capability revolution. 

Data capability is an evolving concept, 
but we define it as follows: 

Data capability is the 
combination of the technical 
and material conditions, 
the skills, knowledge and 
proficiencies, and the strategic 
and ethical oversight driving 
the creation and use of data 
for improving knowledge, 
problem solving and 
decision-making. 

The data capability challenge for 
the NFP sector is complex. Through 
research with data professionals and 
leaders across the sector2 we found 
challenges including: 

 → Inadequate or siloed data systems 
resulting in barriers to accessing 
data, both internally within the 
organisation and externally through 
open or shared data 

 → Attracting and developing NFP 
sector-specific data skills, 
knowledge and expertise 

 → Establishing a holistic strategy for 
building data capability and gaining 
public trust in the social benefits 
of data and automated systems 
through responsible data practices 

 → Extending data knowledge and 
insights through collaboration and 
cross-sector data sharing 

 → Developing best practice data 
governance to address evolving 
concerns with ethics, consent and 
potential data harms, especially as 
data begins to underpin automated 
decision systems 

Benchmarking and strategic planning 
are crucial steps in addressing these 
and related challenges. This short 
guide sets out a Data Capability 
Framework developed with and for 
the NFP sector and explains how it 
can be used to raise the bar in the use 
of data for impact and innovation. It 
conceptualises the core dimensions 
of data capability that need to be 
addressed. These dimensions can 
be tailored to meet an organisation’s 
specific strategic goals, impact 
and outcomes. 

The Framework distils the challenges 
and successes of organisations we 
have worked with. It represents both 
the factors that underpin effective 
data capability and the pathways 
to achieving it. In other words, as 
technologies and data science 
techniques continue to change, data 
capability is both an outcome to aspire 
to, and a dynamic, ongoing process of 
experimentation and adaption.

Our research has shown that data 
capability involves fostering effective 
and responsible data practices across 
three integrated dimensions: data 
access and infrastructure, data skills 
and data governance3. 

When organisations have invested in 
building data capability with positive 
results, they have established a 
data strategy that is integrated with 
their mission and change logic. A 
Data Capability Framework can help 
to articulate the role data plays in 
achieving outcomes and impact. 

Data practices vary across different 
organisational settings, according 
to administrative and operational 
needs. They may vary in response 
to the reporting requirements of 
funders and the perceived benefits 
of demonstrating social impact. Data 
practices are embedded in established 
contexts, systems and traditions, 
and may be periodically reviewed 
and renewed. 

Each broad dimension of data 
capability can be further defined by 
a set of sub-capabilities. These are 
either cultural – related to the values, 
norms, and domain knowledges 
common to an organisation and it’s 
setting – or structural – related more to 
the systems, technologies, standards 
and formal procedures. 

Our definitions for each layer were 
drawn from existing scholarship and 
engagement with NFP organisations. 
They can be used to establish 
measures and to decide what needs 
to be considered as part of data 
capability improvement. In this way, 
the data capability framework can help 
with review and strategic planning, and 
can help guide decisions about hiring, 
directing resources and training.
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Systems and tools
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Definitions, capabilities and 
core questions

Capability Definition Sub-capabilities Core questions
Access & 
Infrastructure

The degree to 
which useful data 
is generated or 
accessed, and the 
technical means to 
manage and make use 
of it 

 → Collection 
methodology

 → Availability for use
 → Classifications & 
standards 

 → Systems and tools

 → What counts as data, and how is it generated  
and accessed?

 → Are datasets siloed and difficult to access? 
 → Is there an organisation-wide strategy for integrated 
data software systems? 

 → How well do data technologies support 
organisational purpose?

Skills The ability to generate, 
read, appraise, 
analyse and use data 
responsibly to aid 
decision-making

 → Data wrangling 
(cleaning, editing, 
linking)

 → Data & domain 
expertise

 → Analysis (problem 
posing & solving)

 → Communicating  
with data

 → How are roles and responsibility for the use of data 
allocated within the organisation?

 → How is data expertise fostered and to what extent is 
this inclusive? 

 → What is the quality of data and the value of data 
analysis for decision making? 

 → How is data analysis communicated internally, with 
funders, clients and the wider community?

Governance Established processes 
of leadership, 
stewardship and 
accountability for the 
ethical generation 
and use of data for 
decision-making

 → Use, re-use & sharing
 → Stewardship & 
management

 → Ethics & inclusivity 
(consent, lived 
experience)

 → Legality

 → Who is accountable for datasets and has the 
authority to control access and use?

 → Who takes responsibility for managing privacy and 
data security? 

 → How are ethical principles and issues identified and 
addressed?

 → How are legal requirements and security monitored 
and implemented?

Access and Infrastructure 
Sub-capabilities range from having 
systems and tools in place to collect, 
store and analyse data, to having a 
collection methodology, including 
classifications and standards. Often 
these capability areas are highly 
contingent on factors such as funding, 
organisational size and purpose, but 
they also relate to strategic direction 
and management decisions. 

Data skills 
Sub-capabilities are evolving with 
transformations in both the technology 
environment and developments in data 
science and engineering. This includes 
training and skills development, 
moving data skills beyond dedicated 
data and IT teams to include front-
line workers, practitioners, and even 
bringing data literacy to clients and 
communities. Promote and support 
‘data gardeners’ – the staff members 
who love tinkering with tools and data 
analysis to generate insights. 

Data governance 
Sub-capabilities involve a broad set of 
processes, policies and actions. With 
growing awareness of the importance 
of data equity, inclusivity and diversity, 
organisations need new tools and 
techniques for accountability and 
transparency alongside security 
and management.

Data capabilities and sub-capabilities are dynamic.  
We encourage organisations and teams to contribute  
to a sector-specific framework by defining those 
capabilities that best address their strategic goals  
and ambitions for the effective and ethical use of data.
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How does this work in practice?  
A data capability case study

This fictional case study illustrating the data capability journey 
of a medium-sized NFP organisation draws on our research 
collaborations. It illustrates some of the challenges organisations 
face, and the way data capability cuts across processes of accessing 
and managing data, building data skills, teams and governance. 

Data access & infrastructure:
Youthworks Central builds its own 
datasets, often involving sensitive 
health, disability and housing 
information, but is also starting to 
use publicly available data from the 
Australian Bureau of Statistics and 
other open datasets to generate 
insights. It has begun to integrate 
data collection and storage 
through a new enterprise system 
and is exploring standards and 
minimum datasets. 

Like many organisations, Youthworks 
Central is often required to report 
statistics in different ways for 
different programs depending 
on the funder and even the data 
systems used. Often data generated 
is not available for analysis beyond 
established forms of reporting. To 
address this, they are currently 
looking to set up a data lake to bring 
more data sets together for new 
forms of analysis and reporting. 

Data skills: 
The benefits of using data to 
understand trends in service 
provision are clear to Youthworks 
Central. Leadership executives 
and board members value the 
development of skills in data analysis. 
There is also an appetite within 
the staff – even among frontline 
practitioners and case workers – to 
make use of data and develop skills 
in data manipulation and analysis. 
However, the organisation does not 
have a dedicated data scientist or 
specialist analytics team, and it 
can be a challenge to upskill staff 
to the levels necessary to use 
data effectively. 

Leaders are not sure which 
methodologies and tools are best 
suited to Youthworks Central’s long 
and short-term needs and find this 
challenging at times. Training and 
upskilling are being considered as 
part of an overall strategy to increase 
the use of data and analysis for 
guiding day-to-day work. Larger-
scale strategic data projects have 
been discussed but not yet started. 
Unstructured textual data constitutes 
a challenge for the organisation 
because of the amount of manual 
work needed to make use of it.

 

Data governance: 
Rules around the use of data affect 
the Youthworks Central’s operations 
in several ways. Rules around client 
confidentiality shapes how data is 
managed, stored, and used. At the 
same time, rules around transparency 
in the sector mean that the 
organisation has been prompted to 
collect and make visible some data 
about organisational practices that 
they might not have otherwise shared 
publicly. The organisation prioritises 
working with their community to 
ensure sensitive and ethical data 
collection and use. 

Data governance at Youthworks 
Central is tied to quality assurance 
and accountability more broadly. 
It intersects with data access and 
infrastructure, and the fostering 
of data skills right across the 
organisation. Laws and guidelines 
about the sharing of data on service 
outcomes make it necessary for the 
organisation to define a new role of 
data steward. Youthworks Central is 
developing a strategy to ensure that 
data is collected and used in ways 
that not only improves efficiency and 
day-to-day decision-making but also 
benefits their clients and community. 

The organisation: 
Youthworks Central supports young people across a range of service domains 
including housing, mental health support, and disability support and employment.  
It is well known and funded both with public money and donations, with more than 
400 staff across metropolitan and regional sites in Victoria, Australia. 
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What is the theory behind the data 
capability framework? 

Given its for-purpose 
status, the NFP 
sector has a unique 
opportunity, and 
responsibility, to 
address ethical, 
social justice and 
equity issues 
with and through 
data capability.

We are not alone in devising a data 
capability framework. 

The Australian Public Service 
Commission, for example, has 
developed a Data Governance 
Framework4 based on one established 
by the New Zealand Government.5 
These toolkits help governments to 
define data capability and identify 
strengths and gaps across the public 
sector. Both Frameworks nominate 
26 data capabilities associated with 
different parts of the data lifecycle: 
plan, collect, describe, store, prepare, 
analyse and use, save/destroy. Our 
Data Capability Framework works to 
simplify and distil the core capability 
areas and sub-capabilities relevant to 
the NFP sector. 

Building on existing frameworks and 
working with diverse organisations 
in the NFP and community sector, 
we believe that more can be done 
to underpin data capability with 
responsible, ethical and inclusive 
principles. Good data governance is 
essential, but social good outcomes 
do not necessarily follow from strong 
organisational data management. 
Behind our Data Capability Framework 
are some important orientations that 
aim to identify and activate the social 
value of data. 

Our aim has been to position Data 
Capability as grounded in the goals 
and values of the organisations in the 
NFP sector. The approach therefore 
draws on the literature of social justice 
and equity, as these are elaborated in 
human-centred, feminist and queer 
approaches to data science. These 
approaches focus on establishing 
consent, enabling data sovereignty and 
participation, ensuring inclusion and 
equity to make sure data capabilities 
deliver social benefit. 

Human-centred data science is about 
bringing rich contextual knowledge 
to computational approaches. It 
involves developing awareness and 
empathy for the subjects of data 
collection and analysis, which can 
improve trust in data collection and 
use.6 Human-centred data science 
insists on creating space for reflection 
on the impact and implications of 
data collection and use for all people, 
especially those who are most at risk of 
data harms. 

Data justice considers the power 
dynamics inherent in the uses of data, 
situated in relation to other social 
practices, rather than seeing it as a 
resource to be exploited.7 Similarly, 
approaches to ‘data feminism’ have 
argued for data science to address 
the power imbalances that can affect 
the social value of its production, 
analysis and use.8 Responsible data 
practices involve examining and 
challenging power inequalities that 
affect, for example, what or who gets 
counted and what the numbers say. 
Recent work on Indigenous data 
sovereignty,9 and queer data10 aims to 
ensure that data harms are mitigated 
through the direct involvement and 
empowerment of the subjects of data, 
and that consent and control over the 
use of personal and sensitive data is 
not unilateral. 

When we refer to data skills and data 
literacy, this is informed by the work 
of Catherine D’Ignazio and others 
who have expanded the concept 
and practice of building data literacy 
beyond the field of data science. A 
critical approach to data science 
begins from the understanding 
that data collection and analysis is 
produced and reproduced unequally.11 
It does not assume that data 
represents neutral or objective truth, 
but instead “acknowledges the social 
and political context in which data are 
collected and communicated”.12 Biases 
are easily embedded in data collection 
and reproduced in analysis used to 
inform decision making. When those 
processes are automated, the resulting 
algorithmic biases can create new data 
harms at scale.13 

For these reasons, our Data Capability 
Framework emphasises technologies, 
skills and governance equally, 
and expands on what is meant by 
each, with the aim of achieving the 
responsible, ethical and inclusive use 
of data.
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How did we develop  
the framework? 

This framework has 
been co-developed 
through workshops 
and interviews 
with organisations 
across the sector 
according to a 
participatory design 
methodology.14 

We worked with 53 people from 
28 organisations across three phases 
of workshops and interviews between 
2021 and 2022. Workshops involved 
a wide-ranging discussion of the 
challenges and benefits of using data 
within the sector, while one-on-one 
interviews followed up on broader 
themes in a more organisation-
specific way. 

The methodology recognises the 
importance of organisational data 
settings, and the situations and 
contexts in which data practices are 
forming around specific social impact 
goals. Beginning with processes of 
elicitation and discovery we gathered 
insights about the challenges and 
goals of different organisations across 
the sector in working with data and 
improving data capability. 

Following on from those investigations, 
we held workshops to deliberate on 
early iterations of the Data Capability 
Framework. It was important to 
continue to contextualise each 
dimension in actual data practices, 
and work with organisations to shape a 
useful framework. We continue to work 
with the sector to conceptualise data 
capability in a way that is specific to 
the needs of organisations of different 
sizes and missions. 

Elicitation Discovery Deliberation Contextualisation Codesign
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What does the NFP sector  
need to do now?

As the NFP sector undergoes digital transformation it has great 
opportunity to generate social value from data through its use 
in analysis, decision making and social innovation. Sector-wide 
data capability measurement and fostering data communities of 
practice are essential if the sector is to maximise data for social 
good and minimise potential harms in the fast-approaching context 
of a data-driven and automated society. We see three key steps in 
achieving this goal. 

1.  
Measuring data capability 
across the NFP sector, and in 
international contexts. 
Benchmarking and comparative 
measurements over time help to 
establish an evidence base to drive 
change, innovation and advocacy. 
This is best achieved by gathering 
perspectives from different parts 
of the NFP sector targeting a wide 
range of social problems, and 
across organisations of different 
sizes. Sector-wide measurement 
can be effectively combined with 
individual organisational data maturity 
assessment as developed in the UK15 
and in the USA.16

2. 
Pairing data capability 
assessment with useful 
resources.
The NFP sector needs support through, 
for example, information resources, 
governance and policy templates, 
and systems-based professional 
development resources. 

We believe these work best when they 
are tailored to organisations’ specific 
circumstances and inclusive of the 
sector’s diverse workforce.

3. 
Informing data capability 
communities of practice for 
sector-wide change. 
Collaboration is essential to ensure 
the NFP sector achieves positive 
impact through the responsible and 
innovative use of data.
Sharing expertise and best-practice 
can help the sector work together 
and facilitate collaboration among 
complementary and adjacent 
organisations. In the USA, for 
example, the National Neighborhood 
Indicators Partnership (NNIP) has been 
successful over many years in building 
and coordinating learning networks 
and enabling wider access to data 
skills to address social equity. 
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Glossary  
and endnotes

Benchmark. The practice of measuring 
the practices of an organisation for 
comparison over time or with other 
organisations. 

Community of practice. A network 
or group of people with a common 
concern or set of problems, in this case 
around data capability for social good. 

Indigenous data sovereignty. Just 
as ‘data sovereignty’ is the notion 
that data is subject to the laws and 
governance structures in the nation 
it is collected, ‘Indigenous data 
sovereignty’ refers to the rights of 
Indigenous peoples to govern the 
collection, storage, application and 
insights drawn from data about 
their communities, peoples, lands, 
and resources.

Data capability. The ability of an 
organisation to use and analyse data in 
a way that furthers their purpose. 

Data ethics. The evaluation of data 
practices according to their impact 
on values such as privacy, consent, 
confidentiality, data ownership, 
security, and transparency. Data 
ethics are contested and subject to 
changing norms. 

Data expertise. The presence of 
specialised skills and approaches to 
the use of data. We assume that the 
kinds of data expertise necessary 
in the NFP sector are likely to be 
different. Data expertise evolves over 
time and according to its domain 
of use. 

Data governance. The application 
of laws, guidelines, and regulations 
around the use of data, including 
ethics, privacy regulation, and data 
sharing and structures of consent.

Data infrastructure. The components 
that enable data collection, storage, 
analysis and use, including the 
hardware, software, network systems 
and tools. 

Data lake. A centralised repository for 
structured and unstructured data.

Data management. The processing, 
storage, organisation and maintenance 
of data collected in an organisational 
setting. 

Data maturity. A process of working 
towards improving capability in all 
aspects of collecting, managing and 
using data in an organisational setting. 

Data stewardship. An oversight or data 
governance role in an organisation 
responsible for the quality and ethical 
treatment of data in an organisation 
and supporting its use for decision 
making and social impact. 

Outcome measures. The domains 
and sub-domains aligned with an 
organisation’s purpose and activities 
that show positive change for 
individuals, groups or communities. 

Domain expertise. Expertise in the 
practice of the organisation. This is 
relevant to the collection and use of 
data because domain expertise and 
literacy affects the value of data and 
the purpose it can be put towards.

Not-for-Profit (NFP). The NFP sector 
refers to organisations that have a 
purpose relating to social outcomes 
or social good rather than profit. 
Other terms include civil society, for 
purpose, non-profit, non-governmental 
organisations (NGOs), the third sector 
or community sector, charitable 
organisations and social enterprise. 

Social impact. Any positive change 
that addresses social problems, 
injustices and challenges. 

1 Naughtin, C., Hajkowicz, S., Schleiger, E., 
Bratanova, A., Cameron, A., Zamin, T., Dutta, A. 
(2022). Our Future World: Global megatrends 
impacting the way we live over coming decades. 
Brisbane, Australia: CSIRO.

2 Yao, X., McCosker, A., Albury, K., Maddox, 
A., Farmer, J. (2021). Building Data Capacity 
in the Not-For-Profit Sector: Interim 
Report. Swinburne University: Melbourne, 
https://doi.org/10.26185/ey72-s303

3 Ibid.

4 Australian Public Service Commission, APS Data 
Capability Framework, https://www.apsc.gov.au/
publication/aps-data-capability-framework

5 New Zealand Government, data.govt.nz,  
https://www.data.govt.nz/toolkit/data-
capability-framework/data-capability-
framework-guide/

6 Aragon, C. R., Guha, S., Kogan, M., Muller, M., & 
Neff, G. (2022). Human-centered data science: 
An introduction. The MIT Press.

7 Dencik, L., Hintz, A., Redden, J., & Treré, E. 
(2019). Exploring Data Justice: Conceptions, 
Applications and Directions. Information, 
Communication & Society, 22(7), 873–881. 
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2019.1606268

8 D’Ignazio, C., & Klein, L. F. (2020). Data feminism. 
The MIT Press.

9 Kukutai, T., & Taylor, J. (Eds.). (2016). Indigenous 
Data Sovereignty (1st ed.). ANU Press. 
https://doi.org/10.22459/CAEPR38.11.2016

10 Guyan, K. (2022). Queer Data: Using Gender, 
Sex and Sexuality Data for Action. Bloomsbury 
Publishing.

11 D’Ignazio, C., & Bhargava, R. (2020). Data 
visualization literacy: A feminist starting point. 
In M. Engebretsen & K. Helen (Eds.), Data 
Visualization in Society. Amsterdam University 
Press. https://doi.org/10.5117/9789463722902

12 Ibid, p. 209.

13 Buolamwini, J., & Gebru, T. (2018, January). 
Gender shades: Intersectional accuracy 
disparities in commercial gender classification. 
In Conference on fairness, accountability and 
transparency (pp. 77–91). PMLR. Redden, J., 
Brand, J., & Terzieva, V. (2020) Data harm record. 
Data Justice Lab, https://datajusticelab.org/
data-harm-record/ 

14 McCosker, A., Yao, X., Albury, K., Maddox, A., 
Farmer, J., & Stoyanovich, J. (2022). Developing 
data capability with non-profit organisations 
using participatory methods. Big Data & Society, 
9(1), 20539517221099882.

15 Data Orchard, Data Maturity Framework for the 
NFP sector, https://www.dataorchard.org.uk/
resources/data-maturity-framework

16 data.org Data Maturity Assessment, https://
data.org/news/advance-your-data-journey/

A Data Capability Framework for the Not-for-Profit Sector 9

https://doi.org/10.26185/ey72-s303
https://www.apsc.gov.au/publication/aps-data-capability-framework
https://www.apsc.gov.au/publication/aps-data-capability-framework
http://data.govt.nz
http://data.govt.nz
https://www.data.govt.nz/toolkit/data-capability-framework/data-capability-framework-guide/
https://www.data.govt.nz/toolkit/data-capability-framework/data-capability-framework-guide/
https://www.data.govt.nz/toolkit/data-capability-framework/data-capability-framework-guide/
https://doi.org/10.1080/1369118X.2019.1606268
https://doi.org/10.22459/CAEPR38.11.2016
https://doi.org/10.5117/9789463722902
https://datajusticelab.org/data-harm-record/
https://datajusticelab.org/data-harm-record/
https://www.dataorchard.org.uk/resources/data-maturity-framework
https://www.dataorchard.org.uk/resources/data-maturity-framework
http://data.org
http://data.org
https://data.org/news/advance-your-data-journey/
https://data.org/news/advance-your-data-journey/



	What is data capability and why is it important for the NFP sector?
	NFP Data Capability Framework 
	Definitions, capabilities and core questions
	How does this work in practice? A data capability case study
	What is the theory behind the data capability framework? 
	How did we develop the framework? 
	What does the NFP sector need to do now?

	Glossary and endnotes

