

[image: ]




[image: ]

A Guide to

Assessing

Needs





[image: ]

A Guide to

Assessing
 Needs

Essential Tools for Collecting

Information, Making Decisions,

and Achieving Development Results


Ryan Watkins,

Maurya West Meiers,

Yusra Laila Visser





© 2012 International Bank for Reconstruction and Development / 
International Development Association or
The World Bank
1818 H Street NW
Washington DC 20433
Telephone: 202-473-1000
Internet: www.worldbank.org

1 2 3 4 14 13 12 11

This volume is a product of the staff of The World Bank with external contributions. The findings, interpretations, and conclusions expressed in this volume do not necessarily reflect the views of The World Bank, its Board of Executive Directors, or the governments they represent.

The World Bank does not guarantee the accuracy of the data included in this work. The boundaries, colors, denominations, and other information shown on any map in this work do not imply any judgment on the part of The World Bank concerning the legal status of any territory or the endorsement or acceptance of such boundaries.

Rights and Permissions
The material in this work is subject to copyright. Because The World Bank encourages dissemination of its knowledge, this work may be reproduced, in whole or in part, for noncommercial purposes as long as full attribution to the work is given.

For permission to reproduce any part of this work for commercial purposes, please send a request with complete information to the Copyright Clearance Center Inc., 222 Rosewood Drive, Danvers, MA 01923, USA; telephone: 978-750-8400; fax: 978-750-4470; Internet: www.copyright.com.

All other queries on rights and licenses, including subsidiary rights, should be addressed to the Office of the Publisher, The World Bank, 1818 H Street NW, Washington, DC 20433, USA; fax: 202-522-2422; e-mail: pubrights@worldbank.org.

ISBN (paper): 978-0-8213-8868-6
ISBN (electronic): 978-0-8213-8901-0
DOI: 10.1596/978-0-8213-8868-6

Library of Congress Cataloging-in-Publication Data
Watkins, Ryan.
  A guide to assessing needs : essential tools for collecting information, making decisions, and achieving development results / by Ryan Watkins, Maurya West Meiers, Yusra Visser.
    p. cm.
  Includes bibliographical references and index.
  ISBN 978-0-8213-8868-6 (alk. paper) — ISBN 978-0-8213-8901-0 
(electronic : alk. paper)
  1. Economic development projects—Evaluation.  2. Economic development projects—Planning.  3. Organizational effectiveness—Evaluation. 4. Employees—Training of—Evaluation.  I. West Meiers, Maurya, 1967–II. Visser, Yusra Laila.  III. Title. 
  HD75.9.W38 2011
   338.91068’4—dc23

2011039603

Cover design: Naylor Design




CONTENTS



	Preface. Our Value Proposition
	xi



	Acknowledgments
	xiii



	About the Authors
	xv



	 



	Introduction
	1



	What Is This Book About?
	1



	Who Can Benefit from This Book?
	4



	Why Should I Care about Needs Assessments?
	5



	How Will This Book Help Me Collect Information?
	8



	How Will This Book Help Me Make Decisions?
	9



	How Will This Book Help Me Accomplish Results?
	10



	Why Does This Book Focus on Tools, Techniques, Guides, and Checklists?
	11



	 



	Section 1. Needs Assessment: Frequently Asked Questions
	15



	Introduction
	15



	Mind the Gaps
	16



	Why Call It Needs Assessment?
	18



	What Is a Needs Assessment?
	19



	Then, What Is a Need?
	20



	What Is Meant by Improving Performance?
	22



	What Are the Benefits of a Needs Assessment?
	25



	Aren’t We Already Doing This?
	26



	When Should We Conduct a Needs Assessment?
	27



	Are Needs Assessments Just for Reacting to Problems?
	30



	Aren’t Needs Assessments Too Rigid?
	32



	How Does a Needs Assessment Relate to Other Tools You Are Already Using?
	33



	Isn’t an Evaluation the Same Thing?
	34



	Don’t We Already Know What Works?
	35



	Can’t You Just Send Out a Survey Asking People What They Want?
	36



	Section Summary
	36



	 



	Section 2. Needs Assessment: Steps to Success
	39



	Introduction
	39



	How Do You Determine the Scope of Your Needs Assessment?
	39



	Where Do You Begin?
	44



	How Do You Conduct a Basic Needs Assessment?
	46



	How Do You Conduct a Larger-Scale Needs Assessment?
	50



	Who Should Be Involved in a Needs Assessment?
	53



	How Long Will a Needs Assessment Take?
	55



	How Do You Manage a Needs Assessment?
	56



	Where Does a Project’s Logic Model Fit In?
	58



	What Types of Data Should You Collect?
	62



	Which Tools and Techniques from This Book Should You Use?
	65



	When Do You Have Enough Information?
	66



	How Do You Use the Information You Collected to Make Decisions?
	68



	What Activities Should You Consider as Solutions?
	70



	How Do You Decide Which Activities to Implement?
	71



	How Do You Know When You Are Done with Your Needs Assessment?
	73



	What Should Go in a Needs Assessment Report and Presentation?
	75



	 



	Section 3. Needs Assessment: Tools and Techniques
	81



	Introduction
	81



	 



	Part 3A. Data Collection Tools and Techniques
	83



	Document or Data Review
	84



	Guided Expert Reviews
	89



	Management of Focus Groups
	95



	Interviews
	106



	Dual-Response Surveys
	116



	SWOT+
	127



	World Café™ (with “Speed Dating” Variation)
	132



	Delphi Technique
	137



	Performance Observations
	144



	Task Analysis (Hierarchical or Sequential, If-Then, and Model-Based)
	148



	Cognitive Task Analysis
	156



	 



	Part 3B. Decision-Making Tools and Techniques
	165



	Nominal Group Technique (A Group Consensus-Building and Ranking Technique)
	166



	Multicriteria Analysis
	171



	Tabletop Analysis
	180



	Pair-Wise Comparison
	187



	2 × 2 Matrix Decision Aids
	191



	Fishbone Diagrams
	197



	Scenarios
	202



	Root Cause Analysis
	207



	Fault Tree Analysis
	214



	Concept Mapping
	220



	Future Wheel
	228



	Performance Pyramid
	236



	 



	Appendix A. Management and Implementation Guides and Checklists
	245



	A.1. Implementation Plan for a Needs Assessment
	247



	A.2. Detailed Checklist for Needs Assessment Management Activities
	255



	A.3. A Six-Week Needs Assessment Implementation Guide
	265



	A.4. Tools and Techniques to Consider
	269



	A.5. Guide to Selecting Tools and Techniques (Applied Multicriteria Analysis)
	273



	A.6. Three-Phase Needs Assessment Process with Additional Details
	277



	 



	Abbreviations
	285



	 



	References and Recommended Readings
	287



	 



	Index
	293






	 



	Boxes
	 
	 



	I.1
	Two Approaches to a Decision
	3



	I.2
	Information-Gathering Tools in Part 3.A
	9



	I.3
	Decision-Making Tools in Part 3.B
	9



	1.1
	Activities, Not Needs
	17



	1.2
	Needs (Example 1)
	21



	1.3
	Needs (Example 2)
	22



	1.4
	Example of a Systemic Perspective
	26



	1.5
	From A to Z: An Example (Part 1)
	30



	1.6
	Gaining Flexibility
	33



	1.7
	From A to Z: An Example (Part 2)
	34



	2.1
	Tasks in a Needs Assessment
	45



	2.2
	Information-Gathering Tools in Part 3.A
	48



	2.3
	Decision-Making Tools in Part 3.B
	49



	2.4
	Finding Options: An Example
	69



	2.5
	Continuing Role: An Example
	75



	3A.1
	Source Samples
	85



	3A.2
	Sample Uses of Focus Groups
	95



	3A.3
	Sample Uses of Performance Observations
	144



	3B.1
	Sample Uses of Root Cause Analysis
	207



	 



	Figures
	 
	 



	I.1
	General Performance Improvement Framework
	6



	I.2
	Needs Assessment within a Performance Improvement Framework
	7



	1.1
	Relating Needs to Discrepancies between What Is (Current Results) and What Should Be (Desired Results)
	20



	1.2
	Needs Assessment Cycles
	31



	2.1
	Needs Assessment Phases and Basic Steps
	50



	2.2
	Logic Models for Planning, Monitoring, and Evaluating
	59



	2.3
	Logic Models as a Needs Assessment Framework
	61



	3A.1
	Expanded Versions of the SWOT Matrix (SWOT+)
	130



	3A.2
	Example of a Hierarchical Task Analysis Graphic
	151



	3A.3
	Example of an If-Then Task Analysis Graphic
	152



	3A.4
	Example of a Model-Based Task Analysis Graphic
	154



	3B.1
	A Basic Fishbone Diagram
	199



	3B.2
	An Annotated Fishbone Diagram
	199



	3B.3
	Example of a Basic Fault Tree Analysis
	217



	3B.4
	Example of a Basic Concept Map to Illustrate Relationships
	225



	3B.5
	Example of a Basic Concept Map with Clusters Overlaid on Individual Statements
	226



	3B.6
	Sample Future Wheel
	234



	3B.7
	Wedman’s Performance Pyramid
	238



	 



	Tables



	1.1
	Sample Paths That Lead to a Needs Assessment
	28



	2.1
	Three Scopes for Needs Assessments
	41



	2.2
	Sample Partners in a Needs Assessment for Regional Planning
	54



	2.3
	Examples of Data-Collection Tools and Techniques for Each Data Type
	64



	2.4
	Typology of Needs
	74



	2.5
	Typical Contents of a Needs Assessment Report and Presentation
	76



	3A.1
	Examples of Different Rating Scales
	119



	3A.2
	Example of a Completed Survey
	120



	3A.3
	Example of an Analysis of the Completed Survey
	121



	3A.4
	Traditional SWOT Matrix
	129



	3B.1
	Multicriteria Analysis Table Example
	175



	3B.2
	Multicriteria Analysis Table Example (with Weighted Criteria)
	176



	3B.3
	Sample of a Completed Pair-Wise Comparison Table
	189



	3B.4
	Differing Perspectives Example A: Prioritizing Needs (Youth Employment)
	194



	3B.5
	Differing Perspectives Example B: Comparing Potential Solutions (Organizational Performance)
	194



	3B.6
	Rewards vs. Risks Example C: Addressing Needs (Project Completion Delays)
	195



	3B.7
	Rewards vs. Risks Example D: Implementing Solutions (Employee Mentoring)
	195



	3B.8
	Root Cause Summary Table
	210



	A.5.1
	Tools and Techniques Selection Rating
	274



	A.5.2
	Example of the Tools and Techniques Selection Rating
	274





PREFACE. OUR VALUE PROPOSITION

The earliest decisions that lead to development projects (or programs) are among the most critical in determining long-term success. This phase of project development transforms exciting ideas into project proposals, thereby setting the stage for a variety of actions that will eventually lead (if all goes well) to desirable results. From deciding to propose a sanitation project in South Asia to selecting approaches that strengthen school management in South America, those early decisions are the starting place of development results.

Needs assessments support this earliest phase of project development with proven approaches to gathering information and making justifiable decisions. This book, in turn, is your guide to assessing needs and then making essential decisions about what to do next. You will find that this book—filled with practical strategies, tools, and guides—covers both large-scale, formal needs assessments and less-formal assessments that guide daily decisions. Included in the book is a blend of rigorous methods and realistic tools that can help you make informed and reasoned decisions. Together, these methods and tools offer a comprehensive, yet realistic, approach to identifying needs and selecting among alternative ways as you go forward.

The early phase of project or program development is challenging, even for the most seasoned professionals. The phase sometimes begins with a noteworthy change (such as a natural disaster or the ambitions of a new government) or a request (such as when a ministry official asks for help to achieve mandated results). But more often than not, the concepts that lead to significant accomplishments come out of simple conversations (such as those that take place almost every day in the offices of government or development agencies). The concept—sometimes a question, sometimes an identified need, and sometimes a potential solution—is thereby the precursor to decisions that lead to actions and activities that, we hope, lead to results.

Among the critical early decisions of development projects are considerations of establishing essential partnerships, funding opportunities, being aware of potential unintended consequences, and building capacity to achieve results. Aligning these early decisions with the results to be accomplished often sets the stage for future success. Needs assessments provide the structure and tools to collect information and to guide these (and other) important decisions.

Written in what we believe to be a sensible format, this book makes it easy for you to quickly refer to the essential tools that you want while planning and conducting your next needs assessment—or while making your next decision. The book has no long chapters or complex formulas—just adaptive resources that give you the flexibility to use them to accomplish results within your context.

Sections 1 and 2 offer quick, yet full, answers to many frequently asked questions regarding how to make justifiable decisions. Next, section 3 examines a variety of tools and techniques that can be used for both collecting information and making decisions. Appendix A then offers a number of checklists and guides for managing the systematic assessment processes that lead to quality decisions. Finally, the reference list at the end of the book is a valuable resource to research, tools, and discussions of needs assessment.

Collectively, the book represents a unique—and useful—resource for development professionals. The book is intended to be a user’s guide, leading you from an initial concept to a decision about what to do next. Whether you are making decisions about how to improve the capacity of ministry employees or choosing which infrastructure project will best achieve desired development goals, conducting needs assessments can lead to better and more informed decisions. This book offers a variety of needs assessment tools that can strengthen your decisions across numerous contexts.

Note: For the convenience of our readers, copies of the individual tools are available and can be downloaded as single PDF files at http://www.needsassessment.org.
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Introduction

What Is This Book About?

In short, this book is about making informed and justifiable decisions—­decisions that achieve development results. More specifically, they are decisions that move you, your agency or institution, or entire nations from achieving current results to accomplishing desired results.

From deciding which computer to buy, to determining how to improve the performance capacity of a government ministry, numerous decisions must be made every day. Many are routine; others are extraordinary. Some are complex; some are rather straightforward. At times, the decision is yours alone, or it may require collaboration with partners or clients. Some decisions are guided by policies, others by laws, others by traditions, and still others are unique to the situation. Regardless of the characteristics, all of us make decisions that sometimes lead to useful results. At other times—well, most of us would rather not talk about those other times when our decisions led to less-than-desirable results.

Making good decisions about what to do is not easy, nor should it be taken for granted. All of us must continually work on improving our ability to make quality decisions as we study and reflect on what leads up to our making a decision and taking action. The change may come through coaching by a mentor or attending a training course. You may improve your decisions after listening to an audiobook or observing the decisions of a colleague. The management section of any bookstore is filled with books on how to improve decisions in the workplace just as the self-help section is filled with volumes on how to improve decisions in your personal life.

Yet, no matter what we are doing to improve our decisions, we make decisions each day. Most of us are already using a variety of activities to inform our decisions before we jump into action. Leading up to the actual decision and the resulting action, such activities are the precursors that ­typically define the quality of the decision-making process, as well as the decision itself. From our reviewing lessons learned in previous projects to interviewing community members, numerous techniques can be used in the hours, days, or months leading up to a decision. Likewise, you can use numerous tools to facilitate the actual making of a decision—either an individual or a group decision.

No ideal and widely accepted term captures the breadth and depth of the activities leading to a decision, though much of the academic literature refers to them as “needs assessments” (a term that we will also use in this book to describe the group of activities that lead up to decisions that result in actions). Do not get hung up on the specifics of the term, however. The concepts behind needs assessment are far more important to improving the quality of decisions than the possible carry-over conceptions (or misconceptions) that you may have from previous encounters with the term.

As precursors to taking action, needs assessment concepts are likely already familiar to almost everyone. At the shopping mall or hardware store, for instance, informal needs assessments guide our comparisons, thus leading us to select the products and brands that will best help us achieve our desired results. Likewise, a more formal needs assessment will guide our decision in the workplace, thereby helping us manage complex choices about what actions should be taken to accomplish results.

From the mundane, such as selecting a new coffee vendor, to the imperative, such as prioritizing the needs of indigenous people affected by a dam-building project, informed and justifiable decisions rely on the results of formal and informal needs assessments. Those assessments are actually so integrated into our daily lives that we frequently fail to recognize them as part of our decision-making process. In addition, we often forget that numerous tools, techniques, and guides are available to help us collect in-formation—and then make informed decisions based on that information.

Needs assessments offer value by providing logical and disciplined methods for collecting useful information and making decisions based on that information. Needs assessments are often done before any action has been taken (as with an assessment to define the needs of a community before a development loan is requested), although at other times a needs assessment is done to provide strategic direction to activities that are already planned (as with an assessment to define the desired outcomes and objectives of an infrastructure development grant). At still other times, needs assessments are done to inform decisions within the context of larger projects (as with an assessment to identify the results required in local jurisdictions to achieve the objectives of an ongoing national initiative). In all cases, the needs assessment offers a careful process for assessing gaps between current results and desired results (that is, needs) and then for applying that information to identify the available options so that decisions can be made.


Box I.1 Two Approaches to a Decision

Commuting time is a major problem for a municipality in a quickly growing economy.


1. Local policy makers have in mind that widening roads is the best solution. Plans are put in place to borrow necessary funds and local residents are informed of the pending construction.

2. Local policy makers take a systematic look at (a) the needs of citizens, industry, and other community partners; (b) the root causes of the commuting problem; and (c) all of the alternatives for reducing commuting times— before making any decisions. Decisions about what to do are made by comparing alternatives using agreed-upon criteria.





As a precursor to decision making, needs assessments are unlike many other strategic processes. They require a performance perspective that focuses on the results to be accomplished—unlike the more common (and flawed) decision-making processes that focus on solutions or activities to be undertaken (see box I.1). Selecting solutions or activities is obviously part of making decisions, but the decisions should be based on a clear definition of the performance gap and should be chosen on the basis of criteria rather than assumptions.

Processes such as building roads, outsourcing, training teachers, reforming policies, taking loans, or using community participation and thousands of others are activities or solutions (often, solutions in search of problems). Many times initially preferred activities will contribute to solving, or indeed will solve, our problems, but we have insufficient basis for knowing this or for justifying our decisions without some form of predecison assessment. A needs assessment is, in response, a process for clarifying what results must be accomplished and then assessing the potential value of numerous alternative solutions to make an informed and reasonable decision.

Who Can Benefit from This Book?

This book will benefit people and teams involved in planning and decision making. On the basis of their pragmatic value in guiding decisions, needs assessments are used in various professions and settings—from emergency rooms to corporate boardrooms—to guide decision making. Nonetheless, although needs assessments have many different applications, we focus in this book on needs assessments as they are applied in organizations to accomplish results, as opposed to their use in personal decisions or medical triage.

Needs assessments are conducted in many diverse organizations, from steel mills to financial services firms, and their tools can be applied in private sector businesses, government ministries, municipality agencies, local nonprofit institutions, and organizations of all varieties. However, through discussion and examples, this book more specifically focuses on how needs assessments are applied in relation to international development efforts in the public sector (for instance, reducing poverty, improving access to clean water, or addressing gender inequality). This context offers many realistic and pragmatic opportunities to illustrate how various needs assessment steps, tools, techniques, and guides can be used to collect valuable information, to make informed decisions, to achieve results, and to have a positive influence on the lives of people around the world.

People who can benefit from needs assessments could be community leaders and policy makers who oversee decision-making processes and implementation. Agency employees or contractors who design and implement projects can also benefit from building needs assessments into their routine planning processes. Monitoring and evaluation practitioners or auditors can use needs assessments to measure and track results. Com­munity members and other project stakeholders can and should also be involved in needs assessment processes—typically as informants, but increasingly as joint decision makers with policy makers.

To illustrate, when initiating plans to address education improvement issues in a community, policy makers and education system leaders should not limit decision making to their own internal committees. Instead, they should encourage the use of needs assessment processes to gather and gain information about prioritized areas for improvement (and a range of other decision topics) from a host of individuals and groups: parent-teacher ­committees, individual parents from different socioeconomic or ethnic backgrounds, principals, teachers, education researchers, students, businesspeople, and others. Having a participatory approach to data gathering and decision making—although not trouble-free—can contribute to more informed and better decisions for the community and to increased acceptance of final decisions by stakeholders.

There are, of course, many interesting theories that inform the needs assessment literature and many models that try to link individual decisions to international development outcomes. To us, as authors of this book, such theories and models are both exciting and interesting. But we recognize that most readers want us to synthesize all of that information into practical tools that can be used to achieve results. Therefore, what you will find abundant in our book are the steps, tools, techniques, guides, and checklists that you can apply. In sections 1 and 2, we answer general questions you may have about needs assessments with short, straightforward responses. Then in section 3 and appendix A, we equip you with the tools to make informed decisions and to manage the process.

This book is about accomplishing results—focusing on the practical use of needs assessments as the starting place for making knowledgeable and justifiable decisions. Our goal is not to make you an expert in the application of any particular tool or technique; rather, we introduce each approach, describe its strengths and weaknesses in terms of needs assessment applications, provide an overview of what the process could look like in your organization, and then offer a variety of resources where you can learn more.

It should be noted that, although we refer to “you” throughout this book, most needs assessments are actually conducted as a team effort. James Altschuld has written extensively about this collaboration in his Needs Assessment Kit, a series of five books on how to organize, develop, and manage “needs assessment committees.” You may be the leader of such a team or committee, or you may be a contributing member. In either case, your participation in the needs assessment can be guided by the tools found throughout our book.

Why Should I Care about Needs Assessments?

You must make decisions. Needs assessments can help improve the quality of those decisions—thus leading to improvements in performance and the accomplishment of desired results.

Improving results—that is, moving from current to desired performance—is typically a worthwhile and valuable (and often valiant) effort. Improvement efforts routinely bring about benefits for your organization, and they likewise change lives. After all, improving performance isn’t just about improving productivity; it can also lead to increased job satisfaction, longer retention, improved quality of life for employees and others, reduced stress, new social networks, retained knowledge, creative and innovative thinking, and numerous other benefits that influence the individuals who make up an organization. And the value of improving our ability to achieve results does not end with the organization. Our clients, partners, and society at large can all benefit when we accomplish desired results.

Figure I.1 General Performance Improvement Framework

[image: ]

Source: Authors.

Those beneficial results, however, rarely happen by chance alone. Systematic and continual efforts to improve performance (that is, results) are required to ensure success. This book focuses on one critical and foundational process in any performance improvement effort: the needs assessment. The results of your assessment will then guide your subsequent decisions—including the design, implementation, and evaluation of projects and programs that will lead to achieving desired results (see figure I.1).

Throughout this book, you will find guides, tools, and techniques for your needs assessment—no matter how formal or informal your assessment efforts. Section 3 provides two categories of tools and techniques: those used mainly for data collection and those used primarily for decision making. There is no single best way to use the tools or preferred combination of tools, nor should there be. Needs assessments—and the associated tools—are meant to be adaptive, thereby giving you the flexibility to use them to accomplish results within your context.

Many diverse tools may be used to guide your decisions and performance improvement efforts. Use those resources to inform your daily decisions. Use them to weigh your options. Use them to justify complex choices. Use them to improve performance.

Improving performance, as we use the term in this book, is the move from achieving current results to accomplishing desired results. Thus, improving refers to the measured progress from a less-than-desirable state to a desirable state, whereas performance refers to the results—no matter if your organization classifies them as products, outputs, outcomes, impacts, or some combination of these titles. This focus on achieving desirable results guides our approach to needs assessment and its tools. Thus, rather than asking people what they “need,” needs assessments more importantly define gaps in results and highlight opportunities to improve performance.

Figure I.2 Needs Assessment within a Performance Improvement Framework

[image: ]

Source: Authors.

Within a performance improvement framework, needs assessments play a critical role in starting the improvement process (see figure I.2). Assessments inform future decisions; at the same time, they are informed by the results of past decisions. Needs assessments thereby link together past and future performance, guiding decisions throughout the improvement effort.

To guide your improvement efforts, we wrote this book in a format that will make it easy for you to quickly refer to the tools that you want while planning and conducting your next needs assessment—or making your next decision. There are no long chapters or complex formulas. With this book, we have tried to create a reference resource for the next time you want to collect and use information to enhance your decisions. Ideally, you will read this book once and then keep it on your shelf for the next time you have an opportunity to complete a needs assessment, to collect information, to make a decision, and to accomplish results. Individual tools are available as single PDF files at http://www.needsassessment.org.

How Will This Book Help Me Collect Information?

Making quality decisions has become a complex, yet daily, task for most of us. In most organizations today, rarely will your decisions be straightforward and clear-cut, or focused solely on short-term, localized results. Complex organizational structures and processes have become mainstream characteristics of businesses and international development organizations alike, from large multinational companies that supply products to worldwide markets to local nongovernmental organization (NGO) offices. At the same time, organizations now rely on employees—at all levels and in all positions—to make quality decisions on a daily (if not hourly) basis, and they no longer leave all of the “important decisions” to senior management.

What started with companies like Nordstrom, a department store chain that empowered front-line employees to make essential business decisions, has now expanded to other organizations as people in all positions are being asked to make difficult choices and challenging decisions. Similar approaches to improving performance have been embraced in the public sector, in both developed and developing countries. Performance matters and is increasingly measured in all sectors. As a consequence, employees throughout the hierarchies of public sector organizations are being asked to make challenging decisions and to perform at certain levels on which they are judged. Hence, as a precursor to high-quality and justifiable decisions intended to accomplish results, the gathering of useful—as well as valid—information is essential for professionals in almost any role, at almost any level, and within all organizations.

Sometimes collecting the useful information for making a quality decision requires only a few informal conversations with your colleagues. But more often than not, the potential long- and short-term consequences of your decisions require that considerable attention be paid to gathering valuable facts, trend data, differing perspectives, and general advice before making an important choice or selection. Whether your decision is related to building infrastructure (such as roads, wells, or information technologies) or to choosing how to best develop the skills of employees on your project team, you make your best decisions when you have practical information.

Accordingly, you should use a diverse range of information-gathering tools and techniques to ensure that you have the essential details for making sound decisions (see boxes I.2 and I.3). Using tools—such as nominal group technique, fishbone diagrams, and guided expert reviews—that are systematic and replicable from one decision to the next provides information that guides, as well as justifies, the complex decisions you routinely make.


Box. I.2 Information-Gathering Tools in Part 3.A



	Document or Data Review
	page 84



	Guided Expert Reviews
	page 89



	Management of Focus Groups
	page 95



	Interviews
	page 106



	Dual-Response Surveys
	page 116



	SWOT+
	page 127



	World Café™

(with “Speed Dating” Variation)

	page 132



	Delphi Technique
	page 137



	Performance Observations
	page 144



	Task Analysis

(Hierarchical or Sequential, If–Then, and Model-Based)

	page 148



	Cognitive Task Analysis
	page 156







Box I.3 Decision-Making Tools in Part 3.B



	Nominal Group Technique

(A Group Consensus-Building and Ranking Technique)

	page 166



	Multicriteria Analysis
	page 171



	Tabletop Analysis
	page 180



	Pair-Wise Comparison
	page 187



	2 × 2 Matrix Decision Aids
	page 191



	Fishbone Diagrams
	page 197



	Scenarios
	page 202



	Root Cause Analysis
	page 207



	Fault Tree Analysis
	page 214



	Concept Mapping
	page 220



	Future Wheel
	page 228



	Performance Pyramid
	page 236






How Will This Book Help Me Make Decisions?

In the end, making informed and justifiable decisions about what to do next is the goal of any formal or informal needs assessment. Whether you are deciding on your own or with others, you should apply systematic tools and techniques to analyze, synthesize, and then use valid information in all steps of your decision making (see box I.3).

We provide many tools—such as root cause analysis, fault tree diagrams, and pair-wise comparisons—as resources to ensure that the information you have collected is used to support your decision making. When completing a needs assessment or, for that matter, making almost any decision, you should use information that is from multiple sources and is often collected through a range of techniques and tools, so you can represent varied perspectives. Doing so will ensure that you make the most informed decision possible.

All informed decisions are, of course, not necessarily the “right” decisions, because only time can distinguish the true value of a decision. But more often than not, the results of a decision informed by quality facts will outperform results derived from instinct, political expediency, matters of convenience, or other reasons not always based on evidence.1

How Will This Book Help Me Accomplish Results?

Sustainable results are the consequence of organized efforts to make quality decisions, thereby leading to the development of systemic activities that improve accomplishments. Just as you would not benefit from seeing only a podiatrist after a heart attack—focusing solely on your feet with no regard for the rest of your body—neither does your organization benefit when single interventions are used to address complex issues. Although you may specialize in providing a particular solution (ranging from irrigation or microfinance to training or economic policy), it is rarely the case that any of those solutions alone will accomplish sustainable improvements in results.

Improving results requires a long-term, systemic perspective. By undertaking this more durable approach, we avoid quick fixes or one-size-fits-all solutions that may not lead us to our desired results. Additionally, this approach shields us from the latest fads, marketing brochures, or new gadgets. Ultimately, we avoid implementing “solutions” in search of problems.

Solutions, interventions, and activities are obviously important so we can accomplish desired results. Strategic plans will not reduce poverty, nor will good ideas feed the hungry. At the same time, building schools, for example, without regard for training teachers, providing meals, building access roads, finding books, and addressing other systemic issues of education also will not achieve sustainable results. Thus, your transition to achieving desired results, not just current ones, requires a holistic approach; and a needs assessment becomes your essential tool for determining what activities should take place within the context of those complex systems.

Too often, especially in relation to international development assistance projects, activities that worked in one country are viewed as solutions to the challenges being faced by other countries half a world away. From freshwater wells to HIV/AIDS interventions, the complex challenges that face developing countries are rarely the same. As a consequence, a needs assessment can help you determine what activities are most appropriate to address the problems in different contexts.

It is important to keep all of your options on the table. Conduct your needs assessments without any preconceived notions about which improvement activities will be most valuable to your organization or your clients. Listen to others inside and outside your institution, maintain an open perspective to creative ideas, and collect information that will justify your recommendations or decisions in the end.2

Use the steps of a needs assessment to identify needs and opportunities that are based on facts and information rather than on assumptions. Analyze your needs, weigh the benefits and risks of alternative activities, and then make decisions about what to do next. In other words, decide what results should be accomplished before you determine what processes (building dams, developing local training programs, buying computers, offering micro­loans, and so on) or combinations of activities will best achieve those results.

This results-focused, systemic approach also helps you distinguish be- tween people’s wants and needs. Both are important, but each offers different information to inform your decisions. Information about needs (gaps between current and desired results) is essential for improving performance; after all, you are unlikely to accomplish desired results if you do not know what they are or where your current results stand in relation. At the same time, wants typically describe the resources, activities, methods, or solutions that people prefer—or that they perceive as the only option for moving ahead.

The systematic processes of a needs assessment will help guide you through the steps and challenging decisions while (a) balancing needs and wants and (b) putting results before solutions. The products of your needs assessment are justifications for the many choices you will make along the way, as well as for your decisions on how to proceed in accomplishing desired results.

Why Does This Book Focus on Tools, Techniques, Guides, and Checklists?

Why reinvent the wheel? With little effort, you can find many websites, books, and articles that provide detailed theories, models, and approaches for how a needs assessment can be applied in various professional fields (for examples, see http://www.needsassessment.org). Our goal for this book is, we believe, more practical: provide diverse tools that you can use next week, next month, and next year to achieve results.

Commonly applied needs assessment tools, such as focus groups and web-based surveys, are useful. But they merely scratch the surface of the many tools and techniques that can be used to collect important information to use while making quality decisions. This book is intended to expand our perspectives on what we can do to improve our decisions.

We, the authors, did not invent needs assessment nor did we invent the tools and techniques described in this book. For instance, we did not discover interviews as a technique for gathering information—rather we have translated interview techniques from numerous disciplines into a practical tool for needs assessments.

Likewise, throughout the book, we interpret many theories and models to provide sensible steps, guides, and checklists for conducting a needs assessment—no matter how formal or informal. Although conceptual frameworks and models provide a valuable structure to your needs assessments, assessment planners often feel ill equipped to select among the available tools and then implement the tools successfully. In response, we have “boiled down” the tools to their basics and then have applied them to the numerous and diverse resources available herein. The book will serve (a) as a useful guide for scanning your options when designing a needs assessment and (b) as an introduction to a range of data collection and decision-making tools and resources. To use some of the techniques that we introduce—such as focus groups, which are more difficult to conduct well than many people realize—you should also consult other books that provide more details about such techniques.

The book’s introductory sections are a primer on needs assessment, thus answering many of the most frequently asked questions that we hear from clients, colleagues, students, and others. These sections answer questions about when, where, why, and how. Also included is an underlying framework for conducting a successful needs assessment that is based on the theories, models, and frameworks of many leading authors and researchers.3 With this framework as its foundation, the remainder of the book gives you the practical tools, techniques, and guides to successfully conduct formal or informal needs assessments.

Together, this book’s resources help you collect valuable information, guide your decision making, and allow you to accomplish useful results.

Notes

1. Based on Nutt (2008).

2. Research by Nutt (2008) illustrates that the systematic “discovery” decision-making process (that is, needs assessment-based) has significant benefits over (a) the more common “idea-imposition” decision-making process, where predetermined solutions are applied to problems, or (b) the “emerging opportunities” decision-making process, where the first plausible solution is selected and where remaining efforts are used to justify that decision.

3. Including James Altschuld, Thomas Gilbert, Kavita Gupta, Roger Kaufman, Donald Kirkpatrick, Robert Mager, Allison Rossett, Gary Rummler, Catherine M. Sleezer, Belle Ruth Witkin, and many others.
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SECTION 1

Needs Assessment: Frequently Asked Questions

Introduction

Since the 1960s, needs assessments have become a fairly common business practice. Consequently, the term needs assessment has taken on several definitions and has led to a number of related process models or approaches. Gap analysis, needs analysis, and performance analysis are occasionally used as synonyms for needs assessment, yet they are more frequently (and more accurately) defined as needs assessment tools.

Other tools—such as strategic planning, focus groups, and multicriteria analysis—have also been borrowed and customized from other disciplines to improve our ability to inform decisions. By applying these (and other) tools, needs assessments have arguably become part of the science in the art and science of many business decisions.

You have, therefore, probably read needs assessment reports (though potentially not given that title) or even participated in related processes—such as a survey or interview—used to inform a pending decision. Although such reports can provide valuable contexts for understanding the topic, there are a number of foundational constructs and relationships that can help you better use needs assessments to achieve desired results. In this section, we offer an introduction to needs assessments as we present many of the most frequently asked questions that we get from colleagues, students, clients, and others. Responses to the questions then provide the basis for how needs assessments are conducted (see section 2), how tools and techniques are applied (see section 3), and how you can manage an assessment project (see appendix A).

Mind the Gaps

Gaps, either as opportunities or problems, are common instigators of action. Gaps lead to projects or programs, thereby steering us to change the status quo. They highlight—often in concrete terms—issues that would otherwise be obscured. Gaps also challenge us to find ways to improve personal and institutional performance. Gaps do not tell us what to do, but rather they characterize the measures we use to define success.

At the beginning of any project or program, there are gaps: gaps between the way things are and the way things could be. Terry Williams and Knut Samset (2010, 39) describe this as the time when a project “exists only conceptually, and before it is planned and implemented.” In this period, ideas are being generated, needs are being defined, options are being considered, relationships are being nurtured, and partners are weighing each other’s strengths and weaknesses. It is a dynamic period, leading up to a decision that will either lead to an action or not.

Because we live in an imperfect world, gaps exist—they guide our decisions; they define our goals. At their best, gaps determine what results should be achieved before actions are taken. Those gaps are the needs of needs assessments, and they help us make justifiable and informed decisions.­

Ignoring gaps can be dangerous. When you make decisions about what to do (such as build a dam, start a new HIV/AIDS education program, offer training to a ministry’s staff) without a clear distinction between where you are and where you want to be, then the odds of achieving desired results are greatly diminished, and resources are lost. You have also missed the opportunity to compare alternatives. Likewise, it may be that the solution you propose is useful but that it is even more effective when paired with another activity. Each of these concepts is an important consideration that you miss when you ignore needs (gaps).

You should, therefore, pay attention to gaps in results. Let the gaps guide your decisions. Use the gaps to monitor your progress. View the gaps as opportunities rather than problems. Lead projects to close gaps.

Gaps in results (or needs) can then be compared, prioritized, and balanced. Ideas for achieving desired results can be generated. Solutions can be evaluated in differing combinations, thus using their ability to close gaps as one of the main criteria by which alternative activities are compared.

When you make decisions about what to do, it is essential to know the results you are trying to accomplish before trying to determine what actions might work best. Nevertheless, in our rush to get moving, we frequently lose sight of (or fail to ever identify) the desired results, which leaves us without a clear definition of where we are and where we want to go. In those situations, we often must rationalize decisions we have already made (which can lead to trouble), or we move ahead with implementing a solution for which there is no known problem (box 1.1). When this haste happens, we choose our next steps (whether writing a proposal to start a new project or deciding on a capacity development strategy) without the opportunity (a) to verify that they are capable of achieving desired results, (b) to compare among alternatives, (c) to combine a number of solutions to maximize overall effects, or (d) to prioritize the needs to most efficiently use resources.

Gaps in results are both opportunities and problems, depending on your perspective. In either case, they are the foundation that guides justifiable decisions. For instance, when a provincial ministry of education desires improved public education for its schoolchildren in a low-performing school system, it is pointless to choose between building schools or hiring more teachers without first having clear measures of the results that stakeholders want accomplished in comparison to current achievements. Often, development projects proceed with just a vague notion of what should be achieved—such as improving student performance or increasing educational access—yet this guesswork is not enough to justify significant investments of time and money.


Box 1.1 Activities, Not Needs

Often, we begin decisions with solutions already in mind, such as when we say,


• “What we really need is to hire more staff members.”

• “I need more resources.”

• “They need more training.”

• “They need new quality assurance practices.”

• “You should do a training needs assessment.”



Each of these statements begins with a solution before we understand the performance need or gaps in results to be addressed.



Justifiable decisions are, therefore, best made when considering and comparing a number of alternatives and when assessing combinations of activities for their ability to accomplish desired results. This endeavor, of course, depends on having defined the gaps in results.

Why Call It Needs Assessment?

There are many aspects to the “front end” of any project or program, leading from concept to decision. The associated activities fill the space between strategic planning and project initiation, lead from crisis to the first response, and close the gap between what your boss asks for and the actions you take to meet that request. As such, no widely accepted and appropriate term links together all activities that might take place as precursors to action.

Although strategic planning plays a significant role in supporting many decisions, it is only part of the puzzle. Likewise, processes for making decisions, such as pair-wise comparisons (see page 187), are frequently included in the front end, though they are neither necessary nor sufficient by themselves. Capacity development is also related to the context in which decisions are frequently made in development projects, but the early front-end decisions we are focusing on in this book are the precursors to capacity development activities, rather than the activities themselves.

Nevertheless, for convenience, we want to use a term throughout this book that will represent the broad concept of the activities and actions that lead up to the point of making a decision. From the academic literature, we find that needs assessment is the best option—noting, however, that given its history, the term and related processes may have unwanted baggage derived from other applications. But what term or phrase doesn’t?

Allison Rossett (1987, 3), professor emeritus at San Diego State University, defines needs assessment as “The systematic study of a problem or innovation, incorporating data and opinions from varied sources, in order to make effective decisions or recommendations about what should happen next.” For our purposes, this is a sensible definition of the desired activities leading to a decision. After all, the earliest decisions of a development project should be guided by systematic steps that inform our decisions to take action (or, in some instances, decisions not to take action).

Because needs assessment is, however, a term that you may be familiar with from other applications (such as training needs assessment), we ask that you try to suspend any conceptions (or misconceptions) you may have regarding what a needs assessment is and the results that it can achieve.

What Is a Needs Assessment?

A needs assessment is simply a tool for making better decisions. From choosing a new car or finding a house to call home, to selecting an appropriate HIV/AIDS intervention or determining when training will build institutional capacity, needs assessments are used to make informed personal and professional decisions. You may not necessarily refer to the steps you take to inform your decisions as a needs assessment, but whenever you start your decision making by examining what results you are achieving today and what results you want to accomplish tomorrow, you are conducting a needs assessment.

Physicians, for instance, use needs assessments to define and prioritize the critical injuries of people as they enter the emergency room. Plumbers use needs assessments to identify problems, weigh alternative solutions, and make decisions about which parts must be replaced first. Likewise, organizational managers and leaders use needs assessments to define those areas where performance can be improved in the near term and long term.

Roger Kaufman, professor emeritus at Florida State University, defines a needs assessment in terms of gaps in results (Kaufman, Oakley-Brown, Watkins, and Leigh 2003). From a performance perspective, this definition offers two useful formulas for assessing needs. In the first formula, needs are gaps between current results and desired results. The size and importance of the gaps can then be compared to inform your decisions. For instance, your desired result is perhaps to be in Point B, but your current results have left you in Point A. Therefore, your need is the gap between results at Point A and results at Point B.

As an example, your department is responsible for processing all travel reimbursements within 10 days of their arrival from field staff members; yet, current results within your department indicate that it takes 14 days, on average, for staff members to receive their reimbursements. The need, in this example, is then defined as the gap between the objective of a 10-day reimbursement cycle and the current performance of 14 days.

Kaufman’s definition also provides a second formula for prioritizing needs. According to the definition, needs are prioritized through the comparison of (a) costs associated with addressing the needs (or closing the gap) and (b) costs associated with not addressing the needs (or leaving the gap). This comparison is the foundation for moving beyond merely identifying problems or opportunities, thereby offering an approach for using information about the needs so you make decisions about what to do next.

As you see, needs assessments are very familiar processes. You are likely most familiar with less-formal, nonsystematic needs assessments that are heuristics within many decision-making models. Although potentially less familiar, the more formalized and systematic needs assessments are also, however, common in most organizations.

What differentiates the needs assessments approach described in this book from the approach you likely already know is the focus on improving performance. This book’s approach involves moving the achievement of current results to the accomplishment of desired results. According to Kaufman’s definition of needs, this approach focuses each of the steps, tools, techniques, guides, and other resources on first defining what results to achieve before then determining what activities or solutions will best accomplish those results.

Then, What Is a Need?

Needs are simply the differences between your current achievements and your desired accomplishments (see figure 1.1). Thus, needs most commonly represent discrepancies—often deficits—between your ambitions and the results of your current performance. In the same way, needs can signify an overabundance of success when your current achievements surpass your desired accomplishments, thereby possibly suggesting an excess of resources going toward the results.

Figure 1.1 Relating Needs to Discrepancies between What Is (Current Results) and What Should Be (Desired Results)

[image: ]

Source: Based on Kaufman, Oakley-Brown, Watkins, and Leigh (2003) and Watkins (2007).

Needs do not, however, include any mention or discussion of computers, budgets, training courses, irrigation systems, HIV/AIDS programs, urban development, executive coaching, leadership, incentives, policy analysis, microfinance strategies, holiday bonuses, reengineering, or any other techniques used to achieve results. Rather, your needs are the basic gaps between current and desired performance (see box 1.2).

When you have defined a need, and have determined that it is a priority for you and your organization, then you will want to look at all of the possible activities that could be done to improve performance and reach your goal (see box 1.3). You can systematically examine alternatives for improving performance and justify your decisions based on criteria related to the results to be achieved. This process ensures that you do not put the proverbial cart before the horse.

When the need is defined in terms of gaps in results, you can then look at the ideas offered by managers and others (such as hiring, building roads, training employees, or establishing new policies) to determine which idea(s) will best achieve the desired results. The suggestions of managers may end up being desirable activities to improve performance, but they are not needs.1

When completing a needs assessment, you may find, for instance, that reducing poverty among rural farmers to your desired level requires a combination of direct financial assistance, updates to national agriculture policies, training in irrigation techniques, partnerships with local shipping companies, and other activities. With your need defined in terms of results to be accomplished, you can now compare differing combinations of these activities to determine where the knowledge, skills, and resources of your organization can best be applied and can partner with other organizations to fill in the remaining cracks. You cannot do this, however, if you defined your need as a solution (such as “we need policy reforms” or “we need high-speed rail”).


Box 1.2 Needs (Example 1)

In 2009, the Ministry of Public Education in Lao People’s Democratic Republic (with its development partners) established a five-year strategic plan to guide its educational programming: the Education Sector Development Framework (ESDF). The ESDF goals are directly linked to the government’s long-term plans to exit from least-developed country economic status.

Goals from this report include, for example, 98 percent primary school gross intake rate by 2011 on the basis of completing incomplete schools. This rate is in contrast to a 2008 gross intake rate of 69 percent. The gap of nearly 30 percent is a need that can and should be addressed by a variety of coordinated activities.

Sources: Based on information available at http://www.educationfasttrack.org/media/library/Final_ESDF_19_January_Ready_for_FTI.pdf and http://www.nationsencyclopedia.com/WorldStats/Edu-primary-net-intake-rate-grade-1.html.




Box 1.3 Needs (Example 2)

In 2004, the United Nations Development Group completed a series of needs assessment case studies related to the Millennium Development Goals. The cases included sample needs from Bangladesh, Cambodia, Ghana, Tanzania, and Uganda. For example, in Bangladesh, 50 percent of the population was living in poverty in 2000, and the goal is to lower the poverty rate to 30 percent by 2015.

This gap of 20 percent provides a clear performance need to be addressed. Many other needs are identified in these case studies, along with alternative solutions (and combinations of solutions) that could be considered.

Source: Based on information available at http://www.unmillenniumproject.org/documents/mp_ccspaper_jan1704.pdf.



What Is Meant by Improving Performance?

The efforts of organizations vary widely—from producing farm equipment to making loans to low-income countries—and thus it is next to impossible to adequately describe the desirable results of all organizations with a universal term or phrase. Adding to the challenge, many development institutions apply unique definitions to the typical terms you may use to refer to results (including results, product, outputs, outcomes, or impacts); then the institutions create new ways to describe the relationships among the results.

Yet, for ease of discussing needs assessments in a manner that can communicate with readers from varied organizations, in this book we have settled on the phrase improving performance to represent the results that are the focus of a needs assessment. The phrase is not ideal in all contexts, but we hope it works for most readers.

Improving performance, as we use it here, is the move from achieving current results to accomplishing desired results. Thus, improving refers to the measured progress from a less-than-desirable state to a desirable state, whereas performance refers to the results—no matter if your organization classifies them as products, outputs, outcomes, impacts, or some combination of these. Results are interrelated and interdependent; impacts depend on products, for instance, just as outputs should contribute to outcomes. Without the products of individual staff members, organizations would not have deliverables to provide to clients nor would communities benefit from the outcomes or effects of those deliverables. Therefore, alignment of results is critical to success, much more so than the titles we give those results.

Embedded in the phrase improving performance is the notion that improving how people perform is also essential to accomplishing results, although performing and performance are not equivalent. After all, we can each individually improve how well we perform our jobs but never achieve desired results—and at the same time, desired results are rarely accomplished without improvements in how people perform. Performance is, therefore, considered the combination of the process (that is, performing) and the desired results.2 We can consider then three levels of performance: individual or team, organizational, and societal.

For some readers, the focus of your needs assessment will be the results achieved by individuals or groups in your organization, also known as individual or team performance.3 This first category of performance may deal with the preparation of reports, the production of equipment, or documenting the distribution of funds to local nonprofit groups. Individual performance may relate to the development of a project plan or the results of mentoring colleagues. In all cases, individual or team performance focuses on the accomplishment of desirable results by the individuals, teams, or working groups. Thus, it incorporates improvements in performance and the achievement of desired results.

For other readers, the focus of their needs assessments may relate directly to the results that their organizations accomplish and deliver to clients. Organizational performance, the second category of performance, is about the achievement of organizational objectives that lead to beneficial results for the organization, its clients, and its partners.4 From the delivery of goods or services to the achievement of long-term development objectives, organizational performance is achieved when there is alignment between what an organization uses, does, produces, and delivers. As such, organizational performance is forever bound to individual or team performance, thus making their alignment essential to success.

The third, and final, category of performance has an important role in every needs assessment—societal performance.5 Because individuals, teams, and organizations do not exist in a vacuum, the results they produce are interwoven with the results achieved by the society (from local communities to our shared global society) that they exist within or that they serve. Although the societal connections are not always direct and observable from the level of individual or team peformance (for example, as with team results, when an internal report on customer satisfaction is your product), improvements in performance are most valued when there is alignment between individual, team, organizational, and societal results.

Hence, improving performance covers a vast array of topics, disciplines, fields, sectors, technologies, and business models. As such, it is an expedient and pragmatic phrase to use in relation to a needs assessment, because it too can be applied in a host of arenas. From internal decisions about when to develop training, to external choices about how to assist impoverished communities rebuild after a natural disaster, need assessments play a vital role in making informed decisions.

Fundamental to improving performance is the equifinality principle of systems theory, which states that in an open system there are always alternatives for achieving desired results. In practical terms, this principle tells you that even when one solution or activity initially seems to be the only way to accomplish results, in reality there are always other options that should be considered (even if you decide in the end to go with your initial selection). This requires a needs assessment approach that focuses on results and that collects data to inform decisions rather than data to justify decisions that have already been made.

At the same time, it is important to remember that all performance is not worth improving. As Doug Leigh (2003) of Pepperdine University points out, “Some results should be improved, some maintained, and some reduced or eliminated.” In their book Performance-Based Instruction, Brethower and Smalley (1998) point out that “performance improvement interventions always add cost, and only sometimes add value.” A needs assessment is a valuable tool for systematically justifying when and where to invest resources after first defining which results are worth accomplishing and then selecting appropriate activities for achieving those results.

The findings of your needs assessment might, for example, determine that although a country’s ministry officials are not fully prepared to sustain a development project over time, the cost of training the officials (especially given the high turnover in the ministry) is not a wise investment. In response, you may consider (a) building more partnerships into the project to reduce the long-term dependence on a single ministry or (b) developing a series of job aids that ministry officials can use as an alternative training program. There are always choices for how to accomplish desired results, including the option of doing nothing at the time. Needs assessments can help you weigh your options, thereby ensuring that you can justify your choices.

What Are the Benefits of a Needs Assessment?

Needs assessments can be a systematic process to guide decision making. No matter how big or small your choices, the decisions you make each day influence your performance, the performance of others around you, and the performance of your organization and its contribution to society. Systematic processes not only provide initial step-by-step guides, but also offer a foundational set of procedures that you can reflect on, customize, and continually improve in order to enrich your decisions later on.

Needs assessments can provide justification for decisions before they are made. After all, once a decision is made, it is typically too late to start justifying your choices. Rather, needs assessments proactively identify (a) the performance data that define your needs, (b) the prioritization of your needs, (c) the performance criteria for assessing potential interventions, and (d) the information necessary to justify your selection of one or more activities to improve performance.

Needs assessments can be scalable for any size project, time frame, or budget. There is no reason to spend US$1,000 to resolve a US$10 performance problem. Likewise, you would not want to take a year and spend thousands of dollars to implement a rigid needs assessment process that would only moderately improve the performance on a small project or program that is about to end. What you want is a process that can be appropriately scaled for the scope of your improvement efforts.

Needs assessments can offer a replicable model that can be applied by novices or experts. If you build on the lessons learned from previous decisions, needs assessments can offer a replicable process that can be used over and over again and that can be systematically improved upon over time. The fundamental framework for needs assessments provides a flexible structure that you can apply today, tomorrow, and in the future to guide your decisions.

Needs assessments can provide a systemic perspective for decision makers. Organizations are built around interdependent systems, systems of subsystems, and even social systems that you will never find in an organizational directory. As a consequence, your decisions constantly have rippling effects that move from one system to the next (see box 1.4).


Box 1.4 Example of a Systemic Perspective

The introduction of performance appraisals in your project team is intended to improve the results of your project. This new performance appraisal process, however, could influence what is required of team members as they work in procurement, quality assurance, and technical support. If the systems within the organization are not prepared to support changes in your project team, an overall net-negative effect could occur.

For instance, if organization employees do not have the capacity to complete an increasing number of procurement requests in a timely manner, then improvements to one system—in this case your project team—can influence the performance of other systems inside and outside of your organization.



Needs assessments can allow for interdisciplinary solutions to complex problems. Unsatisfactory performance in organizations is rarely the result of single problems, issues, or causes. Therefore, performance is rarely improved by single solutions, interventions, or activities. Through their processes, needs assessments encourage you to identify, compare, and—when appropriate—combine the activities that will best accomplish the desired results.

Aren’t We Already Doing This?

Yes, no, sometimes, maybe. Most people do use informal or incomplete needs assessment steps to make some decisions in their lives. When you buy a new home, for instance, you will likely take time to collect information on school performance, resale values, neighborhood crime rates, and other essential performance criteria to be used in making your final choice. But when selecting a primary care physician, you may simply go with the one that is most conveniently located to your work or home.

Likewise, sometimes you may use more formal decision-making steps in your professional choices although—more often than not, if you are like most people—you frequently begin your professional decision making with an answer or a solution already in mind.

In most cases, the quality of your informal decision making has been good—and that has likely contributed to your success in the past. Yet, for most of us, decisions are becoming increasingly complex. Most likely, you are often asked to make complicated decisions on a daily basis to keep pace with organizational and global changes and to stay one step ahead of the competition. Although developing a new workshop or creating a new mission statement may have been the answer to many challenges in the past, improving performance now requires the development of sustainable performance systems that address multiple factors that influence individual, team, organizational, client, and societal results.

Dimensions of performance now include individual and organizational capacity; motivation and self-concept; expectations and feedback; rewards, incentives, and recognition; environment, resources, and processes; skills and knowledge; organizational culture; and strategic, tactical, and operational directions.6

Solutions presented may include things such as new roads, new computers, more money, more staff members, policy reforms, or any of a thousand ideas that may be useful in improving performance. The challenge is not to find out what ideas people have for improving performance; rather, the challenge is to identify and measure the true gap that exists between the results that should be accomplished and the current achievements and then to match useful solutions to those needs.

Formal and informal needs assessments can—and should—be part of your professional decision making although those systematic processes are not intrinsic to most organizational practice. By regularly conducting formal needs assessments, you can build expertise in the related procedures, customize standardized models for application in your decisions, and then include those steps as inherent characteristics of your informal daily decision making. In this manner, not only can you improve your decisions about what activities to undertake, but you can also internalize informal processes that will improve the results of all decisions you make.

When Should We Conduct a Needs Assessment?

Needs assessments, either formally as part of a major business decision or informally when weighing alternatives, can be of value most days. From determining if (and how) economic policy reforms can be of value to a client country, to deciding when to provide performance feedback to your project staff members, many decisions can benefit from the collection of additional information and the systematic application of that information to your decision making; needs assessments do just that.

Because needs assessments help inform decisions, they can be used proactively to identify opportunities to improve performance, reactively in response to the consequences of less-than-desirable results, or continuously as an integrated component of an ongoing improvement program. Hence, needs assessments are a valuable tool for decision makers at all levels of an organization and in almost any role. From decision makers working to create a new development initiative with other donors, to those charged with improving current efforts (and all combinations in between), needs assessments can be used to guide decisions.

Many conversations can lead to a needs assessment (see table 1.1). Sometimes these conversations are within your organization, and at other times they are with your clients or partners. In the latter case, needs assessment tools may be applied to assist others in identifying their needs and making decisions about what should happen next (potentially leading to new projects). Clients sometimes have well-defined needs, although many times they do not. Other times they may think that they do when, in fact, they do not. Clients usually have a list of desired projects (processes and products, or wants), yet that doesn’t mean they have the information to guide useful decisions that achieve results.

Needs assessments, or even the underlying logic of a needs assessment approach, are not however always used to guide decisions. Consequently, decision makers frequently struggle to make justifiable choices. This situation happens for many reasons, including (a) they don’t have a clear, measurable definition of what results are desired or required; (b) they don’t have a good measurement of what results are currently being achieved; (c) they are focused only on a single solution that they “want” and are not thinking in terms of alternative solutions; (d) they have very limited information on the options; or (e) they don’t have clear criteria for comparing their options. Each of these reasons probably sounds familiar because they are true, to some degree, in almost every organization.

Table 1.1 Sample Paths That Lead to a Needs Assessment



	 
	External examples
	Internal examples



	Proactive contexts
	The minister of education is new to the job and struggling with how to prioritize the national needs, given a very limited budget. His predecessor had initiated many “pet projects” that were based on what he thought would work, but few of the projects achieved any measurable results. The new minister does not want to take that same path.
	As a manager, you see the performance requirements of your department changing in the coming years to respond to client realities. In this context, you complete an assessment to determine current and future needs of staff members and their ability to achieve results in the new context.



	Reactive contexts
	A ministry official is attempting to make a number of informed decisions concerning tax reform as a tool for meeting the debt sustainability goals of her country, but she requires some additional objective inputs from a number of partners.
	With a relatively high turnover rate and problems with new staff members not completing assignments, your manager asks you to complete an assessment related to the current orientation program for new staff members.




Although assessment opportunities are frequent in conversations, a keen ear is required to note the opportunity (and the value to be added by an assessment). Listen carefully when talking with colleagues, clients, and partners about decisions that could benefit from a clear identification of needs, alternatives, and criteria for making choices.

Needs assessment can also help you avoid missteps. Simple answers to your professional challenges usually won’t provide the sustainable results that you are ethically responsible to provide. After all, for every performance problem, there is a solution that is simple, straightforward, acceptable, understandable—and WRONG.7

For instance, human resource officers commonly hear managers requesting new or additional training in a variety of organizational areas. Although training may initially seem to be a reasonable solution to the problems being faced by the manager, an informed decision about how to improve performance requires that additional information be considered before rushing ahead with any single solution. Most often, organizational challenges are not linked to any single cause such as the perceived inadequate knowledge or skills of others. Rather, they are brought about by a combination of issues such as misguided incentives, inadequate processes, miscommunication on performance expectations, and other problems.

The following sample statements are good indicators that a needs assessment may be the appropriate next step before making any decisions:

“We need to provide more training to people working in the Ministry of Agriculture.”

“They really must have this program in place by next year.”

“Last week, I decided that introducing [insert idea] would be a good place to start building capacity.”

“They need to go to leadership training.”

“If you had [insert latest technology gadget], then you would be more ­productive.”

“You need to build X, Y, and Z into your project proposal.”


Box 1.5 From A to Z: An Example (Part 1)

New employees in your unit are expected to submit a fundable project proposal within six months of starting. Yet, when data illustrate that 50 percent of new employees are still struggling to achieve this result after one year, then you have identified a performance gap, or need. The need, in this case, is defined by the number of months it takes for a new employee to submit a fundable project proposal. Other information, such as management feedback on draft proposals or the number of ongoing projects that new employees supervise, may also be used to further define your need.

Not included in the need are the possi-ble solutions. The need, for instance, is not for more training on proposal writing or partner relationship management, nor is the need for mentoring or new recruiting pol­icies. Each of those solutions may end up being possible activities to improve ­per­formance in relation to the need, but they are not the initial focus of your needs ­assessment.

Continuing the example, let’s say that your needs assessment determines that delays in new employee performance were costing the unit US$500,000 each fiscal quarter (in terms of salary and benefits without achieving desired results). In comparison, a second need that your needs assessment identified was a discrepancy between the current and desired number of projects that engaged partners from multiple sectors. This second need, although not typically measured in quarterly budget reports, must be considered at the same time as the previous need because limited resources will have to be allocated. The second need may be measured in terms of reduced aid effectiveness of development projects and the associated long-term budget implications for the unit in order to draw some general comparisons and to prioritize the two needs.



When you hear these or similar statements about what should be done, it is usually a good time to step back and ensure that you know where you are headed before you take the first step. After all, if you are not headed in the right direction, then you could end up someplace other than where you want to be (see box 1.5).

Are Needs Assessments Just for Reacting to Problems?

In addition to being reactive, needs assessments can, and should, be a proactive tool. You can, for instance, use a needs assessment as a process for working with clients and partners to define future projects. An example of where a proactive approach could be taken would be as part of a government strategy paper designed to look ahead for 20 years to examine possible regional transportation requirements and options. In such situations, the needs assessment provides continual feedback to the planning process about the gaps between current and desired results. The gaps will commonly fluctuate either from year to year or as organizational goals and objectives shift in relation to external pressures or opportunities.

Needs assessments can also be used when working with clients to define new opportunities—that is, opportunities driven by the desired results of the society, community partners, clients, and others (rather than driven by solutions in search of problems).

Continual needs assessments, typically much less formal than initial assessments, can also be used to inform practical and justifiable decisions (see figure 1.2). The monitoring and evaluation results of one project cycle can, for instance, be integrated into a needs assessment that informs the next project cycle. But rather than just building on past project cycles, the needs assessment also infuses new data from internal and external partners into the decision making. If you simply relied on past evaluation reports, then you would probably miss the internal and external changes that are currently shaping the future.

Use needs assessments proactively, continually, and reactively in your organization:


[image: ] Proactively to identify potential opportunities for improving individual or organizational performance

[image: ] Continually to monitor your progress toward accomplishing desired ­results

[image: ] Reactively when new strategic, tactical, or operational objectives are to be achieved



Figure 1.2 Needs Assessment Cycles

[image: ]

Source: Authors.

Aren’t Needs Assessments Too Rigid?

From practical experience most of us have learned that rigid planning just doesn’t work. Life is messy; from natural disasters to changes in government leadership, there are just too many variables to accurately predict or control the future. As the saying goes, “Men plan; God laughs.”

Henry Mintzberg (2000), the preeminent management researcher from McGill University, first described this problem in his book The Rise and Fall of Strategic Planning, which shed light on how many traditional approaches to planning do not offer the flexibility required for real-world application. More recently, in his book Tracking Strategies, Mintzberg (2008) illustrates through a number of case examples how most strategic plans change over time—with some specific objectives being achieved as planned, some dropped as new (or more) information is learned, and some new objectives being created as opportunities arise.

In response, needs assessments (which frequently rely on strategic plans to help define the desired results) cannot afford to be rigid or closed-minded. They must demonstrate, from beginning to end, the flexibility required to inform decisions in complex and ever-changing realities. Your needs assessments should gather information from multiple perspectives, consider a range of alternative activities, and use techniques that give all partners a voice in the decision-making process. Your assessments should do so while maintaining a focus on what desired results are to be achieved (see box 1.6).

In contrast, solution-driven decisions are quite rigid; a solution is selected and then defended against all information that may suggest that alternatives could be of more value. In many organizations, the risks associated with dropping a solution that is already committed to make it very difficult to adjust decisions in response to new realities, thereby leaving many projects to suffer until they are one day forgotten. Use information from ongoing needs assessment activities to continually inform decisions at all stages in the project’s life cycle, increasing your agility and your ability to achieve results.


Box 1.6 Gaining Flexibility


1. View needs along a continuum from emerging needs to stable needs.

2. Postpone the selection of a solution until after the needs are well defined.

3. Rely on a diverse set of partners, tools, and techniques to collect information and inform decisions.

4. Compare a number of alternative activities against agreed-upon performance criteria.

5. Focus on systems of improvement activities rather than on single solutions (that is, don’t put all your eggs in one basket).





How Does a Needs Assessment Relate to Other Tools You Are Already Using?

Needs assessments are often associated with (that is, drawing on and contributing to) process improvement efforts—including front-end analysis, root cause analysis, and performance analysis. Each of the processes provides a distinct perspective to the analysis of results generated by the needs assessment. For instance, a root-cause analysis will dissect the individual needs derived from the needs assessment to identify and compare the causal factors in an effort to determine which factors are at the foundation of the performance gap and deserve attention. A root-cause analysis is most valuable when you have a well-defined process in place and when you are searching for a human, procedural, equipment, or environment failure in the process that can be improved upon (see box 1.7).

Similarly, front-end and performance analyses build on findings from a needs assessment (and needs analysis) to link the identified and prioritized needs to specific performance improvement activities. From infrastructure investments to training, to recruitment strategies and environmental policy, such analysis procedures can help guide your decisions about what to do in response to priority needs.

Consequently, formal and informal needs assessments are common partners in many (if not most) other essential organizational processes. With needs assessment processes contributing to the foundation, you can then effectively use a variety of analysis procedures and potential improvement activities together to create a multifaceted initiative that improves performance from many angles and perspectives.


Box 1.7 From A to Z: An Example (Part 2)

Most often, you can’t prioritize needs without beginning to consider the possible solutions. At this point, the needs assessment transitions from a singular focus on results to a combined focus on results and possible activities. This change in focus is necessary because the estimated cost of activities and their ability to achieve desired results must be weighed when setting priorities—as well as when making decisions about what to do.

Continuing the example (see page 30), your assessment determines that the cost of improving new employee performance is relatively small and that its likely effect on unit performance is significant although the cost of increasing the number of multisector projects is significant and the probable effect on unit performance is moderate at best. This type of information, when associated with well-defined and measured needs, is ­ex­tremely valuable in making informed decisions about where to place limited resources.

Analyze each need to determine why it is occurring and what potential activities (or solutions) could be of value in closing the gap. Using this information, along with other useful performance data, begin to set priorities among the multiple needs identified in your assessment. Then begin to compare alternative activities for improving performance.

Your analysis, for instance, of the gap in time required to submit a fundable proposal may have indicated that new employees have the knowledge and skills required to complete the inventory, thus more training for new employees is not going to improve performance. In addition, you may have found that new employees were not being given any feedback on draft proposals for up to six months after the proposals were submitted. Moreover, new employees were more likely to get high scores on their annual performance reviews (and the associated pay increases) if they focused on managing current projects rather than on submitting proposals for new projects. With this information in hand, you could start to identify the factors leading to poor performance and the range of potential activities that may be valuable to improving results.



Isn’t an Evaluation the Same Thing?

Not really, though there are similarities. Both assessment and evaluation are important to improving results, but they serve different functions. The distinctive processes differ in the perspectives that they apply when collecting information and guiding decisions. Although many of the same tools are applied in both assessments and evaluations, understanding the difference about how the perspectives are translated into practice requires particular attention.8

An assessment perspective, which you apply when conducting a needs assessment, collects information that identifies the gaps between the current results and the required or desired results (or needs), and then it appraises those needs for determining priorities and comparing alternative activities that may help improve performance. Hence, this approach to collecting and analyzing information takes place before any decisions are made about what to do, which vendors to use, or even what products are to be expected. Needs assessments are frequently completed in partnership with planning efforts (such as strategic planning or project planning) to define where a group or organization is headed and how it plans to get there.

In contrast, an evaluation perspective is most commonly applied when initial decisions about what to do (for example, build schools, reform policies, expand HIV/AIDS services) may have already been made and when you are trying to either improve performance (as with developmental or formative evaluations) or determine the value added by current processes (as with summative or impact evaluation). You, therefore, approach an evaluation from a different vantage point than you would for a needs assessment. Your processes and results serve a different, though equally important, function within an organization.

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s De­­velopment Assistance Committee has provided five criteria to consider when evaluating projects: relevance, effectiveness, efficiency, impact, and sustainability (OECD 2011). Evaluations frequently inform, for example, decisions about how (or whether) to improve performance of current efforts; and evaluations are, therefore, sometimes done in partnership with other cost-value analyses (such as cost-benefit, cost-effectiveness, return-on-­investment, or cost-efficiency analysis) or ongoing needs assessment efforts.9

It is important to note that, in recent years, given an emphasis on achieving results (that is, products, outputs, outcomes, and impacts), more attention has been given by project planners and funders to see evaluation planning as part of the project planning process. Consequently, for those who rightly consider that evaluation efforts start at the beginning of project planning and not at the project’s end, we see cases where evaluation and needs assessment are more closely linked even as their functions differ.

If you apply both approaches when they are appropriate, then you are on the way to improving results. Throughout this book, nevertheless, we have made a conscious effort to describe each of the tools and techniques from a decidedly needs assessment perspective.

Don’t We Already Know What Works?

Relying on past success is no guarantee of future success. Although decisions should consider the results of past solutions (just as they should look at what others are doing to achieve results), past successes should provide context for decisions rather than constrain them. Too often organizations continue to apply “the same old” solutions well after the solutions have lost their effectiveness—assuming that they were effective to begin with. Successful solutions exist in a point in time and in a certain context, and they have limited transferability to different times and contexts.

Can’t You Just Send Out a Survey Asking People What They Want?

No. A survey is not a needs assessment. It is only a tool that may be used in a needs assessment if the circumstances are right to use a survey. Although the individual perspective on what people want to have done is quite valuable in making informed decisions, by itself it is of little value when making decisions. Asking people what they want also sets up the expectation—likely false—that they will get exactly what they want. Thus, we strongly recommend that you don’t go down that path.

By going far beyond simply asking people what they want, you can create a needs assessment that collects valuable information from multiple perspectives and that guides justifiable decisions. Use multiple tools and techniques, and stay away from questions that may build unrealistic expectations.

Section Summary

As you can see, needs assessments can be used in many different ways to improve performance. They are distinctive from most other management tools in that they focus on performance (measured gaps in results) and are the precursor to decisions about what to do next. Nevertheless, we use them formally and informally in organizations every day.

In section 2, we will turn our attention from what a needs assessment is (or is not) and will focus on what makes for a useful assessment. From determining the scope of your needs assessment to managing the process, the next section summarizes the steps that can guide a successful assessment.

Notes

1. Roger Kaufman uses what is and what should be, rather than current and desired, because the desired results may not always represent what is best for the individual, organization, or society. Although the authors agree with this perspective, we simply find that the term desired results communicates more effectively with development colleagues and partners.

2. Doug Leigh of Pepperdine University refers to improving performance as the activities used to accomplish performance improvement. Thus, from this perspective, your needs assessment would focus on performance improvement (that is, the results) before it would examine alternative methods for improving performance.

3. What Roger Kaufman refers to as Micro Level results or products; planning at this level is operational.

4. What Roger Kaufman refers to as Macro Level results or outputs; planning at this level is tactical.

5. What Roger Kaufman refers to as Mega Level results or outcomes; planning at this level is strategic.

6. Based on John Wedman’s performance pyramid model, as found in Watkins and Leigh (2010).

7. An unreferenced phrase frequently used by Roger Kaufman.

8. Based on Watkins and Guerra (2003).

9. A notable exception is prospective evaluations. These are, however, less common than the evaluations described here, and they typically serve limited functions in most organizations.
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