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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 man-
agement 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 justifi able 
decisions. This book, in turn, is your guide to assessing needs and then mak-
ing essential decisions about what to do next. You will fi nd that this book—
fi lled with practical strategies, tools, and guides—covers both large-scale, 
formal needs assessments and less-formal assessments that guide daily deci-
sions. 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 off er a comprehensive, yet realistic, approach to identify-
ing 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 offi  cial asks for help to 
achieve mandated results). But more often than not, the concepts that lead 
to signifi cant accomplishments come out of simple conversations (such as 
those that take place almost every day in the offi  ces of government or devel-
opment agencies). The concept—sometimes a question, sometimes an iden-
tifi ed need, and sometimes a potential solution—is thereby the precursor to 
decisions that lead to actions and activities that, we hope, lead to results. 
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Among the critical early decisions of development projects are consider-
ations 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 accom-
plished 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 plan-
ning 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 fl exibility to use them to accomplish 
results within your context. 

Sections 1 and 2 off er quick, yet full, answers to many frequently asked 
questions regarding how to make justifi able decisions. Next, section 3 
examines a variety of tools and techniques that can be used for both collect-
ing information and making decisions. Appendix A then off ers 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, lead-
ing 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 off ers 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 fi les at http://www.needs 
assessment.org.
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Introduction

What Is This Book About?

In short, this book is about making informed and justifi able decisions— 
decisions that achieve development results. More specifi cally, they are deci-
sions 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 deci-
sions 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 refl ect on what leads up to our mak-
ing 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 
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management section of any bookstore is fi lled with books on how to improve 
decisions in the workplace just as the self-help section is fi lled 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 defi ne 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 indi-
vidual 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 specifi cs 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 miscon-
ceptions) 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 lead-
ing 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 coff ee vendor, to the impera-
tive, such as prioritizing the needs of indigenous people aff ected by a dam-
building project, informed and justifi able 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 off er value by providing logical and disciplined meth-
ods 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 defi ne the needs of a community before a 
development loan is requested), although at other times a needs assessment 
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is done to provide strategic direction to activities that are already planned 
(as with an assessment to defi ne 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 off ers a careful process for assessing gaps between current 
results and desired results (that is, needs) and then for applying that infor-
mation to identify the available options so that decisions can be made. 

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 
fl awed) 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 defi nition of 
the performance gap and should be chosen on the basis of criteria rather 
than assumptions. 

Processes such as building roads, outsourcing, training teachers, reform-
ing 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 insuffi  cient 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 alter-
native solutions to make an informed and reasonable decision.

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 in-
formed of the pending construction.

2.  Local policy makers take a systematic look at (a) the needs of citizens, in-
dustry, 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 com-
paring alternatives using agreed-upon criteria.
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Who Can Benefi t from This Book?

This book will benefi t 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 diff erent 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 fi nancial services fi rms, and their tools can be applied in pri-
vate sector businesses, government ministries, municipality agencies, local 
nonprofi t institutions, and organizations of all varieties. However, through 
discussion and examples, this book more specifi cally focuses on how needs 
assessments are applied in relation to international development eff orts in 
the public sector (for instance, reducing poverty, improving access to clean 
water, or addressing gender inequality). This context off ers many realistic 
and pragmatic opportunities to illustrate how various needs assessment 
steps, tools, techniques, and guides can be used to collect valuable informa-
tion, to make informed decisions, to achieve results, and to have a positive 
infl uence on the lives of people around the world.

People who can benefi t from needs assessments could be community 
leaders and policy makers who oversee decision-making processes and 
implementation. Agency employees or contractors who design and imple-
ment projects can also benefi t from building needs assessments into their 
routine planning processes. Monitoring and evaluation practitioners or 
auditors can use needs assessments to measure and track results. Com-
munity 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 diff erent socioeconomic or ethnic 
backgrounds, principals, teachers, education researchers, students, busi-
nesspeople, and others. Having a participatory approach to data gathering 
and decision making—although not trouble-free—can contribute to more 
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informed and better decisions for the community and to increased accep-
tance of fi nal 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 fi nd abun-
dant 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 
justifi able 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 applica-
tions, provide an overview of what the process could look like in your orga-
nization, and then off er 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 eff ort. James 
Altschuld has written extensively about this collaboration in his Needs 
Assessment Kit, a series of fi ve books on how to organize, develop, and man-
age “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 par-
ticipation in the needs assessment can be guided by the tools found through-
out 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 perfor-
mance—is typically a worthwhile and valuable (and often valiant) eff ort. 
Improvement eff orts routinely bring about benefi ts 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 
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stress, new social networks, retained knowledge, creative and innovative 
thinking, and numerous other benefi ts that infl uence 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 benefi t when we accomplish desired results.

Those benefi cial results, however, rarely happen by chance alone. Sys-
tematic and continual eff orts to improve performance (that is, results) are 
required to ensure success. This book focuses on one critical and founda-
tional process in any performance improvement eff ort: the needs assess-
ment. 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 fi gure I.1).

Throughout this book, you will fi nd guides, tools, and techniques for your 
needs assessment—no matter how formal or informal your assessment 
eff orts. 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 fl exibility to use them to 
accomplish results within your context.

Many diverse tools may be used to guide your decisions and performance 
improvement eff orts. 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 desir-
able state, whereas performance refers to the results—no matter if your orga-
nization classifi es 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 defi ne gaps 
in results and highlight opportunities to improve performance.

assess plan act monitor  evaluate

Figure I.1 General Performance Improvement Framework

Source: Authors.
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Within a performance improvement framework, needs assessments 
play a critical role in starting the improvement process (see fi gure 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 improve-
ment eff ort.

To guide your improvement eff orts, 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 fi les at http://www.needsassessment.org.

Figure I.2 Needs Assessment within a Performance Improvement Framework

Source: Authors.

assess

plan

act

monitor

 evaluate

•  Identify needs as gaps between current and desired results.
•  Analyze needs and potential solutions.
•  Decide which course of action will best achieve desired results.

•  analyze
•  design

•  develop
•  implement

•  measure
•  learn
•  improve

•  measure
•  report
•  use
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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 charac-
teristics of businesses and international development organizations alike, 
from large multinational companies that supply products to worldwide 
markets to local nongovernmental organization (NGO) offi  ces. At the same 
time, organizations now rely on employees—at all levels and in all posi-
tions—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 diffi  cult 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 increas-
ingly measured in all sectors. As a consequence, employees throughout the 
hierarchies of public sector organizations are being asked to make challeng-
ing decisions and to perform at certain levels on which they are judged. 
Hence, as a precursor to high-quality and justifi able 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 deci-
sion 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 valu-
able facts, trend data, diff ering perspectives, and general advice before mak-
ing 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 mak-
ing sound decisions (see boxes I.2 and I.3). Using tools—such as nominal 
group technique, fi shbone diagrams, and guided expert reviews—that are 
systematic and replicable from one decision to the next provides informa-
tion that guides, as well as justifi es, the complex decisions you routinely 
make. 
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How Will This Book Help Me Make Decisions?

In the end, making informed and justifi able 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).

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
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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” deci-
sions, 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 eff orts to make quality 
decisions, thereby leading to the development of systemic activities that 
improve accomplishments. Just as you would not benefi t 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 benefi t when sin-
gle interventions are used to address complex issues. Although you may 
specialize in providing a particular solution (ranging from irrigation or 
microfi nance 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 under-
taking this more durable approach, we avoid quick fi xes or one-size-fi ts-
all solutions that may not lead us to our desired results. Additionally, this 
approach shields us from the latest fads, marketing brochures, or new gad-
gets. 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, 
fi nding 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 
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challenges being faced by other countries half a world away. From freshwa-
ter wells to HIV/AIDS interventions, the complex challenges that face 
developing countries are rarely the same. As a consequence, a needs assess-
ment can help you determine what activities are most appropriate to address 
the problems in diff erent contexts.

It is important to keep all of your options on the table. Conduct your 
needs assessments without any preconceived notions about which improve-
ment activities will be most valuable to your organization or your clients. 
Listen to others inside and outside your institution, maintain an open per-
spective to creative ideas, and collect information that will justify your rec-
ommendations 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. Ana-
lyze your needs, weigh the benefi ts 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, 
off ering micro loans, 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 off ers diff erent 
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 justifi cations 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 eff ort, you can fi nd many websites, 
books, and articles that provide detailed theories, models, and approaches 
for how a needs assessment can be applied in various professional fi elds (for 
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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 informa-
tion 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 dis-
cover 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 frame-
works 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 diffi  cult 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 frame-
work for conducting a successful needs assessment that is based on the the-
ories, 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. 



Introduction  13

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 signifi cant benefi ts 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 fi rst plausible solution is 
selected and where remaining eff orts 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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Needs Assessment: 
Frequently Asked Questions

SECTION 1

Introduction

Since the 1960s, needs assessments have become a fairly common business 
practice. Consequently, the term needs assessment has taken on several defi -
nitions 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) defi ned 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 off er an introduction to needs assessments as we present many 
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of the most frequently asked questions that we get from colleagues, stu-
dents, 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 assess-
ment 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 fi nd ways to improve personal and 
institutional performance. Gaps do not tell us what to do, but rather they 
characterize the measures we use to defi ne 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 con-
ceptually, and before it is planned and implemented.” In this period, ideas 
are being generated, needs are being defi ned, 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 deci-
sions; they defi ne 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 justifi able 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, off er 
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 oppor-
tunity to compare alternatives. Likewise, it may be that the solution you pro-
pose is useful but that it is even more eff ective 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. 
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Gaps in results (or needs) can then be compared, prioritized, and bal-
anced. Ideas for achieving desired results can be generated. Solutions can be 
evaluated in diff ering 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 defi nition of where we are and where we want to go. In those situa-
tions, 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 
eff ects, or (d) to prioritize the needs to most effi  ciently use resources.

Gaps in results are both opportunities and problems, depending on your 
perspective. In either case, they are the foundation that guides justifi able 
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 fi rst having clear measures of the results that stake-
holders want accomplished in comparison to current achievements. Often, 
development projects proceed with just a vague notion of what should be 

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.
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achieved—such as improving student performance or increasing educa-
tional access—yet this guesswork is not enough to justify signifi cant invest-
ments of time and money.

Justifi able 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 defi ned 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 fi ll the space between 
strategic planning and project initiation, lead from crisis to the fi rst 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 signifi cant role in supporting many 
decisions, it is only part of the puzzle. Likewise, processes for making deci-
sions, such as pair-wise comparisons (see page 187), are frequently included 
in the front end, though they are neither necessary nor suffi  cient by them-
selves. Capacity development is also related to the context in which deci-
sions 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 
fi nd 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 Univer-
sity, defi nes needs assessment as “The systematic study of a problem or 
innovation, incorporating data and opinions from varied sources, in order to 
make eff ective decisions or recommendations about what should happen 
next.” For our purposes, this is a sensible defi nition of the desired activities 
leading to a decision. After all, the earliest decisions of a development proj-
ect 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 
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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 choos-
ing a new car or fi nding a house to call home, to selecting an appropriate 
HIV/AIDS intervention or determining when training will build institu-
tional 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 defi ne 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 fi rst. Likewise, 
organizational managers and leaders use needs assessments to defi ne those 
areas where performance can be improved in the near term and long term. 

Roger Kaufman, professor emeritus at Florida State University, defi nes a 
needs assessment in terms of gaps in results (Kaufman, Oakley-Brown, Wat-
kins, and Leigh 2003). From a performance perspective, this defi nition 
off ers two useful formulas for assessing needs. In the fi rst formula, needs 
are gaps between current results and desired results. The size and impor-
tance 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 fi eld 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 defi ned as the gap between the objective of a 10-day 
reimbursement cycle and the current performance of 14 days. 

Kaufman’s defi nition also provides a second formula for prioritizing 
needs. According to the defi nition, needs are prioritized through the com-
parison 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 
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problems or opportunities, thereby off ering an approach for using informa-
tion 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 diff erentiates 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 defi nition of needs, this approach focuses each of the steps, 
tools, techniques, guides, and other resources on fi rst defi ning 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 diff erences between your current achievements and 
your desired accomplishments (see fi gure 1.1). Thus, needs most commonly 
represent discrepancies—often defi cits—between your ambitions and the 

Figure 1.1  Relating Needs to Discrepancies between What Is (Current 

Results) and What Should Be (Desired Results)

process to achieve
desired results

need
(gap)

current results desired or required results

0

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

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, 
microfi nance strategies, holiday bonuses, reengineering, or any other tech-
niques used to achieve results. Rather, your needs are the basic gaps between 
current and desired performance (see box 1.2). 

When you have defi ned 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 possi-
ble activities that could be done to improve performance and reach your 
goal (see box 1.3). You can systematically examine alternatives for improv-
ing performance and justify your decisions based on criteria related to the 
results to be achieved. This process ensures that you do not put the prover-
bial cart before the horse. 

When the need is defi ned in terms of gaps in results, you can then look at 
the ideas off ered 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 fi nd, for instance, that 
reducing poverty among rural farmers to your desired level requires a com-
bination of direct fi nancial assistance, updates to national agriculture poli-

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 fi ve-year 
strategic plan to guide its educational pro-
gramming: the Education Sector Develop-
ment Framework (ESDF). The ESDF goals 
are directly linked to the government’s long-
term plans to exit from least-developed coun-
try economic status. 

Goals from this report include, for exam-
ple, 98 percent primary school gross intake 
rate by 2011 on the basis of completing in-
complete 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 co-
ordinated 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.
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cies, training in irrigation techniques, partnerships with local shipping 
companies, and other activities. With your need defi ned in terms of results 
to be accomplished, you can now compare diff ering 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 fi ll in the remaining cracks. You cannot do this, however, if you defi ned 
your need as a solution (such as “we need policy reforms” or “we need high-
speed rail”).

What Is Meant by Improving Performance?

The eff orts 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 uni-
versal term or phrase. Adding to the challenge, many development institu-
tions apply unique defi nitions 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 com-
municate with readers from varied organizations, in this book we have set-
tled 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 

In 2004, the United Nations Development 
Group completed a series of needs assess-
ment 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 identifi ed 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.

Box 1.3 Needs (Example 2) 
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the measured progress from a less-than-desirable state to a desirable state, 
whereas performance refers to the results—no matter if your organization 
classifi es them as products, outputs, outcomes, impacts, or some combina-
tion 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 benefi t 
from the outcomes or eff ects 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 improv-
ing how people perform is also essential to accomplishing results, although 
performing and performance are not equivalent. After all, we can each indi-
vidually improve how well we perform our jobs but never achieve desired 
results—and at the same time, desired results are rarely accomplished with-
out improvements in how people perform. Performance is, therefore, con-
sidered 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 indi-
vidual or team performance.3 This fi rst category of performance may deal 
with the preparation of reports, the production of equipment, or document-
ing the distribution of funds to local nonprofi t groups. Individual perfor-
mance 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 benefi cial 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, organi-
zational performance is achieved when there is alignment between what an 
organization uses, does, produces, and delivers. As such, organizational per-
formance is forever bound to individual or team performance, thus making 
their alignment essential to success.

The third, and fi nal, category of performance has an important role 
in  every needs assessment—societal performance.5 Because individuals, 
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teams, and organizations do not exist in a vacuum, the results they pro-
duce 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, 
fi elds, sectors, technologies, and business models. As such, it is an expedi-
ent 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 impover-
ished communities rebuild after a natural disaster, need assessments play 
a vital role in making informed decisions. 

Fundamental to improving performance is the equifi nality principle of 
systems theory, which states that in an open system there are always alter-
natives 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 Instruc-
tion, Brethower and Smalley (1998) point out that “performance improve-
ment 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 fi rst defi ning which results are worth 
accomplishing and then selecting appropriate activities for achieving 
those results.

The fi ndings of your needs assessment might, for example, determine 
that although a country’s ministry offi  cials are not fully prepared to sus-
tain a development project over time, the cost of training the offi  cials 
(especially given the high turnover in the ministry) is not a wise invest-
ment. In response, you may consider (a) building more partnerships into 
the project to reduce the long-term dependence on a single ministry or 
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(b) developing a series of job aids that ministry offi  cials can use as an alter-
native 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 Benefi ts 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 infl u-
ence your performance, the performance of others around you, and the per-
formance of your organization and its contribution to society. Systematic 
processes not only provide initial step-by-step guides, but also off er a foun-
dational set of procedures that you can refl ect on, customize, and continu-
ally improve in order to enrich your decisions later on.

Needs assessments can provide justifi cation for decisions before they are 
made. After all, once a decision is made, it is typically too late to start justify-
ing your choices. Rather, needs assessments proactively identify (a) the per-
formance data that defi ne 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 bud-
get. 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 eff orts. 

Needs assessments can off er a replicable model that can be applied by nov-
ices or experts. If you build on the lessons learned from previous decisions, 
needs assessments can off er a replicable process that can be used over and 
over again and that can be systematically improved upon over time. The fun-
damental framework for needs assessments provides a fl exible 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 subsys-
tems, and even social systems that you will never fi nd in an organizational 
directory. As a consequence, your decisions constantly have rippling eff ects 
that move from one system to the next (see box 1.4).
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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 appro-
priate—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 fi nal 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 mis-

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 infl uence 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 com-
plete an increasing number of procurement requests in a timely manner, then 
improvements to one system—in this case your project team—can infl uence 
the performance of other systems inside and outside of your organization.
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sion statement may have been the answer to many challenges in the past, 
improving performance now requires the development of sustainable per-
formance systems that address multiple factors that infl uence 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 opera-
tional directions.6

Solutions presented may include things such as new roads, new comput-
ers, 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 
fi nd out what ideas people have for improving performance; rather, the chal-
lenge 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, custom-
ize 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 benefi t from the collection of additional 
information and the systematic application of that information to your deci-
sion making; needs assessments do just that. 

Because needs assessments help inform decisions, they can be used pro-
actively 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 
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organization and in almost any role. From decision makers working to cre-
ate a new development initiative with other donors, to those charged with 
improving current eff orts (and all combinations in between), needs assess-
ments can be used to guide decisions. 

Many conversations can lead to a needs assessment (see table 1.1). Some-
times 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 mak-
ing decisions about what should happen next (potentially leading to new 
projects). Clients sometimes have well-defi ned 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 justifi able choices. This situa-
tion happens for many reasons, including (a) they don’t have a clear, mea-

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 predeces-
sor 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 offi cial is attempt-
ing 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 complet-
ing assignments, your 
manager asks you to com-
plete an assessment related 
to the current orientation 
program for new staff 
members.
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surable defi nition 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.

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 benefi t from a clear identifi cation 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 offi  cers commonly hear managers request-
ing 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 perfor-
mance 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 assess-
ment 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.”
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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 fi rst 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 proac-
tive tool. You can, for instance, use a needs assessment as a process for work-
ing with clients and partners to defi ne future projects. An example of where 
a proactive approach could be taken would be as part of a government strat-

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 identifi ed a performance 
gap, or need. The need, in this case, is de-
fi ned by the number of months it takes for a 
new employee to submit a fundable project 
proposal. Other information, such as man-
agement feedback on draft proposals or the 
number of ongoing projects that new em-
ployees supervise, may also be used to fur-
ther defi ne 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 part-
ner relationship management, nor is the 
need for mentoring or new recruiting pol-
icies. Each of those solutions may end 
up being possible activities to improve 
 per formance in relation to the need, but 

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

they are not the initial focus of your needs 
 assessment.

Continuing the example, let’s say that 
your needs assessment determines that de-
lays in new employee performance were 
costing the unit US$500,000 each fi scal quar-
ter (in terms of salary and benefi ts without 
achieving desired results). In comparison, a 
second need that your needs assessment 
identifi ed was a discrepancy between the 
current and desired number of projects that 
engaged partners from multiple sectors. This 
second need, although not typically mea-
sured 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 mea-
sured 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.
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egy 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 fl uctuate 
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 defi ne 
new opportunities—that is, opportunities driven by the desired results of the 
society, community partners, clients, and others (rather than driven by solu-
tions in search of problems).

Continual needs assessments, typically much less formal than initial 
assessments, can also be used to inform practical and justifi able decisions 
(see fi gure 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 cur-
rently shaping the future. 

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

 ✓  Proactively to identify potential opportunities for improving individual 
or organizational performance 

Figure 1.2 Needs Assessment Cycles

Source: Authors.
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 ✓ Continually to monitor your progress toward accomplishing desired 
 results

 ✓  Reactively when new strategic, tactical, or operational objectives are to 
be achieved

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, fi rst 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 off er the fl exibility 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 specifi c 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 defi ne the desired results) cannot aff ord to be rigid or closed-minded. 
They must demonstrate, from beginning to end, the fl exibility required to 
inform decisions in complex and ever-changing realities. Your needs assess-
ments 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 diffi  cult to 
adjust decisions in response to new realities, thereby leaving many projects 
to suff er 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.
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How Does a Needs Assessment Relate to Other 
Tools You Are Already Using?

Needs assessments are often associated with (that is, drawing on and con-
tributing to) process improvement eff orts—including front-end analysis, 
root cause analysis, and performance analysis. Each of the processes pro-
vides 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 eff ort to determine which factors are at the foundation of the 
performance gap and deserve attention. A root-cause analysis is most valu-
able when you have a well-defi ned process in place and when you are search-
ing 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 fi ndings from a 
needs assessment (and needs analysis) to link the identifi ed and prioritized 
needs to specifi c 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 part-
ners in many (if not most) other essential organizational processes. With 
needs assessment processes contributing to the foundation, you can then 
eff ectively use a variety of analysis procedures and potential improvement 
activities together to create a multifaceted initiative that improves perfor-
mance from many angles and perspectives.

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 defi ned.
3.  Rely on a diverse set of partners, tools, and techniques to collect informa-

tion and inform decisions.
4.  Compare a number of alternative activities against agreed-upon perfor-

mance criteria.
5.  Focus on systems of improvement activities rather than on single solutions 

(that is, don’t put all your eggs in one basket).
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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 diff erent functions. The 
distinctive processes diff er in the perspectives that they apply when col-
lecting information and guiding decisions. Although many of the same 
tools are applied in both assessments and evaluations, understanding the 
diff erence 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 identifi es the gaps between the cur-
rent results and the required or desired results (or needs), and then it 

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 transi-
tions from a singular focus on results to a 
combined focus on results and possible ac-
tivities. This change in focus is necessary be-
cause 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 rela-
tively small and that its likely effect on unit per-
formance is signifi cant although the cost 
of increasing the number of multisector proj-
ects is signifi cant and the probable effect 
on unit performance is moderate at best. 
This type of information, when associated 
with well-defi ned and measured needs, is 
 ex tremely valuable in making informed deci-
sions about where to place limited resources.

Analyze each need to determine why it is 
occurring and what potential activities (or so-
lutions) could be of value in closing the gap. 

Using this information, along with other use-
ful performance data, begin to set priorities 
among the multiple needs identifi ed in your 
assessment. Then begin to compare alterna-
tive 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 sub-
mitted. 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 infor-
mation 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.
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appraises those needs for determining priorities and comparing alternative 
activities that may help improve performance. Hence, this approach to col-
lecting 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 eff orts (such as strategic planning or project planning) to defi ne 
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 poli-
cies, expand HIV/AIDS services) may have already been made and when 
you are trying to either improve performance (as with developmental or for-
mative evaluations) or determine the value added by current processes (as 
with summative or impact evaluation). You, therefore, approach an evalua-
tion from a diff erent vantage point than you would for a needs assessment. 
Your processes and results serve a diff erent, though equally important, func-
tion within an organization. 

The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development’s De -
velopment Assistance Committee has provided fi ve criteria to consider when 
evaluating projects: relevance, eff ectiveness, effi  ciency, impact, and sustain-
ability (OECD 2011). Evaluations frequently inform, for example, decisions 
about how (or whether) to improve performance of current eff orts; and evalu-
ations are, therefore, sometimes done in partnership with other cost-value 
analyses (such as cost-benefi t, cost-eff ectiveness, return-on- investment, or 
cost-effi  ciency analysis) or ongoing needs assessment eff orts.9

It is important to note that, in recent years, given an emphasis on achiev-
ing results (that is, products, outputs, outcomes, and impacts), more atten-
tion 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 eff orts 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 diff er.

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 eff ort 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 deci-
sions should consider the results of past solutions ( just as they should look 
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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 eff ectiveness—assuming that they were eff ective to begin with. Suc-
cessful solutions exist in a point in time and in a certain context, and they 
have limited transferability to diff erent 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 valu-
able 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 recom-
mend 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 perspec-
tives and that guides justifi able 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 diff erent 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 deter-
mining 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 
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perspective, we simply fi nd that the term desired results communicates more 
eff ectively 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 improv-
ing 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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Needs Assessment: 
Steps to Success

SECTION 2

Introduction

Because most of us do not conduct needs assessments (such as those typi-
cally required to inform decisions in the workplace) each day, the steps to 
conducting a successful assessment can remain elusive. At the same time 
there is, of course, no one perfect path to success—nor should there be. 
Therefore, we have attempted in this section to “boil down” the theories, 
models, and approaches of needs assessment into clear guidance on how 
you can manage a successful assessment within your unique context. Along 
with the management tools provided in appendix A, the guidance off ered in 
this section can start you on the path to success.1

How Do You Determine the Scope of 
Your Needs Assessment?

We can break down decisions into three levels: 

• Strategic (typically involves goals, objectives, and strategic policies defi n-
ing the relationship between organizations and the society they serve)
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• Tactical (includes the policies and procedures put in place to both sup-
port strategic decisions and guide operational decisions, thereby defi ning 
the goals and objectives of an organization or institution)

• Operational (includes all sorts of short- and long-term decisions that typ-
ically involve implementing projects or programs and carrying out tasks 
to produce results)

Needs assessments are routinely used to guide strategic decisions, choices 
that are guided by the needs of society, including the needs of direct clients 
(such as a government’s ministry of education), indirect clients (such as 
community schools served by the ministry), and others in the society that 
are the benefi ciaries of an organization’s eff orts (such as the broader popu-
lation of the country or region). Although your assessment may focus on the 
needs of a direct client, it is important to recognize and plan for the implica-
tions that any decision you make will have on other related societal systems 
(such as local schools and communities).

Needs assessments also provide valuable guidance for tactical decisions, 
such as when an organization wants to determine what programs and 
projects should be developed to improve aid eff ectiveness. Here the focus 
is on the results of the organization itself, rather than on the contributions 
of the organization to clients and society. Tactical needs assessments can 
be used in reactive situations, such as when organizational performance 
suddenly begins to drift below established expectations. Equally, tactical 
needs assessments are frequently used proactively to determine if and 
when opportunities are the right choice. In each case, a needs assessment 
can help you collect useful information and make justifi able decisions that 
improve the performance (that is, the achievement of desired results) of 
your organization.

Operational decisions are also supported by needs assessments. These 
decisions focus on achieving individual and team results within your orga-
nization, and they are best made in alignment with tactical and strategic 
decisions. Operational decisions include the daily decisions that must be 
made for projects to be implemented or budgets to be used. They can be 
short-term decisions (for example, when deciding on the expected results 
from a staff  meeting) or long-term decisions (for example, when setting 
project management objectives and milestones). In either case, operational 
decisions are associated with the products of individuals and teams. 

Strategic, tactical, and operational decisions—though diff erent in focus—
are each essential to success (see table 2.1). Without quality operational 
decisions, tactical and strategic results would be not achieved. Likewise, 
without quality tactical decisions, strategic results would not be accom-
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plished. If operational decisions are made, for instance, without links to the 
tactical and strategic implications, then the organization, its clients, the cli-
ent’s clients, and others suff er. At the same time, strategic decisions can pro-

Table 2.1   Three Scopes for Needs Assessments

Needs 

assessment Results focus

Example 1:

Contexts for needs 

assessment

Example 2: 

Needs assessment results

Strategic Results contrib-
uted to the 
society and 
communities 
served by the 
organization and 
its partners

Ministry offi cials from fi ve 
neighboring provinces 
meet with donor agencies 
to review the effect of 
recent global economic 
changes on their combined 
populations. 

Priority needs include reducing 
incidence of waterborne 
diseases and increasing 
farmland production. The 
group also indicates that 
multiprovince projects are 
preferred, when appropriate.

Tactical Results delivered 
by the organiza-
tion to clients

Changing population needs 
require more responsive 
development projects that 
work across multiple 
sectors (for example, 
education, health, agricul-
ture, infrastructure, and 
so on) and that engage 
development partners 
(for example, multilateral 
and bilateral organizations 
and nongovernmental 
organizations).

Priority needs for the organiza-
tion include increasing the 
effectiveness of agriculture 
and health projects, as well as 
increasing the number of multi-
sector projects that are 
completed successfully. 

Operational Results produced 
by individuals 
and teams within 
the organization

Your unit within the 
organi zation has not been 
successful in coordinating 
efforts across multiple 
sectors in the past, and two 
such projects have had to 
be restructured in the past 
fi ve years (neither being 
completed within the initial 
funding period).

The priority needs in the unit 
include (a) increasing the 
number of successfully 
completed multisector projects 
and (b) increasing the overall 
number of current projects that 
are completed on time. 
Mentoring new staff mem-
bers, increasing feedback on 
draft proposals, and monitoring 
multisector projects biweekly 
were among the possible 
activities identifi ed to improve 
performance.

Source: The framework is based on the multiple works of Roger Kaufman found in the references section, with examples pro-
vided by the authors of this book.
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vide guidance for subsequent tactical and operational decisions. It is, 
therefore, the alignment of decisions that is essential. 

Many scenarios can commonly lead to needs assessments with diff ering 
scopes: strategic, tactical, operational, or all three. The following scenarios 
may better illustrate examples of when you would select a needs assessment 
with one or more of these scopes.

Example Uses of a Strategic Needs Assessment

Scenario 1: Environmental and social concerns are changing the require-
ments that citizens and government agencies have for your organization’s 
products or services.

Scenario 2: Previous strategic planning eff orts in your organization have 
not provided useful guidance for aligning the contributions of your pro-
vincial education ministry with the emerging requirements of the impov-
erished minority populations that you serve.

Scenario 3: Your government agency is responsible for (a) developing 
20-year transportation plans for your region, (b) anticipating a range of 
economic and social changes, and (c) building in consultations with a 
range of stakeholders (for example, transportation experts, national and 
community offi  cials, fi nancial experts, and so on).

Scenario 4: New technologies are likely to make the services off ered by 
your organization obsolete in the next fi ve years, and you are looking for 
new niche markets that your organization may be able to serve in this 
new development environment.

Example Uses of a Tactical Needs Assessment

Scenario 1: Client satisfaction in your telecommunications organization 
is historically mixed, but new information is indicating that the retention 
of clients has decreased and has become a signifi cant fi nancial risk.

Scenario 2: Your transportation organization is struggling to balance 
workforce capacity, which has too few highly qualifi ed road engineers 
some years and too many other years, thereby leading to suboptimal proj-
ect planning and varying satisfaction among clients.

Scenario 3: Results in your water department have been slowly declin-
ing in recent years (for example, number of sewer lines completed, qual-
ity of water provided, and so on), and it looks as if this year will end with 
lower results than last year.
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Scenario 4: Last year, your organization struggled with approximately 8 
percent of the more than 500 employees missing work on the average 
day. This situation has cost the organization approximately US$180,000 
annually and has led to lower client satisfaction ratings.

Example Uses of an Operational Needs Assessment

Scenario 1: Fewer than 40 percent of project leaders in your unit have 
been adequately identifying emerging risks in their quarterly implemen-
tation reports, leading to 10 percent of the projects in your unit being 
categorized as “at risk of failure.”

Scenario 2: Each quarter, electricity department supervisors are ex -
pected to meet with their employees to discuss community scorecard 
ratings.  But fewer than half of those meetings take place, thereby result-
ing in a lack of shared knowledge on community satisfaction with elec-
tricity services and where corrective action should be taken.

Scenario 3: It is expected that new employees in your pension agency 
will be able to accurately input applicant data into the pension manage-
ment system within six months of� being hired. Unfortunately, it currently 
takes employees 9 to 12 months of practice to enter applicant data with 
the necessary accuracy.

Scenario 4: According to manager evaluations, more than 60 percent of 
employees who complete internal training courses do not perform their 
jobs better after the training. 

Both tactical and operational needs assessments begin and end within the 
organization. Each of the needs assessments relates directly to the ability of 
the organization and its people to accomplish their goals and objectives. In 
contrast, the strategic needs assessment begins outside of the organization 
with the direct and indirect clients that benefi t from the products or ser-
vices of the organization (for example, community members, students, pen-
sioners, and so on). Those direct and indirect clients of the organization are 
thereby given a voice in setting the long-term direction for the organization 
through the strategic needs assessments.

Successful needs assessments are not, however, independent from other 
needs assessments. For an operational needs assessment to be of value, it 
must be completed within the context of a tactical needs assessment; after 
all, why improve performance at the individual level if it is not in line with 
organizational objectives? Likewise, tactical needs assessments are most 
useful when nested in the results of a strategic needs assessment. 
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Alignment is essential for success, both in terms of the decisions to be 
made and the actions that follow those decisions. The goals of an organiza-
tion are best derived from and aligned with the goals of the broader society 
in which they function. Likewise, the goals of a project or team are best 
derived from and aligned with the goals of the organization. The impor-
tance of this alignment is, nevertheless, often overlooked, thus allowing 
decisions to be made—and subsequent actions to be taken—that have little 
or no chance of accomplishing desired results that span across operational, 
tactical, and strategic goals.2 

Managing the scope of your needs assessment requires a sense of bal-
ance—balancing strategic, tactical, and operational decisions. At times, you 
may determine that your assessment requires a 90 percent focus on opera-
tional decisions, with just 10 percent of the eff ort focused on ensuring the 
links with tactical and strategic decisions. At other times, the context for 
your assessment may lead you to determine that 50 percent of the eff ort 
should be on organizational needs, 20 percent on alignment with societal 
needs, and 30 percent on alignment with individual or team needs. There is 
no equation for balancing scope, but rarely would you want to focus exclu-
sively on strategic, tactical, or operational decisions—alignment of the three 
typically involves some attention and eff ort.

Where Do You Begin?

To begin any needs assessment, you must determine what decisions the 
assessment is meant to inform (see box 2.1). For instance, is your organiza-
tion tasked with reforming education within your country, and is your pri-
marily strategic needs assessment meant to inform those decisions? Or has 
your division recently undergone budget cuts and, therefore, you want to 
use a primarily tactical needs assessment to inform decisions on prioritizing 
limited resources? Or are you concerned that a team you lead is missing too 
many deadlines and so you want to use a primarily operational needs assess-
ment as a basis for improving performance?

Whatever the case, let the decisions to be made be your guide. If you are 
unclear on what decisions are going to be made on the basis of the results of 
the needs assessment, then this is a good time to clarify those expectations 
before you begin to plan, manage, and carry out your assessment. You may 
have to go back to your boss, the project sponsor, or others in your organiza-
tion to help clarify how they would like to use the fi ndings of your assess-
ment to guide their choices as well. If conducting the needs assessment was 
your decision, then clarify the objectives on the basis of the questions to 
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which you want answers—answers that will lead to informed and justifi able 
decisions.

The strategic needs assessment, with its focus on the results required for 
external partners, generally provides the foundation for successful tactical 
and operational needs assessments. Without it, you are typically left to rely 
on assumptions regarding the value of your decisions to clients, communi-
ties, and society. In many situations, you may not have the opportunity to 
formally conduct a strategic assessment as part of your project, but ensuring 
the alignment of tactical and operational needs with the strategic needs of 
the external partners and society remains important. 

You can, for instance, (a) link your needs assessment to strategic docu-
ments (such as the Millennium Development Goals, National Development 
Strategies, or World Bank Country Assistance Strategies), (b) defi ne strate-
gic needs on the basis of information already collected for other purposes 
(such as data from the United Nations or Organisation for Economic Co-
operation and Development), (c)  meet with external partners to verify 
what you fi nd within your institution, and (d) engage client communities 
throughout the process by sharing your plans and results. Later, tactical 
and operational needs can be aligned with these strategic fi ndings to verify 
that all results contribute to development objectives.

Depending on the history of needs assessments within your organiza-
tion, it is routine for a combined needs assessment—one that addresses stra-
tegic, tactical, and operational questions—to be the right choice. Don’t panic 
if this is the case for you as well. Because all three needs assessments will 
use similar plans, processes, tools, and techniques, you can typically con-
duct a more effi  cient and simultaneous set of assessments than if you con-
ducted them individually. By asking questions regarding all three needs 

Box 2.1 Tasks in a Needs Assessment

A useful needs assessment will accomplish the following:
• Focus on results fi rst, solutions second.
• Defi ne needs as gaps in results.
• Align operational, tactical, and strategic performance.
• Systematically analyze needs to inform decisions.
• Consider a broad array of possible activities.
• Compare activities against performance criteria.
•  Provide information that justifi es the decision before it is made.
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assessments—strategic, tactical, and operational—in one interview, focus 
group, or survey, you can, for example, save time and money as well as reduce 
your stress.

Knowing why you are conducting the assessment and what decisions 
will be made based on its results are the essential foundations for success 
and are the ideal place to start.

How Do You Conduct a Basic Needs 
Assessment?

As with any organizational activity, it is best to start your needs assessment 
with a plan. Your plan will not only help guide the processes within your 
needs assessment but also help you manage the multiple steps and various 
partners throughout the assessment.

Depending on the size and scope of your needs assessment (correspond-
ing to the decisions that your needs assessment will guide), you can create a 
useful plan for identifying needs, analyzing needs, and deciding what to do 
next (or at least making recommendations). By using this three-step pro-
cess, you ensure that (a) your assessment focuses on results before solutions, 
(b) your needs are studied before decisions are made, and (c) your decisions 
are informed and justifi ed.

For an assessment that is small in scope, you can include in your plan just 
the primary steps outlined as follows. For an assessment that is larger in 
scope, add more substeps and details as outlined later in the next section. 
Your larger-scale assessments will also likely benefi t from involving a spe-
cialist in needs assessment (or potentially in evaluation) to lead or advise 
about the assessment. After all, larger assessments will typically involve 
more questions to be answered, more and diff erent types of stakeholders, 
more people to gather information from, more information to be analyzed, 
and more partners in making informed choices. Adjusting the detailed pro-
cesses within each step of your assessment gives you the fl exibility to match 
your eff orts to the desired scope.

That being said, it is important to recognize that although a formal needs 
assessment will generally follow the same basic steps, having ongoing infor-
mal needs assessments can be a necessary tool for responding to changing 
situations. Even after you complete a formal needs assessment, you should 
continue to collect information to monitor and evaluate the situation. When 
you recognize that needs are changing, you should either update the fi nd-
ings of the previous formal needs assessment or begin the process again to 
update recommendations.
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Next are three basic steps that should be included in your plans for a 
successful needs assessment. In appendix A of this book, you will fi nd 
additional information, tools, checklists, and resources for managing your 
assessment.

Identify

The fi rst step in needs assessment is to identify needs (that is, gaps between 
desired and current results). Although it is often tempting to mix potential 
solutions (that is, activities or resources) with needs, your assessment will 
be much more eff ective if you focus exclusively on results to start. There 
will be plenty of time for debating potential solutions later in the process. 
After all, as Henry Kissinger is credited with saying, “If you do not know 
where you are going, every road will get you nowhere.”

1. Identify your internal and external partners for the needs assessment. 
Colleagues, clients, nongovernmental organizations (NGOs), develop-
ment partners, and others may all be useful partners in making a quality 
decision.

2. Determine what data are required to identify needs (that is, gaps) at the 
strategic, tactical, and operational levels. In other words, what informa-
tion is required to make an informed and justifi able decision?

3. Determine potential sources of data (for example, community members, 
documents, and so on) to inform your needs assessment. For instance, is 
a strategic plan available for the national or provincial government to 
help guide a tactical-level needs assessment?

4. Make arrangements to collect information that is not already available. 
Schedule interviews, create surveys, arrange focus groups, collect docu-
ments to be reviewed, train focus group facilitators, schedule perfor-
mance observations, and so forth.

5. Pilot test interview protocols, questionnaires, and other information-
gathering tools (see box 2.2).

6. Collect information using a variety of tools and techniques, and include 
sources that represent varying perspectives on the primary performance 
issues. Remember to listen—far more than you talk—when collecting in-
formation for your needs assessment.

7. Defi ne needs on the basis of performance gaps between current and 
desired results. Link strategic, tactical, and operational needs to ensure 
alignment.
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Analyze

The analysis process links needs with the information required to make 
decisions about what actions should be taken. After all, every need does not 
require immediate action: causal factors must be reviewed, return-on- 
investment considerations must be weighed, and priorities must be set. At 
this point, many ideas for solutions or activities to improve results will be 
off ered. These ideas should also be captured during the analysis, though the 
focus remains on better understanding the diff erences between current and 
desired results.

1. Establish an initial prioritization of needs on the basis of size, scope, dis-
tinguishing characteristics, and relative importance.

2. Conduct a needs analysis—for the highest-priority needs—to better un-
derstand what is working, what is not working, and what the systemic 
relationships are among needs.

3. Collect information (a) regarding the causal factors (or root causes) as-
sociated with what is not working and (b) leading to priority needs. Use 
multiple data-collection tools and techniques, and ensure that you cap-
ture a variety of perspectives.

4. Analyze and synthesize the useful information you have collected about 
the needs.

Box 2.2 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
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Decide

Making complex decisions based on the analysis is the next step (see box 
2.3). This step is also often the hardest, given (a) competing interests for cer-
tain types of activities to occur, (b) diffi  culties in agreeing to the criteria to 
use in making the decisions, and (c)  typical realities for negotiation and 
compromise. Nevertheless, information from steps 1 and 2 will increase the 
potential for making a justifi able decision that will lead to desired results.

1. Working with needs assessment partners, establish the criteria on 
which decisions will be made about what to do (for example, cost, time, 
impact).3

2. Identify multiple activities (that is, solutions) that in combination could 
achieve desired results. There are always multiple options to be consid-
ered, so it is important not to become fi xated on any one solution until it 
can be compared with others against the agreed-upon criteria.

3. Evaluate each potential performance improvement activity to assess its 
value to your improvement eff ort.

4. Prioritize the identifi ed needs on the basis of the cost to meet the need 
(that is, closing the gap) versus the cost of not meeting the need (that is, 
not closing the gap).4

5. Summarize your recommendations in a needs assessment report or pre-
sentation, and disseminate the information.

Box 2.3 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
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6. Evaluate your needs assessment process to determine if changes should 
be made before you complete your next assessment.

Use the three primary steps (identify, analyze, decide) as a general guide for 
your needs assessment. For informal needs assessments, these three steps 
and the recommended substeps may be enough to inform your decision. 

How Do You Conduct a Larger-Scale Needs 
Assessment?

Larger-scale needs assessments typically require a more detailed and formal 
needs assessment process. If, for instance, you are planning a six-month 
needs assessment that requires the engagement of several government min-
istries and donor partners, then the three general steps of identify, analyze, 
and decide will not be suffi  cient. 

In these cases, Jim Altschuld (2010) suggests that the needs assessment 
be conducted in three phases: preassessment activities, assessment activi-
ties, and postassessment activities.5 The three previously discussed steps 
(identify, analyze, decide) can then be integrated into the assessment activi-
ties, providing a proactical approach to your assessment (see fi gure 2.1).

Phase 1. Preassessment

The purpose of this phase is to determine the overall scope and plan for the 
assessment so you ensure that implementation goes smoothly and generates 
justifi able information to make decisions. The preassessment phase relies 

Figure 2.1 Needs Assessment Phases and Basic Steps

preassessment assessment postassessment

identify     analyze     decide

Source: Based in part on Altschuld 2010.
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on using existing information as much as possible, rather than on collecting 
new information, to inform decisions.

1. With the sponsors of the assessment, determine the overall 
scope of the needs assessment.

2. Depending on the scope of the assessment, identify the primary 
performance issues that are leading to the needs assessment. To 
the extent possible, review existing information (such as earlier 
reports or surveys) to guide the assessment.

3. Defi ne what data and information are required from the needs 
assessment to adequately inform decisions. This step may require 
that you collect some preliminary information from key stake-
holders and partners to defi ne objectives and select methods.

4. With others, create a management plan for the needs assessment 
(see appendix A). 

5. Validate your management plan for the needs assessment with 
colleagues, peers, clients, partners, the assessment’s spon-
sors, and others who will have a stake in the success of the 
 assessment.

Phase 2. Assessment

The purpose of this phase is to implement the assessment in a methodologi-
cally sound manner that generates justifi able information to make decisions.

 1. Make arrangements to collect the necessary information from 
the various sources. Schedule interviews, create surveys, ar-
range focus groups, collect documents to be reviewed, train 
group facilitators when necessary, schedule performance obser-
vations, and so forth.

 2. Review protocols, questionnaires, and other information- 
gathering tools to verify that you capture the necessary informa-
tion regarding both the current achievements and the desired 
 accomplishments.

 3. Collect information by (a) using a variety of tools and techniques 
and (b) including sources that represent varying perspectives 
on the primary performance issues.
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 4. Defi ne needs on the basis of performance gaps between cur-
rent and desired results.

 5. Establish an initial prioritization of needs on the basis of size, 
scope, distinguishing characteristics, and relative importance.

 6. For the highest-priority needs, create a plan for collecting in-
formation on the factors that are likely leading to the perfor-
mance gaps.

 7. Collect information regarding the causal factors (or root 
causes) associated with priority needs.

 8. Analyze and synthesize the useful information you have 
 collected.

 9. For each priority need and its associated causal factors, identify 
multiple performance-improvement activities that in combi-
nation could address the complete need.

10. Evaluate each potential performance-improvement activity to 
assess its value to your improvement eff ort.

11. Use the information to prioritize needs and make recom-
mendations regarding the improvement eff orts that will best 
achieve desired results within the given context. 

Phase 3. Postassessment

The purpose of this phase is to underscore that the assessment does not end 
once priorities have been set. Information from the assessment must be 
shared and used to guide decisions. Additionally, situations change, and you 
should routinely collect and assess information as part of ongoing monitor-
ing and evaluation. This phase supports the implementation of recommen-
dations and off ers opportunities to take corrective actions where necessary.

1. Summarize your recommendations in a needs assessment re-
port or presentation.

2. Communicate your draft fi ndings to your stakeholders. For 
larger- scale assessments, this step may involve developing a dis-
semination strategy, communication strategies, and assessment 
reports and presentations. It is also good practice to share fi nd-
ings with people who provided information and other inputs for 
your assessment.
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3. Integrate postassessment monitoring and evaluation activities 
into recommended activities that will be undertaken.

4. Evaluate your needs assessment process to determine if changes 
should be made before you complete your next assessment.

Build fl exibility into your plan, but don’t be tempted to take the fi rst plau-
sible solution that shows up and forget about the rest of the assessment that 
you have designed. Research by Paul Nutt (2008) at Ohio State University 
illustrates that this tendency, which he refers to as taking an emergent oppor-
tunity, leads to less-successful results from your decisions than if you follow 
through with the complete needs assessment, which he refers to as discov-
ery decision making.6

Nevertheless, you can, for example, complete multiple tasks at the same 
time to save time and resources. Skipping steps or reversing the order of 
activities can, however, cause problems or lead to missed opportunities to 
improve performance. Therefore, especially for needs assessments with a 
larger scope, include dependencies that illustrate which tasks must be com-
pleted before subsequent steps can begin. 

Lastly, continually review your needs assessment plan throughout the 
process to ensure that necessary results have been accomplished before 
moving on to subsequent, and dependent, tasks. If your assessment drifts 
away from a focus on performance and results, then it is better to know this 
change early so that corrective actions can be taken.

Who Should Be Involved in a Needs Assessment?

Needs assessments are rarely successful when performed as an individual 
activity. Instead, involve others inside and outside your organization to gain 
multiple perspectives on both the results that should be accomplished and 
the current levels of performance for comparison. From ministry offi  cials 
and donor partners to internal managers and volunteers, having various 
partners represented in your needs assessment will improve the quality 
of  your assessment and will create buy-in to the recommendations that 
 follow. 

Building a team (or a committee) to conduct the assessment is also essen-
tial to the success of your performance improvement eff orts. Not only is a 
needs assessment typically more work than one individual can do, but also 
conducting a needs assessment with a single perspective can be dangerous. 
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The varied perspectives off ered by others on your assessment team will add 
signifi cant value to the information that you collect and the decision that 
you make.7 Table 2.2 illustrates the relationship of multiple, potential part-
ners for needs assessments of diff ering scopes.

Table 2.2   Sample Partners in a Needs Assessment for Regional Planning 

Strategic 

needs

assessment

Tactical 

needs 

assessment

Operational

 needs 

assessment

Combined 

strategic, 

tactical, and 

operational

Information sources

Clients *** ** * ***

Customers *** ** * ***

Community 
members *** ** * ***

Senior managers *** *** * ***

Functional heads or 
managers ** *** *** ***

Performers * ** *** ***

Supervisors * ** *** ***

Suppliers ** ** *** **

Volunteers ** ** *** **

Ministry offi cials *** ** * ***

Elected offi cials *** ** * ***

NGOs *** ** * ***

Local community 
groups *** ** * ***

Needs assessment team

Executive sponsor *** *** ** ***

Project manager *** *** *** ***

Administrative staff ** * * **

Data collection staff * ** ** **

Communications 
staff *** ** * ***

Notes: See pages 39–40 for defi nitions of strategic, tactical, and operational needs assessments.

   * = Valued partners who, if available, can improve the quality of your assessment.
  ** = Important partners who, although not essential, contribute to a successful assessment.
*** = Critical partners whose participation is essential for success.
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How Long Will a Needs Assessment Take? 

The time required to complete a practical needs assessment depends on 
many variables, from your previous experiences with needs assessments, to 
the availability of information within your organization, to the scope of your 
assessment. As a result, you can complete a quality needs assessment in as 
little time as a week, whereas more complex decisions may require an assess-
ment that spans several months. 

Answering the following questions can help you determine the time 
required for your needs assessment:

1. What is the scope of your needs assessment: strategic, tactical, opera-
tional, or all three? How many and how complex are the performance-
related questions that your needs assessment is going to inform? 

2. Has another needs assessment been completed within your organization 
in the past year?

3. Does your organization have a strategic plan that clearly links strategic, 
tactical, and operational performance objectives? Are data on current per-
formance routinely collected to inform decisions in your organization?

4. Have you previously managed a needs assessment or an evaluation?

5. Do you, or do people working with you on the needs assessment, have 
experience in collecting, analyzing, and synthesizing information?

6. Are there project deadlines or external events that establish a “must com-
plete by” date for the assessment?

Depending on your responses to these questions, the length of a needs 
assessment can vary from a few days to a couple of months. After answering 
the questions, use the needs assessment tools found in appendix A to esti-
mate the number of days required for each assessment activity. Be sure to 
factor in that many of the steps can be completed simultaneously, but that 
there are also several that cannot be started until a previous step has been 
completed.

After all this planning, determine how much time you, and others, have to 
dedicate to the assessment. Review your commitments to other projects, 
your upcoming vacation schedule, and other events on your calendar that 
may extend the amount of time required to complete the assessment. Also 
factor in that others, especially those whom you are counting on to provide 
useful information, will be out of town, busy, or on holiday (or vacation) dur-
ing this time. 
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We realize that this is no easy formula, and from our experience “easy 
formulas” typically underestimate the amount of time required to complete 
a useful assessment. Some experienced professionals estimate how long it 
will take to complete the assessment, and then double or triple that time to 
be realistic about how long the assessment will take to complete.

How Do You Manage a Needs Assessment? 

Managing a needs assessment is very much akin to managing any other proj-
ect within an organization. Therefore, in appendix A of this book, we have 
included a number of needs assessment project management guides, check-
lists, and resources. 

To effectively manage your needs assessment, also consider the 
following:8

• Involve both internal and external partners from day 1. A needs assess-
ment is rarely an activity that can be completed successfully without en-
gaging both internal and external partners. From internal partners that 
represent varied perspectives within your organization to external part-
ners that characterize perspectives of communities, clients, government 
offi  cials, consultants, suppliers, and others outside of your organization, 
each group plays an essential role in defi ning and prioritizing needs as 
well as in identifying and prioritizing potential activities to improve 
 performance.

• Get a needs assessment sponsor or champion in top management. When it 
comes to a needs assessment, successful project management requires 
that you have a combination of responsibility (for the results of the needs 
assessment), authority (to make decisions), and accountability (for the 
accomplishments associated with assessment). Avoid situations where 
you are responsible and accountable but have no authority to achieve the 
necessary results. It is important in most situations that the sponsor del-
egates to you the authority necessary to make management decisions re-
garding the needs assessment.

• Establish measurable goals, objectives, and deliverables. Needs assess-
ments are best managed through detailed goals, objectives, deliverables, 
and timelines. Use project management tools, such as Gantt or PERT 
charts, to guide your project from start to fi nish.9 Establish clear and 
measurable objectives for each phase of the needs assessment, and then 
track your successful achievements. At the same time, remain fl exible. 
Needs are constantly changing—some are leaving (for instance, when a 
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related project achieves positive results, or when your organization shifts 
its objectives under new leadership), and others are emerging (for in-
stance, when changing global economic conditions strain the limited re-
sources of a developing country). Your assessment—and subsequent deci-
sions—must be able to adjust to these realities.

• Lead the planning process and the assessment. Successful needs assess-
ments do not happen by chance or luck. Rather, they are led by an indi-
vidual (or a team), and they require a blend of leadership and manage-
ment skills. From motivating team members and guiding decisions to 
sharing authority and taking accountability, leadership plays an essential 
role in the success of any needs assessment. It is easy to get so wrapped 
up in managing the day-to-day activities of your project that your leader-
ship gets lost.

• Balance time, budget, and quality of needs assessment results. There is no 
“perfect” needs assessment; consequently your success depends on fi nd-
ing an appropriate balance of time, budget, and quality of results that can 
be achieved. As you develop your needs assessment plan and guide that 
plan through implementation, refl ect on these three variables to ensure 
that you are not losing balance or focus. Roger Kaufman (2006) goes as 
far as to suggest that “anything worth doing is worth doing poorly, at least 
at fi rst.” In other words, a less-than-perfect needs assessment usually has 
more value than a needs assessment that never gets done; at least, the 
former gives a starting place for making improvements.

• Establish your management style. There is no ideal management style for 
all needs assessments. At some times, you may have to be more authori-
tarian to get things done; at other times, you may want to manage by ob-
jectives (and then get out of the way so that people can be successful in 
their tasks). Establish your primary management style early on in the 
project. If you fi nd that it isn’t working for the needs assessment, then 
refl ect on your experiences and select another management style that 
may achieve better results.

• Assess your strengths and weaknesses. To manage a successful needs as-
sessment, know your own strengths and weaknesses (for instance, you 
may be great at keeping the project organized but less eff ective in leading 
focus groups as part of data collection). In addition, it is useful to know 
the strengths and weaknesses of your assessment team members (for ex-
ample, one member may be great at conducting interviews but unable to 
view the perspectives of others when synthesizing information from var-
ious sources). Understanding and applying these factors as you assign 
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roles, guide decisions, and manage the daily activities is important to 
your success—and to the success of the assessment.

• Communicate early and often. Keep your partners engaged and active 
throughout the needs assessment rather than letting them become pas-
sive observers (see Greer 1999). These internal and external partners in-
clude the assessment team, sponsors, and others who may be providing 
information to the assessment or using the results to inform their deci-
sions. Consequently, from the time you kick off  your assessment until the 
fi ndings have been communicated, keep your partners involved in the 
information gathering and decision making to some extent. Whether it is 
calling them once a week to ask for guidance, e-mailing them sample 
questionnaires, or holding community information meetings, keeping 
your partners engaged requires that you do not forget about them for 
weeks or months at a time. After all, if you lose their interest during the 
needs assessment process, then it is very diffi  cult to get that interest back 
during the implementation of recommended activities.

• Keep your focus on the results (or don’t get distracted by processes or poten-
tial solutions). Stay focused on the results to be accomplished by your 
needs assessment. Frequently, you are so distracted by all of the activities 
(such as interviews, focus groups, team management, and performance 
analysis) required to complete a needs assessment that you lose focus of 
your intended results. Routinely review your assessment’s goals and ob-
jectives to ensure that all of your decisions are guided by the performance 
targets. Similarly, when potential solutions (including bridges, roads, 
new computers, wells, dams, microloans, training, mentoring, and other 
improvement activities) are mentioned, don’t be distracted; stay focused 
on defi ning your needs as being gaps in results. In the end, the results of 
your decisions will be signifi cantly better if you follow through with the 
whole needs assessment.10

Where Does a Project’s Logic Model Fit In?

Logic models (also known as results chains, results frameworks, program 
theory, or log frames) are common planning, monitoring, evaluating, and 
communicating tools used to guide development projects (see fi gure 2.2). 
They display the sequential relationships that describe what the project (or 
program) uses, does, produces, and delivers—as well as the short-term and 
long-term desired eff ects (societal results) of those eff orts. The models illus-
trate the “logic” of how investments (money, time, eff ort, and so on) are 
intended to achieve a series of results. 
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The logic model works this way: inputs or resources are provided to 
implement activities. The activities should result in the production and 
delivery of services or products, which are outputs. These services or prod-
ucts should cause something to change in the desired direction. In the near 
and medium term, the program’s eff ects are outcomes. The longer-term 
eff ects of the program are referred to as impacts. In short, a logic model 
describes a plausible, causal relationship between inputs and how those 
inputs will lead to the intended outcomes. 

Impacts are the long-term societal results of a project or program. Impacts 
typically refer to goal attainment and are sometimes referred to as higher-
level outcomes. Examples include reduced child mortality and improved 
rates of economic growth. Achievement of higher-level outcomes is generally 
beyond the control of those implementing a project, and project implement-
ers should usually not be held solely accountable for achieving them. 

Outcomes are the eff ect or result of activities and outputs at the institu-
tional or organizational level. Outcomes refl ect uptake, adoption, or use of 
outputs by those who are supposed to benefi t from the project. Outcomes 
are  what things are changed because of the project or program. Examples 

Figure 2.2 Logic Models for Planning, Monitoring, and Evaluating

Source: Based on Watkins (2007) and on multiple works by Roger Kaufman, though labels 
for the three levels of results (impacts, outcomes, outputs) have been modifi ed from his 
model (outcomes, outputs, products) to refl ect the prevalent terminology of the logic 
model and international development literature.

impacts plan

measure outcomes plan

measure outputs plan

measure activities

inputs

plan
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include children who have learned more because the quality of their educa-
tion has improved and who have fewer illnesses because of access to clean 
water. “Good” outcomes can be  measured.

 Outputs are the supply-side services or products produced as a result of 
a project’s activities. Examples include the construction of 500 schools, the 
training of 1,500 nurses, an increase of 20 percent in the production of corn, 
and a plan for strengthening social protection programs.

Activities are what the project does with the inputs. Examples of activi-
ties or interventions include building schools, hospitals, or irrigation canals; 
training teachers; buying textbooks; developing plans; creating partner-
ships; and immunizing children.

Inputs are the project’s resources, including money, staff , facilities, 
equipment, and technical expertise.  

Logic models typically identify a level of inputs, a level of processes, and 
then three levels of results. Hence, an important element of a logic model is 
the diff erentiation of means (inputs and activities) and results (outputs, out-
comes, and impacts) but don’t let this cause unnecessary confusion. Some 
organizations, for instance, prefer to call the three levels of results outputs, 
outcomes, and impacts; other institutions refer to them as products, outputs, 
and outcomes. Still other organizations use diff erent terminology. The terms 
are, however, less important than the alignment of results, thereby ensuring 
that everything a project uses, does, produces, and delivers makes desired 
contributions to communities and society.

When planning, use logic models (starting with impacts) to determine 
what results must be accomplished, and then later determine what pro-
cesses and inputs will best achieve those results. When monitoring or evalu-
ating projects, use the logic model to measure (a) if adequate resources were 
obtained, (b) if they were used effi  ciently within the project processes, and 
(c) then what results (outputs, outcomes, and impacts) were achieved. From 
here, the project cycle of assess, plan, act, monitor, and evaluate can begin 
again.

When available, logic models are an important resource to inform your 
needs assessment and subsequent decisions. When a model is not available, 
the results of your needs assessment can easily be used to create one.11 
Within your needs assessment, for example, the logic model can provide a 
framework for relating current and desired results (see fi gure 2.3).

Notice that needs are only gaps in results, not gaps in activities or inputs. 
Although your needs assessment should examine gaps for all elements of 
the logic model, it is important to diff erentiate gaps in results at the impacts, 
outcomes, and outputs levels from the activities and resources used to 
achieve results. 
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Logic models provide a systemic perspective of projects and off er a 
useful framework for a needs assessment though your assessment should 
also look beyond the logic model to ensure that gaps in results are viewed 
from a systemic perspective. Logic models are predominantly project or 
program focused, which means they can frequently miss the interdepen-
dencies and relationships that span multiple projects, elements critical to 
making informed decisions. For example, the logic model for a reproduc-
tive health project was likely created independent of projects in other 

Figure 2.3 Logic Models as a Needs Assessment Framework

Source: Based on the organizational elements model described in Kaufman (2003) and his other publica-
tions. However, it should be noted that Kaufman refers to the three levels of results as products, out-
puts, and outcomes, with the latter being those results that primarily benefi t society. Kaufman’s focus 
on the benefi ciaries’ results at each level has distinct advantages over the time-based reference points 
(such as long- or short-term impacts) that are more common in the logic models literature. Within the 
Kaufman framework, the primary benefi ciaries of products are individuals and teams, of outputs are 
organizations, and of outcomes is society, thereby making it easier to distinguish and align results during 
the needs assessment. Nevertheless, given the broad use of logic models literature in international 
development projects, we will use outputs, outcomes, and impacts throughout this book.
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sectors (such as agriculture or transportation) or projects of other devel-
opment agencies (such as projects funded by NGOs or even those of the 
client government). 

Use logic models as a tool for understanding the relationships of what is 
used, done, produced, delivered, and contributed to the broader society. 
Doing so will guide your assessment and will ensure that strategic, tactical, 
and operational decisions are aligned.

What Types of Data Should You Collect?

Data do not make decisions, but they should play a signifi cant role in sup-
porting your decision making. In his book titled The ROI of Human Capital, 
Jac Fitz-Enz (2009) advises that it is a management imperative to convert 
data into meaningful information, to turn information into intelligence 
related to business issues, and then to share that intelligence with others. 
Needs assessments off er systematic processes for doing just that, thereby 
providing structure and tools that guide the translation of data into useful 
information that can be used to make informed decisions about what to do 
next, which over time creates business intelligence that can be shared with 
others.

Perspectives on needs assessment also play a vital role in determining 
(a) which data collection techniques you use; (b), how you ask questions 
within the technique; (c) what questions you ask; and (d) how you analyze 
the resulting information to identify, defi ne, and prioritize needs. A combi-
nation of discrepancy and appreciative inquiry perspectives is typically 
valuable to ensure that your assessment determines both what is working 
well and where improvements can be made.

• A discrepancy perspective views needs assessment as a process for iden-
tifying and measuring diff erences and inconsistency between what is and 
what should be at the strategic, tactical, or operational level.

• An appreciative inquiry perspective views needs assessment as a process 
for engaging people across the performance system so they can build or-
ganizations, programs, and projects around what works, rather than ex-
clusively focusing on trying to fi x what doesn’t.

Given that needs are defi ned as performance gaps, a discrepancy perspec-
tive of data and information is most typically associated with a needs assess-
ment. Discrepancy data are actually quite valuable for informing decisions 
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and improving performance although alone they are not likely enough to 
consistently make justifi able decisions that will lead to desired results. Like-
wise, the appreciative inquiry perspective can focus too much on improving 
activities that are already taking place, without recognizing that improving 
results may require new activities that address specifi c weaknesses or future 
performance expectations. Thus, a combination of the two perspectives is 
generally recommended for a comprehensive needs assessment. 

Discrepancy Data Collection and Information Gathering

Needs assessments and subsequent decisions generally benefi t from data 
and information regarding performance discrepancies. Incomplete projects, 
missed deadlines, low client satisfaction are discrepancies between desired 
accomplishments and current achievements that will help shape your 
assessment and decisions. It is, therefore, useful to collect data and informa-
tion that can readily describe performance discrepancies. Survey data, inter-
view responses, focus group results, performance observations, document 
reviews, and other needs assessment tools and techniques described in this 
book can all be used to illustrate performance discrepancies. For example, 
the interview question “Given the context of our organization, what would 
be the desired or expected length of time for a project to go from concept to 
funding approval, and how long does it currently take?” readily off ers dis-
crepancy data that can defi ne a need.

The value of information to illustrate performance discrepancies is not 
defi ned by the type of data. Qualitative, quantitative, hard, and soft data can 
all be used eff ectively to point out performance discrepancies. Descriptive 
diff erences in perceptions can be just as valuable to your needs assessment 
as numeric data drawn from a database. Information viewed from a discrep-
ancy perspective does not depend on the type of data you have but rather on 
the point of view you use to compare those data against other information.

Appreciative Inquiry Data Collection and Information Gathering

Focusing exclusively on performance discrepancies can, nevertheless, cast a 
dark shadow on the many positive achievements within any organization. 
Taking an appreciative inquiry perspective acts to balance the potentially 
negative view of performance. By identifying and highlighting the positive 
achievements, you are adding to your assessment valuable information 
about what is working well and how you can build on those results.
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As you do when looking at performance from a discrepancy perspective, 
use various assessment tools and techniques when applying an appreciative 
inquiry perspective. From this perspective, you can also successfully conduct 
surveys, interviews, focus groups, observations, and reviews and can use 
other assessment tools. The diff erence is that rather than looking for gaps in 
performance, you are identifying the benefi cial results of current activities 
and determining how they can be improved on to achieve future results.12

Information gathered from an appreciative inquiry perspective can iden-
tify activities that should be maintained or expanded to accomplish desired 
results. By coordinating these successful activities with the performance 
improvement activities coming out of your needs assessment, you can 
in crease the likelihood of sustainable improvements.

Collection of Diverse Data

Use a similar integration of qualitative (or quality), quantitative (or quan-
tity), hard (or externally verifi able), and soft (or not externally verifi able) 
data collection procedures to ensure that your needs assessment is robust 

Table 2.3   Examples of Data-Collection Tools and Techniques for Each Data 

Type

Hard

(externally 

verifi able data)

Soft

(not externally 

verifi able data)

Quantitative
(numeric
expressions
of a variable)

• Performance data

• Budget analysis

• Performance ratings

•  Scaled surveys (for 
example, 1 = disagree, 
5 = agree)a 

Qualitative
(nonnumeric
expressions
of a variable)

• Analysis of a list serve

• Document review

• Focus groupsb

•  Multisource performance 
observations

• Opinion surveys

• Individual interviews

•  Single-source perfor-
mance observations

Source: Watkins (2007).

a. The results of Likert-type scale surveys are often mistakenly thought of as hard data because they 
result in quantifi able data. This is a good example of why you should consider data on both dimensions 
(hard-soft and quantitative-qualitative) because a single dimension may lead to confusion or the use of 
inappropriate statistical techniques and related conclusions.
b. Focus groups can offer participants the ability to verify the input of other participants, thereby offer-
ing external verifi cation of data of individual participants.
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and diverse. Each of the diff erent categories of data can be important to your 
assessment. Each has strengths and weaknesses; therefore, including infor-
mation from a variety of categories (for instance, soft quantitative and hard 
qualitative) gives you a more balanced view of the need (see table 2.3). 

Likewise, both inductive and deductive approaches to analysis should be 
considered after you have collected data. Inductive approaches start with a 
blank slate to identify emerging trends or patterns. Conversely, deductive 
approaches begin with a framework or model, and then they sort data into 
the prescribed structure. Both approaches can be eff ective techniques, and 
they can complement each other in the same needs assessment. There is, 
however, no easy formula for determining which approach is appropriate 
for your assessment. Consider both options for each category of data, and 
use the approach that best fi ts your context.

Which Tools and Techniques from This Book 
Should You Use?

Needs assessments rely on a broad set of common tools and techniques for 
collecting information and making decisions; many of these tools and tech-
niques are also applied during or after an activity for monitoring, quality 
improvement, and evaluation purposes. From focus groups and interviews 
to scenarios and fi shbone diagrams, most of the tools are not unique to the 
needs assessment process; rather, it is the “before a decision is made” per-
spective applied to each tool that defi nes the value of a needs assessment.

Your assessment, for instance, may be used to determine what combination 
of social aid programs will best improve the quality of life for impoverished 
people living in rural communities. The fi ndings of the assessment could lead 
to a series of activities that are intended to achieve desired results. However, 
the context of communities is always changing (for instance, natural disasters 
occur, changes in government leadership can reduce funding, and emigration 
patterns change), and the implementation of projects is often quite diff erent 
from what was intended (for instance, project leaders may not work with 
community leaders as imagined, project staff  members may leave the country, 
or new technologies may off er unforeseen improvements to the project). 
Development projects are, therefore, complex and often unpredictable.

Despite this unpredictability, your needs assessment must defi ne and pri-
oritize needs and then must support decisions about what to do. Moreover, 
your success is frequently measured according to the results of the activities 
that were recommended in this ever-changing environment. Your assess-
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ment, therefore, cannot rely on just one tool (for example, a survey) for col-
lecting information and another (for example, straw polls) for making 
decisions. Typically, you want to have (and use) a number of optional tools 
to meet the high expectations.

The needs assessment tools and techniques included in this book off er 
just a sample of the many ways that you can gather information, make deci-
sions, and improve performance. All the same, it is often challenging to 
decide which tools or techniques are best for your needs assessment. For 
some assessments, focus group techniques may be most valuable to ensure 
partner buy-in. For other assessments, a blend of analytical tools and group 
decision-making techniques may make the most sense. The choices are, 
however, rarely easy. For that reason, we have divided the tools and tech-
niques into two categories for needs assessment applications: information 
gathering and decision making. 

Some of the tools (such as the delphi technique on page 137 or dual- 
response surveys on page 116) are most eff ective when you are working with 
a large number of partners in your needs assessment, whereas others (such 
as interviews on page 106, fi shbone diagrams on page 197, or concept map-
ping on page 220) can be used equally as well with small or large groups. 
Similarly, tools and techniques such as surveys and multicriteria analysis 
can provide useful facts and fi gures in quantifi ed ways, whereas interviews, 
case studies, and scenarios provide qualitative information that is also use-
ful in making decisions.

Choosing the right mixture of tools and techniques for collecting infor-
mation and making decisions is, therefore, much more of an art than a sci-
ence. Your experiences, background, and confi dence in using any of this 
book’s tools and techniques should also inform your decision. If you have 
the resources to use experts, such as focus group facilitators, interviewers, 
or return-on-investment analysts, then this involvement will also infl uence 
the options you have available for completing your needs assessment.

In addition, we have developed two guides to help you select the appro-
priate tools for your context. In appendix A, you will fi nd (a) Tools and Tech-
niques to Consider and (b) the Guide to Selecting Tools and Techniques. These 
guides can be valuable resources for identifying, comparing, and choosing 
the tools and techniques for your next assessment.

When Do You Have Enough Information?

Determining when you have “enough” information to make informed and 
justifi able decisions depends greatly on the decisions you are trying to make 



Needs Assessment: Steps to Success  67

and the consequences of those choices. Fortunately, when applying many of 
the collaborative tools and techniques described in this book, it is more eas-
ily evident when you have enough information to move ahead or when more 
information is required to make justifi able decisions. 

For example, if you are using a nominal group technique (see page 166) to 
make a decision, the participants will let you know when more information 
is required to move on. Likewise, without the necessary data, you will not be 
able to adequately complete a multicriteria analysis (see page 171) without 
going back to gather more information. Often, with other techniques, an 
indicator that you have collected enough data is when you begin to hear the 
same comments again and again.

When you believe that your assessment has collected enough informa-
tion to inform a justifi able decision, move on to the next step in your plan. If 
you get to the decision step and cannot make a decision that is justifi ed by 
the results of your assessment, then you can always go back to collect any 
missing information.

Most needs assessments that are done within the context of organiza-
tional decision making do not apply statistical standards for sample sizes or 
confi dence intervals. For researchers, guidelines are clear about these issues. 
Within an organization, however, data from one knowledgeable and experi-
enced staff  member may be worth more than survey results from 100 ran-
domly selected staff  members. The goal of your needs assessment is to 
inform a decision, and thus you have a good deal of latitude in determining 
when enough data have been collected. 

As decisions increase in importance, you may, nevertheless, want to 
examine the statistical standards for sample size and related confi dence 
intervals (as applied in the analysis of quantitative data). For instance, if your 
needs assessment seeks to identify the needs of HIV/AIDS populations in 
fi ve countries, and if you determine that a survey is among the data- collection 
tools to be used to gather necessary information, then it would be important 
to work with a statistician to determine the appropriate sampling proce-
dures, sample size, and related confi dence intervals before conducting the 
survey.

Although not collecting enough information to inform decisions is one 
risk in conducting a needs assessment, another risk is the temptation to 
continue collecting data rather than making a decision. In all assessments, 
you must take the information you have available at some point and must 
decide (or recommend) which activities should be used to achieve results. 
Do your best to strike an appropriate balance between the two risks—hav-
ing too little or never believing that you have enough—within the context 
of your assessment.
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How Do You Use the Information You Collected 
to Make Decisions?

To begin, verify that you have the “right” information to make the necessary 
decisions. From having information that clearly defi nes the desired results 
and measures the current levels of performance, to having information on 
which potential solutions could achieve desired results and knowing how 
much they could cost, it is important that your needs assessment collects 
information that could lead to a justifi able decision about what to do. 

For each variable that is important to your decisions (for instance, work-
force productivity, employee motivation, government policies, client satis-
faction, quarterly expenditures, poverty levels, quality of life, and so forth), 
you should collect data and information regarding both the results that 
should be accomplished and the results that are currently being achieved. It 
is also useful to have information supporting how improvements can best be 
made. Although you can’t predict the future, you can use information to sup-
port forecasts, scenarios, or anticipated returns on investments.

Alone, determining the size of the gap (desired results minus current 
results) rarely provides a complete picture. Knowing, for instance, that the 
desired results of your clients are signifi cantly higher than those outlined in 
your organization’s current strategic plan is valuable information. Organiza-
tions are frequently out of touch with their direct and indirect clients.

Likewise, too often we assume that everyone within our organization 
strives to achieve the same goals and objectives. The reality is that if you 
were to ask 10 people doing the same job inside of your organization what 
results they are expected to accomplish, typically you would get at least 
eight diff erent answers. Document perceptions (or misperceptions) of the 
desired performance among staff  members, and then compare that to the 
expectations of the organization, clients, and other partners. 

Similarly, analyze the information you collect regarding desired perfor-
mance to gain insights into the priorities of diff erent stakeholders—inside 
and outside your organization. Routinely in a needs assessment, you will 
fi nd that groups perceive performance goals diff erently (for example, head-
quarters staff  members in contrast to fi eld staff  members, managers in con-
trast to clients, or administrators in contrast to trainers). For one group, the 
desired results are X; for the other group, the goals are Y. Both sets of goals 
may be right, both may be wrong, or the answer may be somewhere in 
between. In any case, this analysis yields essential information for guiding 
your decisions.

A successful needs assessment collects data both to defi ne and under-
stand needs and to identify and compare alternative solutions. The equifi -
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nality principle of systems theory tells us that for any need there are always 
multiple options for achieving desired results.13 The data that you collect can 
help determine which solutions (typically in combinations) should be con-
sidered (see box 2.4).

Using information to guide your decisions frequently requires that you 
fi rst transform raw data (such as productivity reports, performance apprais-
als, or interview notes) into usable information. Data analysis techniques are 
typically used to facilitate this transformation. For instance, you may choose 
a qualitative analysis technique to transform notes from multiple focus 
groups into thematic responses that illustrate the major fi ndings. Or you 
may use quantitative correlations to identify relationships between produc-
tivity reports and quarterly fi nancial reports. 

Many technologies for summarizing quantitative (or numeric) data are 
now available.14 Frequencies, averages, and even standard deviations can 
easily be obtained from spreadsheet data using such programs. These 
descriptive summaries of the data are usually of more value to decision mak-
ers than are pages and pages of raw data. Spreadsheet software also makes 
it easy for you to illustrate information using graphs, charts, or tables to eas-
ily communicate needs assessment fi ndings. 

Likewise, numerous pages transcribing the discussions in focus groups or 
interviews are rarely of great value when making decisions. Instead, use 
inductive, deductive, or combined approaches to reducing qualitative data 
so they become pertinent themes and constructive quotes.

Information alone is not, however, enough to consistently make quality 
decisions. Information has to be moved into useful knowledge through 
refl ection, through links to organizational issues, and by sharing with others 
to gain valuable perspectives. Many of this book’s tools and techniques are 
designed to facilitate those processes. From tabletop analysis (see page 180) 

Box 2.4 Finding Options: An Example

Through interviews you learn that there are multiple options for reducing the 
number of waterborne illnesses in rural communities, and then through docu-
ment reviews you further learn the advantages and disadvantages of each op-
tion—as well as the other changes that must take place in the community for 
each option to be successful. 

Likewise, engineering specifi cations for each option provide useful informa-
tion on maintenance costs. Using these data, you can make informed decisions 
about which options will work best in the given country context.
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and nominal group technique (see page 166) to scenarios  (see page 202) and 
multicriteria analysis (see page 171), there are many ways to facilitate deci-
sion making by helping turn information into knowledge.

Remaining fl exible is essential to your needs assessment. Initial conver-
sations will provide guidance on what knowledge is necessary to make 
informed decisions, but later conversations will frequently transform or 
expand on these requirements, thereby sending you back to collect more 
data to inform the pending decisions. Rigid frameworks for determining 
what data can be collected and what information is necessary to inform jus-
tifi able decisions just don’t work. 

Look at multiple options when looking for solutions, then use agreed-
upon performance criteria to assess each of your alternatives (as well as 
combinations of alternatives). Choose the set of improvement activities that 
will most likely accomplish desired results in a sustainable manner.

There are, of course, no guarantees. Because your needs assessment 
focuses on collecting information to inform decisions before they are made, 
all you have to go on are forecasts, estimates, or “best guesses” of what 
results can be achieved through various activities. This is just the nature of 
needs assessments. 

Fortunately, from past experiences and through methodical research, 
you can frequently anticipate future performance with a fair amount of 
accuracy. Although needs assessments cannot predict all aspects of the 
future, the characteristics of a systematic assessment increase the likelihood 
of making quality decisions, thereby giving you the opportunity to make 
well-informed choices that balance the potential risks and rewards.

What Activities Should You Consider as 
Solutions?

Do not begin any needs assessment with a solution in mind—not training, 
not a new high-speed train, not a new HIV/AIDS awareness program, not a 
new software application, not a reform of economic policy, not even a great 
motivational seminar by a leading expert in your discipline. 

Needs assessments are not worth your time if you are looking only to 
rationalize a decision that was already made. Rather, enter every needs 
assessment with a mostly blank slate; then gather information on perfor-
mance needs, link performance gaps to contributing factors, look for cre-
ative ideas, assess solutions, and evaluate alternative activities. 

Although you may enter a needs assessment with some ideas and experi-
ences about what solutions may be appropriate to achieve results or what 
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ministry offi  cials want to do, you must hold those possible solutions until 
they can be evaluated along with the alternatives. Trainers, for example, fre-
quently enter a needs assessment only to rationalize training as the answer 
to every need. Likewise, experts in developing irrigation systems may fi nd 
that their needs assessments recurrently justify their creating irrigation sys-
tems. After all, nearly everyone feels most comfortable in recommending 
solutions with which they are already quite familiar from previous experi-
ences. Whether it is digging wells, training teachers, building dams, writing 
policies, securing loans, or any other activity, prematurely selecting a solu-
tion before completing a formal or informal needs assessment rarely leads to 
sustainable improvements in results. (See also Watkins and Leigh 2010.) 

You must put preferred solutions aside, even when others (including your 
boss or even those who are sponsoring the needs assessment) recommend a 
plausible solution early in the assessment process. Hold onto such preferred 
solutions until they can be fairly evaluated. Don’t discount them by any 
means, but don’t introduce them as possible solutions unless the results of 
your needs assessment justify their potential. 

Include in your list of optional solutions those that make the most sense 
within your context. There are always options, so do not settle for the fi rst 
one or two possible solutions that get mentioned. Press on and listen to what 
people are telling you during the needs assessment. At the same time, be 
discerning and include only those that can achieve the desired results within 
the constraints of your context.15  

Finally, single solutions rarely achieve sustainable improvements in per-
formance. They typically address only one aspect of an entire performance 
system. The creation of a performance appraisal program, for example, may 
be a valuable project for improving performance in a government ministry. 
But alone, performance appraisals do not address the complete performance 
system, thereby leaving motivation, knowledge and skills, capacity, incen-
tives, and other elements of performance unattended. Use tools such as the 
performance pyramid (page 236) to ensure that the activities you select as a 
result of your needs assessment address the whole performance system.16 

How Do You Decide Which Activities to 
Implement?

Deciding (or selecting) which improvement activities will best achieve your 
desired results given the unique characteristics and constraints of your 
assessment can be challenging. Begin by using the fi ndings of your needs 
assessment to link potential improvement activities to the causal factors 
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that are leading to less-than-desired performance. Then evaluate each of 
your options against performance standards (or criteria) generated in your 
assessment. You should also evaluate diff ering combinations of the solu-
tions to determine the appropriate “mix.” In many situations, you can then 
apply participatory techniques such as pair-wise comparison (see page 187) 
and multicriteria analysis (see page 171) to determine which combinations 
can best achieve desired results in a sustainable manner. 

Several variables should go into determining which activities—or com-
binations of activities—are “right” for your situation. The variables include 
the following:

 ✓ The type of gap—strategic, tactical, operational, or all three—and its level 
of priority

 ✓ The causal factors for the need (for instance, confl icting priorities, new 
skill requirements, lack of clarity, inappropriate incentives)

 ✓ What the organization or country is already doing (for instance, existing 
development programs, mentoring, or strategic initiatives)

 ✓ The ability of the activities to accomplish desired results

 ✓ The appropriateness of the activities for the organization and its culture

 ✓ The feasibility of the activities being implemented successfully

 ✓ The economic costs of the activities in relation to benefi cial results17

There is, however, no one best way to weigh the variables. In some con-
texts, the economic feasibility will guide most of the decisions (such as 
when resources are very limited), whereas at other times the accomplish-
ment of necessary results may drive most of your decisions (such as when 
responding to a natural disaster). Likewise, many assessments rely on group 
decision- making tools (such as the nominal group technique on page 166), 
whereas others rely on analytical techniques (such as the multicriteria 
analysis on page 171). Therefore, appendix A includes two guides to help 
you determine which of this book’s tools and techniques are most useful to 
your current assessment: Tools and Techniques to Consider (see page 269) 
and the Guide to Selecting Tools and Techniques (see page 273).

When deciding among your options, especially when leading a group 
toward a decision, it can be helpful to limit the number of potential solutions 
that are presented. Off ering too many options may lead to decision paralysis 
or create unrealistic expectations of what can realistically be achieved.18 You 
may, for instance, want to complete an initial review of the options to remove 
any that are not going to meet the minimal standards for a workable solution 
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(for example, it is beyond the project’s budget). You should inform the group 
of the options that were removed and why, but then focus the group on ana-
lyzing the remaining options to see which can best achieve the desired 
results within the constraints of your context.  

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

Your assessment should not end until you have enough useful information 
and knowledge to make the decisions that were the drivers of the assess-
ment in the fi rst place. Therefore, return frequently to the questions you are 
trying to answer as guides, thus ensuring that time and money are not lost 
chasing down information that will not help make the pending decisions. 
Your ability to provide well-informed recommendations regarding the 
answers to the questions will guide your needs assessment and will help you 
determine when your assessment is complete.

Needs are not, however, constant artifacts within organizations. New 
needs emerge on a regular basis, while old needs are either met or made 
irrelevant. Changes within the organization may shape the permanence of 
needs, such as when new leadership alters the strategic direction or when 
other improvement projects achieve desired results. Equally, external 
changes will infl uence and shape needs in your organization, such as when 
government policies shift or a natural disaster aff ects a community. As such, 
needs change over time just as individuals, organizations, communities, and 
whole societies change (see table 2.4). Although your assessment may be 
very accurate and useful today, it is important to monitor needs and update 
your assessment whenever signifi cant changes are found.19

This instability of needs often requires that needs assessments become a 
“way of business” rather than a discreet activity; that is to say, although for-
mal needs assessments may be done as time-limited projects, the assessment 
approach to informing decisions should become an inherent part of the 
organization’s culture.

Most often the results of a needs assessment are summarized in an assess-
ment report or presentation although often the assessment will continue on 
until the fi ndings have been communicated to most of the assessment’s part-
ners. Technically, most defi nitions of needs assessment end the process 
when justifi able decisions have been made regarding the activities that will 
best improve performance. Nevertheless, the fi ndings of the needs assess-
ment are frequently the fi rst resources to be used in the design, develop-
ment, implementation, and evaluation of any improvement eff ort. Thus, 
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your involvement with the needs assessment will frequently lead to con-
tinuing contributions throughout the remainder of the improvement initia-
tive (see box 2.5).

As you can see, defi ning the end to a needs assessment can be diffi  cult for 
many reasons. Although the formal project steps may come to a close when 
the fi nal report is written or when a summary presentation is given to stake-
holders, the ongoing eff ects of the needs assessment will frequently keep 
you engaged in tracking needs over time, in assisting with improvement 
projects, and in managing subsequent assessment eff orts.

Table 2.4   Typology of Needs

Needs Description Examples

Continuing needs Gaps in results that are 
known from previous 
assessment and are 
monitored in an ongoing 
manner

For a region of the country, 
the number of HIV/AIDS 
cases and the percentage of 
children completing a full 
course of primary education 
have remained relatively 
stable in relation to project 
goals for the last 10 years and 
continue to represent 
signifi cant needs.

Changing needs Gaps in results that 
adjust in size, scope, 
importance, or other 
characteristics in 
response to changes 
internal or external to 
your organization or 
community

A rural fl ood signifi cantly 
reduces crop production, 
thereby sharply increasing 
performance gaps for a 
number of food- and health-
related needs that had 
previously been stable for 
several years. 

Emerging needs Gaps in results that 
emerge when new 
desired results are 
identifi ed, or when 
there are unforeseen 
changes in current 
performance

As a result of confl icts in a 
neighboring country, new 
immigration patterns are 
signifi cantly altering the 
demands placed on local 
governments, thereby leading 
to new needs at a time when 
a large development partner 
announced a reduction in 
services in the area. 

Note: Case studies that illustrate the various needs of developing countries are included in the United 
Nations (2004) needs assessment report on the Millennium Development Goals.
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What Should Go in a Needs Assessment Report 
and Presentation?

Although informal needs assessments typically end with just a decision or a 
choice, most formal needs assessments end with some form of report and 
presentation. The contents, length, format, and audience for the report and 
presentation are frequently defi ned by the norms within your organization. 
The intent of the report and presentation may be to communicate fi ndings 
and recommendations to internal partners, external partners, or both. Or 
a  written report may be primarily for external communications, whereas 
internally a short presentation to the project sponsors may be the custom. It 
just depends on your organization and the context of your assessment.

The contents of your needs assessment report may also vary widely as 
determined by several factors, including (a) the audience, (b) the format (for 
instance, website versus printed report), (c) the scope of the assessment 
(strategic, tactical, operational, or all three), (d) the type of needs identifi ed 
(stable, changing, emerging, or all three), (e) the amount and types of data 
collected, (f ) the number of alternative improvement activities considered, 
and (g) the importance of decisions to be made on the basis of the report (or 
presentation) (see table 2.5).

Executive summaries are often the most-read part of a report; thus, that 
section will typically require a signifi cant amount of attention. A good exec-
utive summary is typically less than 10 percent of the length of the whole 
report, including the purpose and scope of assessment, methods used, 
results found, conclusions and recommendations, limitations, and other 

Box 2.5 Continuing Role: An Example

If the results of your needs assessment suggest specifi c reforms to taxation 
policies to support early childhood development and the development of a 
rapid social response program within the Ministry of Community Development, 
then your experiences from completing the needs assessment will likely be of 
value in assisting in the development, implementation, improvement, and sub-
sequent evaluation of those two activities. 

After all, the needs assessment provides the foundation for the selected 
activities (identifying and defi ning the results they are intended to achieve), and 
it simultaneously provides the evaluation criteria on which decisions are made 
about how to improve results in the future.
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supportive information that could be important to readers and decision 
makers. Ideally, the executive summary previews the main report, thereby 
helping readers build a mental framework for organizing and comprehend-
ing the details of the report. 

In your organization, however, the reality may be that most of your audi-
ence will read only the executive summary—with those most aff ected by the 
fi ndings reading the full report. Therefore, many times a helpful heuristic 
when writing an executive summary is to assume that the audience will not 
read the full report; thus, you are pushed to be very clear and concise while 
you include all essential information for making decisions. 

Throughout your report, use tables and graphics when appropriate to 
illustrate data. Readers (or viewers, in the case of a presentation) can benefi t 
from images that summarize data in easy-to-read, easy-to-understand for-
mats. Typically graphics are most valuable when you can illustrate the 
meaningful relationships among two or more variables in one image (for 
instance, trend data in the number of children completing a full course of 
primary education along with data on donor-funded projects completed 
within the country). 

Depending on the context of your report or presentation (such as length, 
audience, or format), it is important to fi nd an appropriate balance of details 

Table 2.5   Typical Contents of a Needs Assessment Report and Presentation

 Assessment report Assessment presentation 

Executive summary

Introduction

Purpose, goals, objectives

Needs
 Methods for identifying needs
 Data identifying needs

Actions considered
 Methods for identifying alternatives
 Data on alternatives
 Criteria for comparing

Conclusions

Decisions or recommendations

Acknowledgments

Annex: supporting data

Annex: tools and instruments

Note: In her book titled First Things Fast, Allison Rossett (1999) provides a useful discussion and set 
of examples for what can be included in a training-focused needs assessment report.

Agenda

Introduction

Purpose, goals, objectives

Executive summary

Needs
 Methods for identifying needs
 Data identifying needs

Actions considered
 Methods for identifying alternatives
 Data on alternatives 
 Criteria for comparing

Conclusions

Decisions or recommendations

Acknowledgments

Additional resources
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and summaries. It can be tempting, for instance, to include pages and pages 
of detailed data that substantiate your conclusions in an assessment report. 
But if the audience for your report does not have time to review the data in 
detail, then it is not a necessary component. In such situations, you can post 
the detailed data on a web page for interested readers and can simply pro-
vide a summary in the written report.

At the same time, your report or presentation must provide enough detail 
to support your decisions (or recommendations). Readers (or viewers) fre-
quently have high standards for needs assessments, often expecting the 
assessment to provide clear answers that guarantee future success—which, 
of course, is unrealistic. Nevertheless, you should strive to meet their stan-
dards by including enough data and information in the report or presenta-
tion to support your conclusions, recommendations, and decisions. 

Finally, you must, as they say, have “thick skin.” Almost every needs 
assessment report or presentation leads to recommendations or decisions 
that some people support and others do not. The supporters often read the 
executive summary and are satisfi ed with the conclusions, even as the chal-
lengers closely examine every statement, method, data source, analysis tech-
nique, and conclusion to fi nd fl aws in your decisions or recommendations. 
And because needs assessments deal with people, organizations, and fore-
casting future results, there are bound to be imperfections in every needs 
assessment. At this point, all you can do is present the facts as honestly as 
possible. By following this book’s systematic processes—as well as by apply-
ing its tools, techniques, guides, and checklists—you can, however, minimize 
the fl aws that challengers may use to discount your fi ndings. 

Notes

 1. For additional information on managing a needs assessment project, you 
should review Jim Altschuld’s 2010 series of fi ve books titled The Needs 
Assessment Kit.

 2. The tobacco industry in the United States off ers numerous high-profi le 
exam ples of what happens when decisions are made outside the context of 
societal outcomes (especially when short-term profi ts are the dominant guide 
for decisions).

 3. What Peter Drucker refers to as the “boundary conditions” when making 
decisions (that is, the specifi cations that answers must satisfy).

 4. Based on Roger Kaufman’s defi nition of needs.
 5. Based on the series of fi ve books by Altschuld (2010).
 6. Based on Nutt (2008).
 7. See the fi ve-book series by Altschuld (2010) for more on building an eff ective 

needs assessment committee.
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 8. Based in part on Klinder (2005).
 9. Useful descriptions and guides for developing Gantt and PERT charts are 

available at http://www.ehow.com/facts_4844081_between-gantt-charts-
pert-charts.html.

10. Research by Nutt (2008) illustrates that ending the needs assessment when 
the fi rst viable solution is presenting will reduce the benefi cial results of the 
decision.

11. The Kellogg Foundation off ers a free guide for developing logic models at 
http://www.wkkf.org/knowledge-center/resources/2006/02/WK-Kellogg-
Foundation-Logic-Model-Development-Guide.aspx.

12. You may also determine that current results do not have to be improved, just 
maintained. In those situations, you then want to ensure that any improve-
ment activities resulting from your needs assessment do not negatively 
impact on current results.

13. More specifi cally, any need within an open system, which encompasses most 
organizations and organizational activities.

14. Such spreadsheet software programs include Microsoft Excel, OpenOffi  ce Calc 
(free spreadsheet software), or Google Documents (free online spreadsheets). 

15. Too many options can paralyze your ability to make a decision, increase 
expectations beyond what can realistically be met, or lead to extended second 
guessing of what you have decided (see Schwartz 2003).

16. Also see http://www.needsassessment.org for audio interviews on numerous 
training and nontraining performance improvement activities.

17. Based on Stolovich and Keeps (2009).
18. Schwartz (2003).
19. In the overview volume for his fi ve-book series, Altschuld (2010) further 

identifi es seven types of needs that can be examined in a needs assessment. 
Each category can also be considered in terms of needs that are constant, 
changing, or emerging.
��1. Present (short-term) and Future (long-term) Needs
2. Severe vs. Slight Needs
3. Maintenance/Upgrade Needs (that is, not needs now but will become if 

results are not maintained or upgraded)
4. Collaborative Needs (that is, needs that span across multiple organizations 

and must be addressed together)
5. Level 1, 2, and 3 Needs (that is, needs of those who receive services, needs 

of those who deliver services, and needs of the overall system to support 
the previous)

6. Asset or Capacity Needs (that is, needs from the perspective of what is 
working and how to build on strengths)

7. Retrospective Needs (that is, needs that are assessed during or at the end 
of a project in conjunction with a formative or summative evaluation)
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Needs Assessment: 
Tools and Techniques

SECTION 3

Introduction

Though needs assessments are akin to many other organizational processes 
from a project management perspective, the characteristics that make needs 
assessments unique (such as guiding decisions before they are made and 
focusing on results rather than on solutions) are those that also require a 
distinctive set of tools and techniques. Although many of the tools you use 
are not exclusive to a needs assessment—with many being borrowed from 
scientifi c research, evaluation, and other disciplines—their application in 
assessment projects often uses a slightly diff erent perspective from how you 
may have encountered them before.

In section 3, we have identifi ed 23 tools and techniques that are often 
applied at varying stages of a needs assessment. The approaches do not rep-
resent all of the tools that you might fi nd useful, but rather they are a sample 
that we believe can expand your options and improve the quality of assess-
ment projects. Rarely would any organization’s decision-making culture 
support the use of each and every technique we describe, though most 
would benefi t from trying tools beyond simple surveys or interviews.

We have broken the tools into two parts for diff erent purposes in the 
needs assessment process. Part 3A. Data Collection Tools and Techniques 
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provides options for you to consider using when you are collecting data 
to inform your needs assessment. But after you have collected information 
for the needs assessment, another important step involves making deci-
sions about that collected information. And there are tools to support the 
decision-making process. 

Part 3B. Decision-Making Tools and Techniques off ers suggested tools for 
analyzing and prioritizing issues in the needs assessment process and for 
ultimately deciding to take action. Prioritizing information and making 
choices can be a diffi  cult task for both individuals and groups. Instead of 
making decisions through an informal, ad hoc process, tools are available 
that can be helpful in ensuring that issues are given due consideration in a 
participatory decision-making process.

For each tool and technique described in this section, we have applied a 
needs assessment perspective to its application. That is, we have viewed it 
from the standpoint of how it is best used to identify and analyze needs so 
you can make decisions about what to do. In several cases, this perspective 
required simplifying the tools as they are applied for other reasons, as well 
as adding new “twists” in other cases to ensure that the goals of your needs 
assessment can be met. In all cases, our descriptions are intended to intro-
duce tools and techniques rather than provide “the defi nitive explanation” 
on how they are to be used. Therefore, at the end of each description, we 
have included websites, books, and articles that can further guide your use 
of each tool.

Try a few of them; see how it goes. Learn more about the ones you are 
most interested in. Build a variety of techniques and tools into your assess-
ment plan. Customize the tools for your organizational context. In the end, 
you will likely fi nd that a number of tools can improve the quality of assess-
ment projects and the subsequent decision making. Keep those tools, use 
them again, and improve on them.

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



DATA COLLECTION 
TOOLS AND 
TECHNIQUES

Part 3A

Part 3A. Data Collection Tools and Techniques provides options for your consid-
eration as you collect data for your needs assessment. After you have collected 
information for that assessment, you must consider another important step 
that involves making decisions about your collected data. There are also tools 
to support the decision-making process. We will explore those tools in Part 3B. 
Decision-Making Tools and Techniques.
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DOCUMENT OR DATA REVIEW

Purpose 

The purpose of conducting a document or data review is to review a variety 
of existing sources (for example, documents, reports, data fi les, and other 
written artifacts) with the intention of collecting independently verifi able 
data and information. 

Needs Assessment Applications

Many times the information required to complete a needs assessment has 
already been collected for other purposes. For example, similar data to what 
you are looking for may have been previously collected for generating other 
reports, papers, or research. Ministries, government agencies, nongovern-
mental organizations (NGOs), and other organizations often collect and/or 
produce the valuable data or reports that can supplement your own data 
collection as part of your needs assessment. The document and data review 
process provides you with a systematic procedure for identifying, analyzing, 
and deriving useful information from the existing documents so you can 
make informed decisions. 

Today, many government agencies, multilateral institutions, and other 
organizations are making documents and data sets available to the public 
(see box 3A.1). In 2011, the World Bank, for instance, expanded its access to 
information policies, thereby making many of its databases and project 
reports available on its public website. What is available varies widely, rang-
ing from, for example, (a) planning documents related to small development 
projects in Africa, to (b) evaluation reports on a country’s progress toward 
achieving the Millennium Development Goals, to (c) global information sys-
tem maps showing crime hot spots in a city, to (d) health sector indicators 
for a particular nation. 
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Access to information is, nevertheless, an essential starting place for any 
document review process. Look broadly for resources that already have the 
data you require to make decisions. Such resources can save you lots of time 
and money.

In the context of international development, the documents and data 
available are heavily biased toward the English language, as well as toward 
those with ready access to the Internet and basic skills to navigate the data-
bases. Nevertheless, such initiatives are a start toward putting useful infor-
mation in the hands of the public across the globe. We expect that this trend 
will grow with governments and organizations that are investing in estab-
lishing policies and information systems toward that end.

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages

• The information contained in extant data or documents is often indepen-
dently verifi able. 

Box 3A.1 Source Samples

Sample Sources for Documents

•  World Bank project reports (including monitoring and evaluation reports) are 
available at http://go.worldbank.org/0FRO32VEI0.

•  United Nations Development Programme reports can be found at http://
www.undp.org/publications/.

•  Publications from the Center for Global Development are at http://www.
cgdev.org/section/publications.

•  Country-level progress reports on the Millennium Development Goals can be 
found at http://mdgs.un.org.

Sample Sources for Databases

•  Finance and project data from a number of development institutions are inte-
grated at http://www.aiddata.org. 

•  Data and data sets from a vast array of U.S. government projects are now 
available at http://www.data.gov.

• World Bank data sets are available at http://data.worldbank.org/.
• United Nations databases are largely available through http://data.un.org/.
•  The Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development also provides 

data resources at http://stats.oecd.org/.
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• The document or data review process can be done independently and 
without having to solicit extensive input from other sources. 

• A document or data review is typically less expensive than collecting the 
data on your own. 

Disadvantages 

• Information in the documents or data may represent a perspective that is 
not aligned with your needs assessment project. For example, the per-
spective of government reports may not be aligned with those of develop-
ment organizations.

• Data in the document sources may not be exactly what you want for your 
needs assessment. For instance, you may want environmental records by 
village but extant records may document only by province.

• Obtaining and analyzing necessary documents can be a time-consuming 
process. 

• You will not be able to control the quality of data being collected and 
must rely on the information provided in the documents as you assess 
quality and usability of the sources.

Process Overview 

1. From a list of information required to complete your needs assessment, 
identify those elements or indicators that may be contained in previ-
ously written reports, planning papers, research synopses, or other 
documents. For instance, if you require statistics on the population 
growth within a region, then identify several government (or potential-
ly United Nations) reports that provide the necessary information. Both 
published and unpublished sources can be considered for inclusion, 
though the validity of unpublished materials can make your quality as-
surance eff orts more  diffi  cult.

2. Consider developing a list of characteristics (or attributes) that you are 
looking for in an existing record; that approach can help you identify a 
comprehensive list of available resources. For example, (a) do you want 
to use only data that were collected through internationally funded ef-
forts, or (b) do you want only information that has been published with 
full disclosure of the participants and of the methods used to collect the 
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data, or (c) do you want only records from the past 10 years, or (d) do you 
need a combination of those elements?

3. For each item of required information that could potentially be found in 
an existing document, list three to fi ve potential resources for obtaining 
that information. For instance, imagine that your needs assessment re-
quires information on the number of current employees within a govern-
ment agency who have the qualifi cations to perform fi nancial audits. In 
this case, you want to determine which currently available agency docu-
ments or data monitoring systems may include such information, where 
those documents might be located, and from whom the documents can 
be obtained. 

4. Identify the individual(s) who will be invited to participate in the docu-
ment review. Most often, you want to invite at least two people to review 
each document, and you can also be a reviewer when appropriate. Having 
two or more reviewers improves the reliability of the reviews and gives 
you the opportunity to compare across reviews.

5. Develop a document or data review protocol, checklist, or examination 
form that can be used systematically by each reviewer to ensure that 
valuable information is identifi ed, analyzed, coded, and documented. Be 
sure to include space at the top of each protocol, checklist, or examina-
tion form for the reviewer to describe the document and to state where 
it is stored if additional information is required later. As appropriate in 
the protocol, you should ensure that required information regarding 
both the current results and the desired results will be represented, 
along with the required information at each level of the program or proj-
ect results chain. 

6. Generate guidelines for using the protocol or checklist or the examina-
tion form in the review process. Consider providing a “positive example” 
of a completed review protocol, checklist, or examination form. Be sure 
to highlight how information can be recorded on the form to maximize 
its clarity and usability in the needs assessment process. 

7. As each document or data set is reviewed, have the reviewer(s) complete 
the protocol, checklist, or examination form to verify that all useful infor-
mation is documented. 

8. When all of the relevant fi les have been reviewed, have all reviewers meet 
to collectively document the fi ndings of their reviews (or what informa-
tion has been collected through the document review process). In par-
ticular, the reviewers should identify specifi c instances where informa-
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tion from diff erent documents may disagree, where there are instances of 
multiple documents containing similar information, where additional in-
formation may be located, and what information may have to be collected 
directly through the needs assessment.

9. Collect the reviewers’ documented fi ndings from the review process, and 
codify the fi ndings for inclusion in the needs assessment. Identify any 
conclusions regarding needs, root causes, and recommendations for ad-
dressing identifi ed needs. 

Tips for Success 

• Be systematic in your review processes. From identifying potential docu-
ments and developing a review protocol to collectively reviewing the in-
formation attained through the review of multiple documents, system-
atic processes should ensure that valuable information is not missed 
during the review. 

• Triangulate data to the extent possible. In other words, when the docu-
ment review yields data or information that may directly feed into the 
needs assessment, attempt to locate the confi rmatory data or information 
by examining other independent sources. If the data or information can 
be triangulated, it can increase your confi dence in its accuracy. 

• When multiple reviewers are tasked with the role of reviewing document 
sources, provide clear and consistent guidelines to all reviewers on the 
procedures for completing the protocol, checklist, or examination form. 
Ensuring that all reviewers receive the same guidelines for the protocol, 
checklist, or examination form will make certain that the information is 
identifi ed, analyzed, coded, and documented in a consistent and reliable 
manner. 

Reference 

Witkin, Belle Ruth, and James W. Altschuld. 1995. Planning and Conducting Needs 
Assessments: A Practical Guide. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 
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Purpose 

The purpose of conducting guided expert reviews is to gain informed per-
spectives from valued experts who are outside the system (for example, 
education system, transportation system, and so on) on which the needs 
assessment is focused. 

Needs Assessment Applications

Under certain circumstances, you or others associated with the needs assess-
ment can be too familiar (or too unfamiliar) with the processes, procedures, 
people, tools, resources, performance data, or other variables that infl uence 
either current or desired performance to be able to adequately complete a 
needs assessment. In this situation, reviews by experts (for example, public 
fi nancial management experts, environmental engineers, organizational 
development specialists, and so on) provide valuable external perspectives 
that can inform your decisions. 

You should also use expert reviews to provide balanced perspectives 
when there are even minimal possibilities of internal predisposition or bias 
that could infl uence any needs assessment processes or stages. The expert 
reviews may include collecting data, analyzing information, reporting 
 fi ndings, and conducting other activities that lead to program or project 
recommendations. 

In your needs assessments, guided expert reviews can provide external 
perspectives on the following:

• Needs (that is, the performance gaps that are the focus of decisions to be 
made)

GUIDED EXPERT REVIEWS
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• Decisions (that is, the results and recommendations of the assessment 
itself ) 

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages

• Expert reviews allow you to have a fresh set of eyes that can provide new 
ideas and insights that might not have come about without the expert’s 
participation. 

• The involvement of expert reviewers in the needs assessment process 
can increase the credibility of the assessment process and fi ndings, there-
by potentially increasing stakeholder buy-in. 

• The use of expert reviews may allow you to pursue strategies and ap-
proaches that make inherent sense for the context in which you may be 
working but that you might not normally pursue if you did not have the 
assurance of the expert’s careful review. 

• Because experts generally bring insights and experiences from other 
(outside) contexts in which they have worked, the involvement of an ex-
pert in the needs assessment may make it possible for you to formally or 
informally benchmark against other, similar systems or contexts. 

• Expert reviews, especially those focused on documents or data fi les, can 
often be done at a distance, thereby saving time and resources. For ex-
ample, you may want expert review performance data to confi rm your 
conclusions, or you may request a review of a pending project proposal; 
in either case, you could likely e-mail the relevant fi les or provide access 
to online databases.

Disadvantages 

• It can be a challenge to identify reliable criteria (such as years of develop-
ment experience, particular technology knowledge, work with specifi c 
at-risk populations, and so forth) for selecting experts to involve in the 
expert review process. 

• If the context in which the needs assessment is being conducted is sig-
nifi cantly diff erent from the one in which the expert normally works, the 
extent to which the expert’s observations and recommendations are rel-
evant can be diminished. 
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• As is the case for any other individual, an expert’s subjectivity and prior 
experience may aff ect the outcome of the expert review process (the ef-
fect of this expertise can potentially be mitigated somewhat through the 
involvement of more than one expert). 

• Soliciting insight from experts can be expensive, and it may be diffi  cult 
to fi nd experts who are able to contribute large amounts of time re-
sponding (particularly if the area of expertise is one for which there is 
high  demand).

Process Overview

Getting Started

1. Identify either a need (a gap between current and desired results) or a 
needs assessment decision (such as prioritizing needs or determining 
which mix of improvement activities or interventions will work best with-
in your organization) that will be the focus of the guided expert  review. 

2. Determine what type of expert review you would like the expert to con-
duct, such as a peer, relevance, or benchmarking review. (a) A peer review 
involves judging the quality of something. For instance, a peer review 
could involve engaging a public-private sector development expert to as-
sess the quality of a plan developed by a community and its business lead-
ers to help them to address economic development issues for the com-
munity. (b) A relevance review judges whether an organization’s activities 
are relevant to its mission. An example of a relevance review is when an 
organizational development specialist works with an organization and 
engages its stakeholders—management, employees, clients, and others—
to understand the strategy of the organization and when the specialist 
off ers an assessment on what could be changed, such as what activities 
the organization should and should not be doing to meet the goals of the 
strategy. (c) A benchmarking review involves judging the relative standing 
in an international, regional, sector, or other perspective. For instance, 
benchmarking reviews assess property rights across countries, thus al-
lowing countries to compare their relative performance.

Finding Experts

Following are some considerations that are relevant when bringing experts 
on board for an expert review: 
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1. Generate a protocol (guide) for identifying appropriate experts to invite 
for the expert review process.

• This protocol should be based on your understanding of the goals of 
your needs assessment, as well as the specifi c context in which the 
organization functions. 

• Carefully identify the skills and knowledge that someone should pos-
sess to be able to meaningfully function as an expert reviewer for the 
needs assessment, and include those competencies in the protocol. 

• Apply the protocol as you search for potential experts.

2. Identify potential experts from outside the system to participate in the 
review. 

• Experts can be from within the organization (but outside of the unit or 
division that is the focus of the needs assessment).

• Or they can be from outside the organization when they have exper-
tise with the performance system or similar such systems.

3. Determine whether you would like experts to be invited as individuals or 
as teams.

4. Determine whether you would like local or international experts or a 
combination of both. Consider carefully the benefi ts and drawbacks of 
involving experts from other countries. Example benefi ts and drawbacks 
include the following: 

• An advantage of involving international experts may be that they bring 
dynamic new insights to the situation and that they are able to size up 
the organization’s relative standing from an international perspective. 

• A drawback may be that the international expert’s ability to leverage 
his or her expertise may be limited if that expert has no familiarity 
with the local country context. 

• In some developing country contexts, there may be relatively modest 
capacity in certain areas of economic productivity, and it may thus be 
advisable to invite international experts to participate. 

• In many instances, using both local and international experts may pro-
vide a mix of the “best of both worlds.”

5. As you begin to invite experts, fi nd out about their availability during the 
time period for the expert review. Because they are experts, it is likely 
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that they are in demand elsewhere too, so you may have to do some cre-
ative planning to work around scheduling restrictions while still meeting 
the goals of an expert review. For instance, if a given expert is not avail-
able to come onsite, determine if he or she can review other documenta-
tion and reports to give you quality input at a distance (for example, using 
audio or video conferences).

6. Present the potential experts with unbiased background information on 
the purpose of their involvement in the needs assessment, and ask each 
potential expert to evaluate his or her experience and knowledge relative 
to the specifi c goals for your needs assessment. 

Planning and Conducting the Expert Review

1. Defi ne your objectives for the expert review (or what results you expect 
to accomplish by the time the review is complete). Be realistic about what 
objectives can be accomplished. Determine when it is appropriate to use 
each expert, knowing what they can and cannot do given the constraints 
of the situation. 

2. Generate terms of reference (that is, a scope of work) that can be used by 
experts prior to arriving on site. Doing so will allow experts to arrive pre-
pared for the task, including giving them time to locate any hard-to-fi nd 
materials that they may want to consult during the review process. 

3. Contact each expert reviewer, and make arrangements for his or her par-
ticipation. As noted previously, if one or more experts are not available for 
in-person participation, make arrangements to send relevant documen-
tation that will allow the expert(s) to contribute at a distance. 

4. Inform stakeholders and participants of the role of expert reviewer(s). 

5. Consider providing metrics or protocols that the experts can use during 
the expert review. Such metrics or protocols can be valuable in increasing 
the objectivity and transparency of an expert review process, and they 
can also increase the chances that the expert review results are aligned 
with the objectives you defi ned at the beginning of the process. 

6. Collect the necessary background information for each expert reviewer. 
This information may be valuable later if you have to justify decisions 
made during the needs assessment. 

7. Be sure to include specifi c deliverables for each reviewer and for each 
context in which the review is to take place. For instance, do you expect a 
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written report at the conclusion of each review, or will reviewers be ex-
pected to present their fi ndings during a presentation?

Tips for Success 

• Develop and maintain a list or inventory of program review experts (es-
pecially for larger-scale eff orts) to be used for subsequent expert review 
needs. 

• Arrange logistics and provide onsite meeting support. Provide transla-
tion and interpretation services, as needed, when engaging international 
 experts.

• Provide experts with specifi c guidelines or questions that should be used 
to guide the expert review process. 

• Watch out for experts who may have an agenda of their own in complet-
ing the review (for example, making recommendations so they can gain 
future consulting contracts with your organization).

• If you are inviting experts from outside contexts, equip them with some 
information that will give them insight into the context in which the ex-
pert review will take place. This approach is especially important if ex-
perts are being invited from foreign countries where cultural and busi-
ness practices may be signifi cantly diff erent from the context in which 
your needs assessment is being conducted. 

• To the extent possible, schedule the onsite expert’s review process dur-
ing a time when the organization is otherwise functioning in a generally 
normal way. Scheduling the review process at this time increases the 
chances that the review will yield relevant results, and it also ensures that 
others in the organization are not negatively aff ected by the presence of 
outside experts. 

• Prepare reports on the results of each review. In the reports, identify the 
relationship of the expert’s review to the needs assessment, the goal of 
the specifi c expert review, the competencies or expertise of the expert or 
expert team, the type of expert review conducted, the fi ndings from the 
expert review, and the potential implications of the fi ndings for the needs 
assessment. 
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Purpose 

The purpose of conducting focus groups is to collect information from a 
small group (for instance, 5 to 12 participants) in a systematic and structured 
format (see box 3A.2). An eff ective focus group is designed around a clear 
and specifi c goal. Participants interact with a facilitator who presents the 
participants with questions designed to yield insight into current or desired 
results in relation to a specifi c topic or issue. 

Needs Assessment Applications

Attaining the information required to complete a needs assessment will 
oftentimes require that you interview (or have a focused discussion with) a 
number of people at the same time. The focus group is an opportunity to 
gain valuable information related to both current results and desired results 
at each level of the program or project results chain. 

Although focus groups can also be used to identify alternative activities 
to improve performance, during your needs assessment it is important to 

Box 3A.2 Sample Uses of Focus Groups

•  Collect information on current performance.
•  Validate the results of a survey.
•  Defi ne the desired results.
•  Identify potential solutions.
•  Defi ne strengths and weaknesses of potential solutions.

MANAGEMENT OF 
FOCUS GROUPS
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maintain attention (focus) on the collection of information that will help 
you identify (a) valid needs (or gaps between current and desired results), 
(b) evidence to support the validation of those needs, and (c) information 
that will allow you to prioritize needs before selecting a course of action 
for addressing the high-priority needs.

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages

• Through a focus group format, multiple people can be interviewed at one 
time. 

• Focus group discussions allow members of the focus group to build on 
each other’s comments and reactions. This approach can yield a synergy 
of discussion around topics or themes. 

• Focus groups can help people come to consensus and make challenging 
decisions (such as prioritizing needs).

Disadvantages 

• Group members may not contribute equally to the discussion in a focus 
group format. More reserved members may not feel comfortable insert-
ing their contributions in the discussion. Other participants may try to 
dominate discussions. 

• Gaining information from the group can be challenging. There is a risk 
of “groupthink” that can emerge through this process, thus diverting 
the discussion and making it hard to refocus the group on diff erent 
issues.

• Discussions may take too long to cover all of the relevant topics and to 
off er everyone a chance to participate. 

• Because of the presence of others, participants may not feel comfortable 
sharing more sensitive information or views. 

• Focus groups are often poorly done, particularly if the focus group facili-
tator is not experienced in managing focus groups. Focus groups can eas-
ily get “off  task” if the facilitator does not maintain structure and control 
throughout the process. (For a helpful sample outline and a sample pro-
tocol, see pages 101–105.) 
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Process Overview 

 1. From the list of information required for the needs assessment, identify 
those elements that may best be attained through focus groups. For in-
stance, identifi cation of needs, validation of needs, root causes of needs, 
and alternative solutions identifi cation, or a combination of these.

 2. Prioritize the information requirements for each focus group, and use 
this ranking to create a facilitator’s guide or protocol for each focus 
group. 

 3. Select a decision-making technique for each focus group. Although un-
structured focus groups may be useful on limited occasions, more struc-
tured techniques are often valuable and can ensure that the focus group 
provides the information you require for making needs assessment 
 decisions. Here are some sample decision-making techniques that you 
should consider for small groups: 

a. Critical Incident Technique: In their responses to focus group ques-
tions, participants are asked to provide past events as examples. Each 
event should include a description of the conditions or context for 
the event, the people involved in the event, the place of the event, and 
the associated activities or behaviors of people in the event. The fo-
cus of the discussions is then on previous incidents related to the 
topic rather than on speculations and generalizations. 

b. Brainstorming: This technique can be used to quickly generate new 
ideas or to identify and consider alternative solutions to a given 
problem. To initiate a productive brainstorming session, you should 
identify the specifi c topic that you would like group members to 
concentrate on. Introduce the topic, and encourage group members 
to brainstorm freely for a given amount of time. Encourage “on-the-
spot” thoughts and ideas. Record all contributions from group mem-
bers (it is helpful to record their thoughts in a format that is visible 
to all group members, such as a video-projected concept map or a 
word processing document). Categorize and combine ideas under 
overarching headings. Analyze and evaluate the ideas with the 
group, and prioritize the ideas in terms of their usability in the needs 
assessment. 

c. Straw Polls: An informal voting method that can be used to quickly 
probe opinions of participants. Straw polls give all participants the 
chance to give their opinion through a response such as a “yes” or 
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“no” to a question. It is important to recognize that straw polls are 
not generally considered to be binding, offi  cial votes. Instead, they 
are used to get a sense of the pulse of a group in relation to a spe-
cifi c issue or theme, and they can orient the subsequent discussion. 
Straw polls can be used eff ectively in situations where there is a 
long list of ideas and where you want the group members to elimi-
nate ideas that have little or no support. The straw poll approach 
lets each group member choose a given number of items from the 
list for inclusion or  elimination. 

d. Round Robin Reporting: This technique can be implemented in at 
least two diff erent ways, both of which are based on your having a 
specifi c question or suggestion. One approach is to share the ques-
tion or suggestion with the group members and then to ask all group 
members to write down their ideas in relation to the question or 
 issue. You next go around the group and have each person take turns 
to share one idea from his or her list. Continue this process by going 
around the room until nobody has any ideas left to share. Another 
approach is to share the question or suggestion with the group and 
then ask each person to give his or her reactions and ideas in relation 
to the question or suggestion you presented. In both formats, the 
round robin approach allows each group member to share equally in 
the group process, thereby ensuring that no one person dominates 
the discussion.

 4. Create a facilitator’s guide or protocol to guide each focus group. En-
sure that required information regarding both the current results and 
the desired results of the needs assessment are represented, along with 
the required information at each level of the program or project results 
chain. 

 5. Locate an experienced facilitator, if possible, as well as a note taker. 
 Using an experienced focus group facilitator will generally lead to bet-
ter results than if you facilitate the group yourself; however, you may 
want to be present as a backup note taker during the focus group to 
capture some of the data fi rsthand.

 6. The facilitator can use the facilitator’s guide or protocol to generate a 
few specifi c questions that can be used to open the discussion in the 
focus group (or to come up with the questions, he or she can also con-
sult the information about current and desired results that are based on 
the needs assessment). 
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 7. Schedule a time for the focus group when the highest-priority partici-
pants are all available. Verify that you have both a focus group facilitator 
and a person to take notes during the meeting, that both are available at 
the scheduled time, and that both understand what is to be accom-
plished through the focus group. Arrange for an audio recorder so that 
the facilitator and note taker can verify information from the discussion 
when later preparing fi nal notes or a report.

 8. Implement the focus group session. The facilitator should remind par-
ticipants to observe confi dentiality of information shared. Allow the fa-
cilitator to manage the focus group process. If you serve as note taker for 
the focus group, avoid being tempted to interrupt the group. You are 
simply there to record data and to observe the focus group. 

 9. Immediately after the focus group has ended, the facilitator and note 
taker should verify that all of the essential information from the group 
has been captured in a written document. 

10. If appropriate, run several focus groups. Doing so ensures that you gath-
er enough information for the needs assessment.

Tips for Success 

• Have a clear and specifi c goal for the focus group (in other words, have 
and maintain a clear focal point rather than an open conversation).

• Engage a facilitator who is experienced in managing focus groups. Focus 
groups are not as easy to facilitate as you might expect.

• Create a survey to be given out to participants so you can capture in-
formation that may not be discussed in the focus group because of time 
 limitations. 

• Carefully present each of your questions to the group, and allow the group 
members a couple of minutes to think about the question and to record 
their answers. 

• Complete a test run of the focus group so you can identify potential prob-
lems, changes to questions, or additional materials that should be avail-
able to participants.

• After a question has been answered and before moving to the next ques-
tion, verbally report back a summary of what you heard. This step 
 confi rms for the group members that they communicated what they in-
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tended to, and it allows them to make any suggestions for adjustments in 
the event that their thoughts were not accurately represented. 

• Don’t be afraid to ask participants to leave if they are not willing to let 
others in the focus group participate. After all, the goal of the focus group 
is to gain multiple perspectives on the issues. 

• If you are going to record (by video or audio) the focus group, then be 
sure to get the consent of all participants. Communicate to the group 
members what will be done with the video or audio recording of the ses-
sion (for example, who will listen to it, how it will be stored, how long it 
will be stored, and so on). Such issues have consequences for how open 
the group members will feel about sharing their true opinions rather 
than those that they think you (or the organization) will want to hear. 

• Write down any observations that you made during the focus group. For 
example, note if the audio or video equipment failed, if something unex-
pected took place, and so on. Such notes may help elucidate comments 
when you analyze the data that you gathered through the focus group. 

• Plan for the focus group to take between 40 minutes and 3 hours.

References and Resources 

McClelland, Samuel B. 1994b. “Training Needs Assessment Data-Gathering 
Methods: Part 3—Focus Groups.” Journal of European Industrial Training 
18(3): 29–32.

Witkin, Belle Ruth, and James W. Altschuld. 1995. Planning and Conducting Needs 
Assessments: A Practical Guide. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications.

Websites 

 “Brainstorming Process” is available at http://www.businessballs.com/
brainstorming.htm.

“The Focus Group Interview and Other Kinds of Group Activities” is available at 
http://ppa.aces.uiuc.edu/pdf_fi les/Focus.pdf. 

“Focus Groups—A Needs Assessment Tool” is available at http://www.joe.org/
joe/1992spring/tt2.html. 

“Small Group Techniques” is available at http://www.fh wa.dot.gov/reports/pittd/
smlgroup.htm. 

A USAID guide for conducting focus groups is available at http://pdf.usaid.gov/
pdf_docs/PNABY233.pdf.
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Sample: Focus Group Facilitator Outline 
and Protocol to Identify Factors Leading to 
Capacity Gaps in Primary Education

This outline will help lead the facilitator through the four key stages of a 
focus group, as well as serve as a sample protocol for the focus group. The 
sample protocol has been developed for a series of focus groups with village, 
provincial, and national administrators involved with the primary education 
in a developing country that has a mostly rural population. Such focus groups 
are part of a larger needs assessment study, and they supplement other data 
collection approaches that have already been completed. 

The focus group facilitator should review this facilitator outline with 
other organizers of the needs assessment. It will be important to determine 
if all steps and arrangements for running the focus group have been planned 
and agreed. Modify this outline as necessary. 

Sample of Facilitator Outline for Stages of the Focus Group

1. Opening Remarks

• Explain the purpose of the focus group, how it diff ers from other types 
of discussions, and how the information will be used.

• Encourage disagreement and debate over the issues.

• Clarify that the group does not necessarily need to reach consensus or 
make decisions.

• Describe the facilitator’s neutral role, discuss issues about confi denti-
ality of information (where appropriate), and solicit participant ques-
tions about the process to reduce anxiety.

• Provide guidance about how the group will operate (for example, 
having a time frame, talking one at a time, respecting divergent opin-
ions, no one person speaking for the whole group, having cell phones 
off , not smoking).

2. Introductions

• Invite members to introduce themselves and to describe their role or 
relationship to the focus group topic.

• To stimulate group interaction, have each person speak at least once.
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• Establish the group as a safe, comfortable, nonthreatening context for 
discussion.

• Stimulate members to begin thinking concretely about the issues at 
hand.

3. Leading the Focus Group 

• Use the focus group protocol, but diverge where there are emergent 
data or paths to follow. 

• Build on initial questions with follow-up questions. Encourage in-
creasingly deep responses to key questions.

• Connect emergent data from separate questions into a complex, inte-
grated analysis.

• Ensure that all participants who want to comment on a question 
have the opportunity to contribute and to broaden the information 
 collect  ed.

4. Closing

• Signal that the group discussion will end soon.

• Identify and reiterate key themes that emerged from the discussion. 
Give participants an opportunity to refi ne the themes.

• Summarize and test with the group the relative weight of certain cat-
egories of response.

• Identify diff erences of perspective, contrasting opinions, and areas of 
agreement.

• Allow a round of fi nal comments and insights. Thank participants and 
describe any next steps.

The focus group facilitator should review this facilitator protocol with other 
organizers of the needs assessment. It will be important to determine if the 
protocol questions are appropriate for the potential respondents and if they 
address the main issues of the needs assessment. Beyond working with the 
needs assessment organizers and focus group, the facilitator may wish to 
ask for a review by others who know about the topic of the focus group. 
Modify this protocol as necessary.
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Sample of Focus Group Protocol

Welcome (Where 
appropriate, modify 
the script and 
questions.)

Script: Thank you for agreeing to participate in this focus group today. We 
have interviewed a number of stakeholders of the education system in our 
country to identify capacity gaps of the primary education system, and now 
we want to learn more about the factors that are leading to those gaps. 

We are not here to debate or solve the capacity gaps, though if you have 
suggestions for how to improve capacity, please note them on a sheet of 
paper. We will collect those ideas at the end of the session. 

Here are nine common categories of factors that infl uence capacity and 
that we will use to guide our discussion. However, you are welcome to 
suggest others.

• Performance capability. Do we have the right people in the right jobs to 
achieve desired results?

• Knowledge and skills. Do people know what to do, and are they able to 
do it?

• Motivation and self-confi dence. Do people have the motivation and 
confi dence to achieve desired results?

• Expectations and feedback. Do we have formal and informal 
mechanisms to help people know how they are performing?

• Environment, tools, and processes. Do we have what is necessary to 
achieve desired results (for example, policies, guidelines, data systems, 
computers)?

• Incentives, rewards, and recognition. Do we encourage good 
performance and recognize the achievement of desired results?

• Resources. Do we have the resources to achieve the desired results (for 
example, budget, time, personnel, buildings, books)?

• Goals, strategy, and organizational culture. Does everyone know what 
we are trying to achieve and how we will achieve it? Do we have shared 
norms, habits, and beliefs?

• Coordination within and among ministries and government agencies. 
Are the government agencies coordinating appropriately?

• Other. Indicate other possible factors.

Do you have any 
questions regarding 
our goals of the 
focus group?

Notes:



104 A Guide to Assessing Needs

Questions

Q1: One of the 
identifi ed capacity 
gaps is the high 
variation in teacher 
commitment to the 
jobs (from those 
highly committed and 
engaged as teachers, 
to those frequently 
absent from work). 

Of the nine common 
factors leading to 
capacity gaps on your 
handout, which do 
you fi nd are most 
responsible for the 
current gap?

Response:

Follow-up question and response:

Response:

Follow-up question and response:

Response:

Follow-up question and response:

Q2: A second of the 
identifi ed capacity 
gaps is the uneven 
and late delivery of 
textbooks for schools 
and pupils.

Of the nine common 
factors leading to 
capacity gaps on your 
handout, which do 
fi nd are most 
responsible for the 
current gap?

Response:

Follow-up question and response:

Response:

Follow-up question and response:

Response:
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Q3: A third identifi ed 
capacity gap is the 
increasing 
absenteeism among 
third grade girls in our 
most rural 
populations. 

Of the nine common 
factors leading to 
capacity gaps on your 
handout, which do 
you fi nd are most 
responsible for the 
current gap?

Response:

Follow-up question and response:

Response:

Follow-up question and response:

Response:

Follow-up question and response:

Q4: The fourth 
identifi ed capacity gap 
is the [insert gap]. 

Of the nine common 
factors leading to 
capacity gaps on your 
handout, which do 
you fi nd are most 
responsible for the 
current gap?

Response:

Follow-up question and response:

Response:

Follow-up question and response:

Response:

Follow-up question and response:

Note: If you have time remaining, you can cover more remaining capacity gaps. If, however, you are short on time, then start the 
next focus group with the capacity gaps you were not able to include in this discussion.

Conclusions

Script: Summarize the major factors identifi ed during the conversation, and then ask the focus group 
members to verify that you accurately interpreted their responses.
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Purpose 

The purpose of conducting interviews is to collect information from a single 
person through a format that may range from structured, to semistructured, 
to unstructured. 

Needs Assessment Applications

Individual interviews can often provide in-depth context, stories, and dis-
cussion related to one or more topics that are pertinent to the needs assess-
ment. Such interviews can be done in an environment where the interviewer 
can ask for elaboration or explanation with follow-up questions. (For a help-
ful sample checklist and a sample protocol, see pages 110–115.)

Interviews also off er an opportunity for the interviewee to become famil-
iar with the needs assessment and its objectives. Individuals in positions of 
infl uence may also appreciate the additional personal attention that the 
interview can off er as opposed to a survey or focus group. 

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages

• Interviews typically allow for more focused discussions and follow-up 
questions. 

• Individuals may off er information in interviews that they wouldn’t off er 
in a group context. 

• Interviews can be an excellent source for stories and context. 

• The interviewer can observe the nonverbal behavior of an interviewee. 

INTERVIEWS
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Disadvantages 

• Time requirements for interviewers and interviewees can be signifi cant. 

• Interviews have the potential to reduce the scope and sample for data 
collection. 

• The results of multiple interviews may contradict each other or may be 
diffi  cult to analyze. 

• Interviewees may be biased or may represent only a limited perspective 
on performance issues and themes.

• Interviews, if not done well, can get off  topic and frustrate both inter-
viewer and interviewee (the interviewer can leave without the necessary 
information to guide his or her assessment; the interviewee can feel that 
the time was not productive). 

Process Overview 

1. Create a list of all the information required for completing your needs as-
sessment. Prioritize and align the list of information requirements on the 
basis of your assessment’s objectives and of the participants available for 
the interviews.

2. Determine what information is required from each interview. 

3. Select interviewees who can best provide the information you are look-
ing for in the interviews. Experts are often included as interviewees, 
but novices should also be considered when questions regarding cur-
rent (or entry) knowledge and skills are elements in the assessment’s 
considerations. 

4. For each interview, create a protocol that will guide the questions that are 
to be asked. 

a. Determine how structured the protocol should be. A structured inter-
view protocol has clearly defi ned questions and order of questions and 
can be repeated to elicit the same type of information across diff erent 
interviewees. A structured interview is preferable when you want to 
aggregate or generalize information. This approach to interviewing is 
also preferable when your interviewees are not necessarily experts on 
a given topic or experienced interviewees (for example, interns seek-
ing to gather information for a needs assessment plan with community 
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leaders). An unstructured interview may start with a set of loosely 
planned questions in the protocol, but the interviewer may alter the 
questions and the order of questions depending on the information 
provided by each interviewee. An unstructured interview works best 
for interviewees who are well-informed about the topic and are able 
to deviate from a set plan.

b. Determine the types of questions to be included in the protocol. A pro-
tocol may include a range of types of questions, including open-ended 
questions (What are the possible causes for these identifi ed gaps?) and 
closed-ended questions (Of the six gaps in the handout provided, iden-
tify the gap that is most important to address this year). 

c. Leave room in the protocol for the interviewer to take notes during 
the interview, and include possible follow-up questions to help guide 
the discussion (see the link in the Websites section of this document 
for some suggestions on creating an interview protocol). 

d. Conduct needs assessment interviews with a formal and systematic 
process that can be replicated. 

e. Ensure that required information regarding both the current results 
and the desired results of the needs assessment are represented in the 
protocol, along with the required information at each level of the pro-
gram or project results chain. 

5. Schedule a convenient time and location for the interview. The interview 
should take place in a friendly location where both the interviewee and 
interviewer will feel comfortable discussing potentially delicate topics. 
Describe to the interviewee how the information will be used and the 
confi dentiality of the information provided.

6. Take careful notes during the interview, off ering to recap the response of 
the interviewee whenever there may be confusion. Follow the interview 
protocol carefully to ensure that you don’t have to schedule a second in-
terview to ask questions that may have been skipped. When possible, it is 
often a good idea to record an interview so you can verify your notes after 
the interview is complete. Another option is to have a note taker accom-
pany the interviewer.

7. Immediately following the interview review your notes carefully to en-
sure that you have accurately captured all of the relevant information. If 
you fi nd any confusion, this is the time to call or e-mail the interviewee to 
verify information or to ask for clarifi cations. 
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8. Relate the fi ndings from each interview to other data sources for verifi ca-
tion. For instance, if an interviewee quotes a news article or a research 
report, then it is typically useful to check that resource to ensure that 
the facts and fi gures provided by the interviewee were accurate and pre-
sented without bias. 

Tips for Success 

• Create a friendly and open environment by using active listening tech-
niques (such as recapping, paraphrasing, taking notes, and using friendly 
body language). 

• Refrain from asking leading questions (“I’m sure you agree that . . .”) or 
cutting off  an interviewee during his or her response. If you are to avoid 
cutting off  interviewees, it is often helpful to include potential follow-up 
questions as part of the interview protocol. 

• Interviewers should not debate or argue with the interviewees. Inter-
viewers are supposed to gather the views of others, not convince the in-
terviewees of the interviewers’ views.

• Using the critical incident technique can be a valuable way to diff erenti-
ate between perceptions and past experiences. Interviewees are asked to 
provide past events as examples when they respond to specifi c questions. 
Each event should include a description of the conditions or context for 
the event, the people involved in the event, the place of the event, and the 
associated activities or behaviors of people in the event. 

• Take good notes during the interview (or record it, if the participant is 
agreeable). 
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Websites 

“Getting the Lay of the Land on Health: A Guide for Using Interviews to Gather 
Information” is available at http://www.accessproject.org/adobe/getting_the_
lay_of_the_land_on_health.pdf.

“Information Brief: Developing Interview Protocols” is available at http://www.
neirtec.org/evaluation/PDFs/PreparingtoCollect5.pdf.

A sample interview protocol is available at http://www.ceismc.gatech.edu/MM_
Tools/NIP.html. 

A tip sheet on asking open-ended and probing questions is available at http://ppa.
aces.uiuc.edu/pdf_fi les/Asking1.PDF.

A tip sheet on conducting key informant interviews is available at http://ppa.aces.
uiuc.edu/pdf_fi les/Conducting1.PDF.

Tips for using individual interviews as a surveying technique are available at 
http://ppa.aces.uiuc.edu/pdf_fi les/Tips.PDF.

The USAID article on conducting needs assessment interviews is available at 
http://pdf.usaid.gov/pdf_docs/PNABS541.pdf.

Samples of Interview Preparation Checklist and 
Interview Release Agreement

Interview Preparation Checklist

� On what basis was this interviewee selected?

� Do I have the time and location of the interview?

� What do I know about the interviewee (title, experiences, background, 
and so on) ?

� Has the interviewee been sent information on the topic and focus of the 
interview?

� Should the interview questions be sent to the interviewee before the 
interview?

� Will the interview use closed-ended questions, open-ended questions, 
or a combination of both?

� Do I have some sample follow-up questions identifi ed for each inter-
view question?

� What information must I get from the interview?

� What information would it be nice to get, but is not necessary, from the 
interview?
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� Are there documents I should ask for at the end of the interview (re-
ports, fi les, and so on)?

� How will I take notes during the interview?

� Will I record the interview? If so, have I checked the batteries in the 
recorder? Have I asked the interviewee for permission to record the in-
terview? (See the generic interview release agreement that follows.)

� How will I transcribe the interview recording (or notes)? Will I have 
time immediately after the interview to refl ect on the answers and to 
take additional notes?
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Interview Release Agreement 

Sample Interview Permission or Release Form
(Organization)

(Address)

________________________(“Interviewer”) has informed me that he or she is gathering research for a needs assessment 
and related Assessments on the subject of ________________________ (collectively “the Assessment”) and has asked me 
to grant interviews and to otherwise cooperate with the Interviewer in connection with the Assessment.

To assist the Interviewer in preparing the Assessment, I have agreed to be interviewed and to provide informa-
tion and other materials to be used in connection with the Assessment, including personal experiences, remarks, 
and recollections, as well as any other documents that I may choose to give to the Interviewer (“the Interview 
Materials”).

I hereby grant and assign to the Interviewer and his or her licensees, successors, and assigns the following rights 
in connection with the Interview Materials for use as part of the Assessment in any and all reports, versions, and 
media in perpetuity throughout the world. Indicate your agreement with any of these statements below by check-
ing the boxes and initialing your name next to each agreed item.

�   The right to quote or paraphrase using my name all or any portion of the Interview Materials and to gener-
ally use and publish the Interview Materials, including my experiences, recollections, incidents, remarks, and 
information, as well as any other documents that I may give to the Interviewer.

-- OR --

�   The right to anonymously quote or paraphrase all or any portion of the Interview Materials and to generally 
use and publish the Interview Materials, including my experiences, recollections, incidents, remarks, and 
information, as well as any other documents that I may give to the Interviewer in manner where my identity 
is protected.

�   The right to use my name, image, voice, likeness, and biographical data.
�   The right to develop, produce, and distribute the Assessment in any manner that the Interviewer deems appro-

priate. I understand and acknowledge that the Interviewer’s company (which may be the same as mine) will 
be the sole owner of all copyright and other rights pertaining to the Assessment.

To enable the Interviewer to develop the Assessment in any manner deemed best, I hereby release and discharge the 
Interviewer and his or her licensees, successors, and assigns from any and all claims, demands, or causes of action 
that I may have against them by reason of anything contained in the Assessment, or any of the above uses, including 
any claims based on the right of privacy, the right of publicity, copyright, libel, slander, or any other right.

I acknowledge and agree that I am not entitled to receive any form of payment from the Interviewer or from his or 
her licensees, successors, and assigns.

Agreed and confi rmed:

________________________________________________________________    �__________________________________________
Printed Name  Date

________________________________________________________________    �__________________________________________
Signature  Date
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Sample of Interview Protocol

Interview Protocol to Identify Teachers’ Capacity Gaps 

in Classroom Teaching Skills and Behaviors

Instructions: Use this protocol to interview principals from provincial 
schools. The purpose is to obtain information about capacity gaps that 
teachers have in the area of classroom teaching skills and behaviors.

Introduction

Welcome (Where 
appropriate, modify 
the script and 
 questions.)

Script: Thank you for agreeing to participate in this interview. You are one 
principal in our sample of 58 principals who are from across the country and 
were selected to provide information on the topic discussed today. In this 
interview, we will focus on identifying the challenges and capacity gaps that 
exist among your teachers in the area of classroom teaching skills and 
behaviors. 

This interview is part of a broader needs assessment sponsored by the 
national ministry of education. The overall needs assessment is being 
conducted so people can understand capacity development issues in the 
education system—not just related to teachers’ skills and behaviors—and 
then can make decisions on how to address the issues. The information 
that you provide will not be attributed directly to you.

Do you have any 
questions regarding 
our goals?

Notes:

Questions

Q1. How many years 
have you served as a 
 principal?

Q2. How many years 
have you served as a 
principal in this 
school?
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Q3. What is your 
highest level of 
education?

� High school or secondary education or lower

� Basic university level (for example, associate’s degree, Tecnicatura, and 
so on)

� Intermediate university level (for example, bachelor’s degree, Licence, 
Licenciatura, and so on)

� Master’s degree level or equivalent (for example, Master of Business 
Administration, Maîtrise, Maestria, and so on)

� Postmaster’s level or equivalent (for example, All But Dissertation  and 
so on)

� Doctorate level or higher

� Other: Please specify and describe it with regard to the earlier list

Q4. As a school 
principal, describe 
your work.

Q5. How many 
teachers do you 
supervise?

Q6. How many 
students were 
enrolled in the school 
at the beginning of 
the year (indicate start 
date of school year)? 

Q7. How many 
students are currently 
enrolled in the school 
now (indicate date)? 
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Q8: Drawing on your 
experiences, can you 
describe the two or 
three major capacity 
gaps related to your 
teachers’ classroom 
teaching skills and 
behaviors that limit 
your school and your 
province in achieving 
their educational 
goals?

Response: 

Follow-up question and response:

Q9: What do you 
believe are the 
causes of each of the 
capacity gaps that you 
identifi ed in the 
previous question? 

Response: 

Follow-up question and response:

Q10: Are there other 
challenges that you 
believe limit the 
capacity of your 
province to achieve 
its educational goals?

Response: 

Follow-up question and response:

Q11: Can you 
recommend anyone I 
should meet with to 
identify related 
capacity gaps?

Response: 

Follow-up question and response:

Conclusions

Review Script: Summarize the major capacity gaps identifi ed from the 
conversation, and then ask the interviewee to verify that you accurately 
interpreted the responses. 
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Purpose 

The purpose of conducting dual-response surveys is to collect information 
from a large number of people—typically located in multiple locations— 
regarding their perspectives on both current and desired performance.

Needs Assessment Applications 

Surveys are commonly used for needs assessments, but many types of sur-
veys are available to you. The dual-response survey might be a new tool for 
you to consider. Surveys can be useful tools for needs assessments because 
they are relatively easy to develop, their data usually can be clearly trans-
formed into useful information, and surveys (especially web-based ones) 
can easily be distributed to both large and small groups. Because surveys can 
require less time to complete than interviews or focus groups, and because 
they can be sent to people at other locations, they are often used in needs 
assessments (as well as in needs analyses).

Whereas the traditional single-response survey is a data collection tool 
used in a variety of organizational activities—such as opinion polling and 
evaluation—the dual-response survey format provides signifi cant benefi ts 
over traditional single-response tools in completing a needs assessment. 
The dual-response survey, as presented here, collects information regarding 
both the current and desired performance, thereby providing clear data 
regarding the size, direction, and relative priority of performance gaps (or 
needs). This type of survey gives you more options for analyzing data than 
does its single-response counterpart, and it provides valuable information 
that is essential to the unique goals of a needs assessment.

DUAL-RESPONSE SURVEYS
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Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages 

• A needs assessment survey allows you to capture the perspectives of mul-
tiple groups on a variety of performance-related topics. 

• The dual-response format allows the needs assessment survey to simul-
taneously capture data regarding both the current and the desired levels 
of performance. Too often needs assessments assume that the desired 
performance is known and agreed upon by everyone in the organization 
when in reality this assumption is rarely the case.

• The dual-response format gives you multiple ways to view, analyze, and 
report on fi ndings, including the size of the needs, the direction of the 
needs, and the relative priority that participants associate with the needs. 

• Surveys off er a variable format where you can ask a few questions or 
many questions, and likewise you can ask open-ended or closed-ended 
questions. 

Disadvantages 

• Survey data are frequently confused with performance data. It is impor-
tant to remember that survey data rely on the perceptions of those com-
pleting the survey. Thus, while a respondent may indicate that his or her 
perception is that performance is high, the reality may be that perfor-
mance is low. Nevertheless, knowing the perceptions of those participat-
ing in the needs assessment is essential to making informed decisions.

• Many organizations frequently use surveys; as a result, employees can get 
“burned out” on completing surveys. This reaction can reduce your re-
sponse rate, increase the number of respondents who complete only part 
of the survey, or otherwise compromise the integrity of your survey  results.

• Surveys do not give you the opportunity to ask follow-up questions to 
respondents (unlike interviews or focus groups).

• Although surveys may seem easy to prepare, they are often developed 
poorly. Therefore, it is important to have an experienced survey devel-
oper involved in the process of developing a survey, assisting in survey 
development, determining the survey analysis approach, or reviewing 
the survey.
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Process Overview 

1. Drawing from the list of information required for the needs assessment, 
create a list of the information that you expect to gain from the needs as-
sessment survey. The focus of developing an eff ective needs assessment 
survey should always be on the information required to make decisions. 
This focus will prevent you from asking questions that don’t get used in 
subsequent decision making. (For helpful sample templates to serve as 
job aids, see pages 125–126.)

2. Create your needs assessment survey for a target audience. Also, consider 
using multiple versions of a survey to target diff erent audiences or stake-
holders. Surveys frequently are best used to collect information from a 
larger number of people than you would potentially invite for an inter-
view or a focus group. 

3. Identify questions to include in your needs assessment. Questions should 
focus on results and performance, rather than on what resources or 
changes participants may want. In the Tips for Writing Good Survey 
Questions section of this tool are many ideas on how to write successful 
survey questions.

4. Create the survey using the dual-response format. Multiple sections 
within a single survey can also use diff erent response scales—you simply 
must clearly communicate those diff erences to the survey respondents. 
Table 3A.1. provides examples of three types of rating scales: agreement, 
satisfaction, and frequency. You can change the associated responses 
with each level of the Likert-type scales to represent appropriate re-
sponses for the questions in your assessment (see example in table 3A.1). 

5. Pilot test your survey with participants who are representative of your 
target audience. When participants have completed the draft survey, cal-
culate the results to ensure that you can use the information attained 
from each question. Typically, responses to some questions do not  provide 
the useful information you were looking for; thus, changes must be made 
to the survey.

6. Needs assessment surveys can be done in a variety of formats and media 
depending on the target audience. Web surveys can easily be created, dis-
tributed, and analyzed using Internet-based survey systems. Paper-based 
surveys can also be eff ective, especially if members of your target audi-
ence may not have access to technology or have the computer skills nec-
essary for completing an online survey. Select the format that you believe 
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will give you the highest return rate of completed surveys. Ideally, you 
would want at least 50 percent (often more) of the surveys you send out 
to be completed. The higher the return rate, the more confi dence you can 
have that your survey results represent the perspectives of the target au-
dience. For national level, highly sensitive, or other important needs as-
sessments, you will want to consult with a statistician about minimum 
response rates.

7. The data from a dual-response needs assessment can be analyzed using 
four analysis approaches—discrepancy, direction, position, and demo-
graphic diff erences—to inform decision making. See table 3A.2 for an ex-
ample of responses from a single survey taker. See table 3A.3 to review 
how this survey taker’s responses would be analyzed using the four anal-
ysis approaches.

Analysis 1: Discrepancy 

For each question of the needs assessment survey, you should perform a 
gap analysis by subtracting the value assigned to the current column from 

Table 3A.1   Examples of Different Rating Scales 

Agreement: 1 = Strongly Disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Neutral; 4 = Agree; 5 = Strongly Agree

Current

performance Survey question

Desired or optimal 

performance

     
Does the subway usually get me to 
where I am going on time?      

Satisfaction: 1 = Very Dissatisfi ed; 2 = Dissatisfi ed; 3 = Neutral; 4 = Satisfi ed; 5 = Very Satisfi ed

Current

performance Survey question

Desired or optimal 

performance

     What is my overall satisfaction with the 
subway service provided by the city?      

Frequency: 1 = Daily; 2 = Weekly (3–6 times per week); 3 = Occasionally (3–6 times per month); 
4 = Sometimes (less than 3 times per month); 5 = Rarely (once a month to never)

Current

performance Survey question

Desired or optimal 

performance

     Does the subway have mechanical 
failures during my trips?      
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the value assigned to the desired column (see table 3A.2). The results of 
this analysis will identify discrepancies between the current and desired 
performance for each variable associated with the performance system. 
The size of the gap can provide valuable information in determining the 
perceived acuteness of the need or the extent to which opportunities can 
be capitalized upon.

The results of this analysis are, however, necessary rather than suffi  cient 
for quality decision making. Alone, these results provide only isolated values 
(data points) that must be put into context through their relationships with 
the three other analysis approaches. 

Analysis 2: Direction 

For each question, the positive or negative value of the gap should be identi-
fi ed to diff erentiate needs (when desired is greater than current) from 
opportunities (when what is (WI) is greater than what should be (WSB). 

• Positive discrepancies between desired and current (for example, 
desired = 5, current = 3, gap = 2 identifi es a need. 

• Negative discrepancies between desired and current (for example, 
desired = 3, current = 4, gap = –1) identifi es an opportunity (for instance, 
to reallocate resources).

Table 3A.2   Example of a Completed Survey

Instructions: Indicate your level of agreement with the survey questions below. 
Note that desired or optimal performance ratings should be taken in consideration of 
costs (fi nancial, and other costs) associated with achieving optimal performance. 
Therefore, take care to avoid giving all responses a rating of 5. (Scale: 1 = Strongly 
Disagree; 2 = Disagree; 3 = Neutral; 4 = Agree; 5 = Strongly Agree)

Current

performance Survey question

Desired or optimal 

performance

    
a. Does the subway usually get me 
to where I am going on time?     

    
b. Does the subway station have an 
adequate number of employees at 
each station to serve my needs?

    

    
c. Can the subway audio system be 
heard easily in all train cars?     

    
d. Is the subway system operated 
safely? ➀    



Needs Assessment: Tools and Techniques  121

The distinction between needs and opportunities provides a context for dis-
crepancy data, which by itself illustrates only the size of the gap between 
current and desired performance. By examining the direction of the discrep-
ancy, decision makers can consider which gaps illustrate needs that have the 
potential to be addressed through organizational eff orts and which gaps 

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

Instructions for the survey analyst: For each item, tabulate the gap size by subtracting the current 
performance from the desired performance. Gap direction will be determined by whether the difference 
between desired and current performance is positive, negative, or neutral. Once this direction is determined, 
indicate in the next cells whether the response represents (a) a need, opportunity, or neither and (b) 
whether the position or priority in addressing the need or opportunity is low, medium, or high. The “analyst 
comments” column is to be used for summarizing the lengthier comments by the respondent. The 
example in the table provides analysis for one single respondent, but usually there are many more 
respondents. Thus, analyzing and aggregating results on a computer spreadsheet is advised.

Survey question

Gap size: desired – 

current performance

Gap direction: 

positive = need; 

negative = 

opportunity

Need or 

opportunity

Position or 

priority Analyst comments

a. Does the 
subway usually get 
me to where I am 
going on time?

+2 Need Medium The respondent 
recommends a 
reduction in schedule 
delays. (+2 points: 
need)

b. Does the 
subway station 
have an adequate 
number of 
employees at each 
station to serve my 
needs?

–1 Opportunity Low There may be an 
opportunity to reduce 
the number of 
employees at stations 
during nonpeak hours. 
(–1 point: opportunity)

c. Can the subway 
audio system be 
heard easily in all 
train cars?

+2 Need Medium The respondent noted 
diffi culties in hearing 
the conductor. (+2 
points: need).

d. Is the subway 
system operated 
safely?

+3 Need High The respondent 
indicated a problem 
with proper door 
closing during crowded 
periods. Safety 
hazard—requires 
immediate attention. 
(+3 points: need) 
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identify opportunities that the organization may want to leverage (or main-
tain) to ensure future success.

Analysis 3: Position (that is, relative priority)

The position analysis illustrates the relative importance or priority of dis-
crepancies from the perspective of the respondents. Although many gaps 
between WSB and WI may have equivalent discrepancies and may be in the 
same direction, the position of the discrepancy on the Likert scale of the 
instrument can demonstrate the relative priority of the discrepancy in rela-
tion to other gaps. 

For example, two needs may be identifi ed with a discrepancy of +3, but 
the fi rst need illustrated a gap between WSB = 5 and WI = 2, whereas the 
second need illustrated a gap between WSB = 3 and WI = 0. As a result, the 
interpretation of these discrepancies in relation to each other would indi-
cate a perceived prioritization of the fi rst need over the second. This infor-
mation can be valuable in selecting which discrepancies are addressed 
when resources are limited. 

Together, three types of analysis (discrepancy, direction, and position) 
can off er valuable data for identifying and prioritizing needs.

Analysis 4: Demographic Differences (optional) 

You may want to view the results of your needs assessment survey on the 
basis of demographic diff erences (for example, division, location, position 
type, or years of experience). Analysis of the results can be reviewed by 
demographic variables if items related to the desired demographic catego-
ries are added to the instrument. If your organization has collected data 
regarding the demographics of respondents to the survey, then you should 
complete an analysis for discrepancy, direction, and position for each demo-
graphic on a section, subsection, or item basis, depending on the level of 
information required for decision making. 

Tips for Success 

• An abundance of literature exists about survey development, imple-
mentation, and analysis. Developing surveys is not as easy as it may 
seem, so consult survey literature and survey developers when prepar-
ing your survey.
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• You should pilot test any survey questions with representatives from the 
target audience.

• Before releasing your survey, plan ahead on how you will analyze the 
results. 

• If you have diverse audiences, you should not try to write one survey that 
fi ts all audiences. 

• You must plan to follow up with participants who have not completed the 
survey after a few days so you can remind them of the importance of their 
participation. 

• If you must have survey results from an important stakeholder group to 
be able to make informed decisions, you should oversample that group to 
ensure that you get enough responses. In other words, if you want 50 re-
turned surveys, then you would send out 200 surveys to the group in 
hopes of getting at least a 25 percent response rate rather than sending 
out 100 surveys with hopes of getting a 50 percent response rate. 

Tips for Writing Good Survey Questions 

• Ensure a common understanding.

• Start with the more interesting questions for the audience.

• Don’t try to impress participants with big words.

• Don’t write leading questions.

• Avoid double negatives or questions with multiple meanings.

• Stay focused: don’t ask more questions than you require for making 
 decisions.

• Put your questions in a logical order (for example, use sections or topic 
area headlines to organize questions).

• Verify that questions make sense for both response columns (current and 
desired). 

• Don’t let your survey get too long (for example, it should take participants 
no more than 15 minutes to complete).

References and Resources 
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An inexpensive and easy-to-use survey development and deployment tool can be 
found at http://www.surveymonkey.com.

Another site that off ers complete online survey services, including the develop-
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Samples of Job Aids

Survey Template

Satisfaction Scale: 1 = Very Dissatisfi ed; 2 = Dissatisfi ed; 3 = Neutral; 
4 = Satisfi ed; 5 = Very Satisfi ed

Sample Instructions: Indicate your level of agreement with the survey 
questions in the table. Note that desired or optimal performance ratings 
should be taken in consideration of costs (fi nancial and other costs) associ-
ated with achieving optimal performance. Therefore, take care to avoid giv-
ing all responses a rating of 5. (Scale: 1 = Very Dissatisfi ed; 2 = Dissatisfi ed; 3 = 
Neutral; 4 = Satisfi ed; 5 = Very Satisfi ed)

Current

performance Survey question

Desired or optimal 

performance

a. 

 b.  

 c.  

Analysis Template

Instructions for the survey analyst:  For each item, tabulate the gap size by 
subtracting the current performance from the desired performance. Gap 
direction will be determined by whether the diff erence between desired and 
current performance is positive, negative, or neutral. Once this direction is 
determined, indicate in the next cells whether the response represents (a) a 
need, opportunity, or neither and (b) whether the position or priority in 
addressing the need or opportunity is low, medium, or high. The “analyst 
comments” column is to be used for summarizing the lengthier comments 
by the respondent. The example in the table provides analysis for one single 
respondent, but usually there are many more respondents. Thus, analyzing 
and aggregating results on a computer spreadsheet is advised.  
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Survey question

Gap size: desired – 

current performance

Gap direction: 

positive = need; 

negative = 

opportunity

Need or 

opportunity

Position or 

priority Analyst comments

a. 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Positive or Negative

Need or 
Opportunity

High

Medium

Low

b. 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Positive or Negative

Need or 
Opportunity

High

Medium

Low

c. 0 1 2 3 4 5 

Positive or Negative

Need or 
Opportunity

High

Medium

Low
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Purpose 

The purpose of conducting a SWOT is to identify, organize, and prioritize 
the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats (or SWOTs) that infl u-
ence the planning, design, development, implementation, and evaluation of 
almost any program or project.

Needs Assessment Applications

Identifying a list of SWOTs is a common brainstorming technique used in 
organizational planning. Developing a list alone, however, rarely provides 
the useful information required to guide a needs assessment. Instead, you 
should combine the benefi ts of brainstorming with an approach that defi nes 
the relationships among the identifi ed SWOT factors, and then you should 
use those relationships to guide decisions about what to do next. 

The resulting SWOT+ technique asks SWOT informants to assign values 
to each of the items on the SWOT list. Thus, in certain cases, the items on the 
list that are of highest value may be acted on fi rst, and the items with lesser 
importance might need to be recognized but never acted on. 

Advantages and Disadvantages

Advantages

• A SWOT builds on the value of a process that is already familiar in most 
organizations. 

SWOT+
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• SWOT factors are prioritized in relation to other SWOT factors, rather 
than simply listed and given equal value.

• A SWOT engages a group in defi ning the relationship among SWOT 
 factors.

Disadvantages 

• Assigning of values to each SWOT factor can be challenging for group 
members.

• Additional time is required to move from the SWOT factors to their 
relationships to the recommendations about what should be done 
next.

Process Overview

1. Decide on a focus for your SWOT+ analysis. For instance, are you looking 
for SWOT factors that infl uence just your project or unit, or SWOT fac-
tors that aff ect the entire organization? This context will provide bound-
aries for the discussion and will help you identify SWOT factors that will 
best guide your needs assessment.

2. Identify internal and external stakeholders for the SWOT analysis. These 
partners should represent an array of perspectives around the perfor-
mance issue at the center of your needs assessment. 

3. In a meeting (or by e-mail), have group members identify SWOT factors 
from their perspectives. In most situations, begin your SWOT analysis by 
asking participants to simply brainstorm ideas to fi t into the following 
four categories: 

 Strength: An internal competence, valuable resource, or attribute 
that an organization can use to exploit opportunities in the external 
 environment 

 Weakness: An internal lack of a competence, resource, or attribute 
that an organization requires to perform in the external environment 

 Opportunity: An external possibility that an organization can pursue 
or exploit to gain benefi t 

 Threat: An external factor that has the potential to reduce an organi-
zation’s performance 
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4. When you have identifi ed an adequate number of SWOT factors (6 to 10 
per category is typically enough), sort them into a SWOT matrix (see 
 table 3A.4). 

5. To enhance the SWOT factors, ask the group members to defi ne their 
relative value or importance within the context. Do this by using a con-
tinuum along each of the X and Y axes of your SWOT matrix (see fi gure 
3A.1). Use the continuum of internal-to-external control for the X axis 
and the asset-to-liability continuum for the Y axis. Individual factors can 
then be plotted within the matrix according to their relationships to 
 other factors.

6. Place a mark (for example, S1, S2, and so on) for each SWOT factor where 
it intersects along the two continuums, thus defi ning its relationship to 
other SWOT factors. Figure 3A.1 shows how value assignments were 
 given to each item on the SWOT list (from table 3A.4) and were plotted 
on the matrix. 

7. Use the plotted SWOT factors to determine which factors should be fi xed 
immediately, which should be improved on over time, which should be 
sustained, and which should be monitored (see fi gure 3A.1). 

Table 3A.4   Traditional SWOT Matrix

SWOT Analysis 

Community Public Transportation SWOT

Strengths 
S1 = Four new subway stations have been 
completed in the past year; three more are 
expected in the next two years.
S2 = There is a growing demand—a 15% 
increase in subway riders in the past year. 
S3 = The past year saw a 3% increase in 
“overall satisfaction” among subway riders.

Weaknesses 

W1 = Approximately 18% of subway and bus 
mechanics are expected to retire in the next fi ve 
years.
W2 = Development of new bike lanes in the city 
center has been delayed.
W3 = Increased subway and bus fees have 
reduced the ability of poorer citizens to afford 
public transportation.

Opportunities 
O1 = Increasing fuel costs may push more 
people to public transportation.
O2 = Biking and walking to work are becoming 
more popular.
O3 = National subsidy is possible to help fi nance 
reduced fee transit cards for elderly and disabled 
populations.

Threats 

T1 = Increasing fuel costs increase bus costs.
T2 = The roads in the city center are clogged 
during rush hours, increasing commuting times 
and delaying bus schedules.
T3 = Labor costs are increasing.
T4 = Delays in delivery of new buses and 
subway cars from manufacturers are averaging 
4–6 months behind schedule.
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8. With each SWOT factor plotted into the matrix from table 3A.4 , priori-
tize the factors in order of importance for achieving desired performance 
objectives. 

9. Use the prioritized list of SWOT factors to guide your decisions. You can 
see that with this information visually plotted, the participants can go a 
step further and can discuss the relationship among the items plotted; 
(a) which items to act on and in what order and (b) which items can pos-
sibly be monitored for now, but perhaps never acted on.

Tips for Success

• When identifying SWOT factors, use an open brainstorming process that 
allows all participants to share their ideas. 

• Avoid ambiguous SWOT factors; link each factor to a specifi c and mea-
surable indicator to ensure that everyone is using the same operational 
defi nition of the factor. 

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

Plotting the List from the Community Public Transportation SWOT

internal

strengths

opportunities

weaknesses

threats

S2

O2 T2

T3

T1T4
O3

O1

S1 S3 W3

W2

W1

external

as
se

t

lia
b

ili
ty

maintain

nurture

improve

reduce

Note: The letters and numbers within the quadrants correspond to information provided in 
table 3A.4.



Needs Assessment: Tools and Techniques  131

• Work to build consensus around the placement of SWOT factors within 
the matrix; keep in mind that often there are many opinions about where 
individual factors should go on the continuums of internal–external and 
asset–liability.

References and Resources
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Purpose

The World Café is a format for collaborative conversations designed to 
yield deeper insights into pressing collective issues. The collaborative 
conversations bring together stakeholders in group settings to formulate 
directions (or ideas, opinions, and so on) concerning needs, next steps, and 
solutions. 

Needs Assessment Applications

The World Café format has gained in popularity over recent years because it 
is an easy approach to gathering information through collaboration; also it is 
a generally quick and usually fun process. (See http://www.theworldcafe.
com for more information on the approach.) The following discussion draws 
on the trademarked World Café approach, but it has been adapted for needs 
assessment purposes.

When used in a needs assessment context, the World Café approach 
off ers a useful, fl uid framework for structuring a productive, problem-
solving discussion among a group of participants who typically would 
have diverse  perspectives (but, in many cases, they could have shared or 
common perspectives). Because of the way in which the conversations are 
structured, participants circulate about the room, cross-pollinating ideas 
and building upon one another’s suggestions. This approach lends itself 
well to needs assessment because it can provide unique opportunities for 
gathering information when other techniques would not be appropriate, 
viable, aff ordable, or useful.

WORLD CAFÉ™ (WITH 
“SPEED DATING” VARIATION)
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Advantages and Disadvantages

Advantages

• This approach can be used with a large and diverse group of participants 
and stakeholders.

• A collaborative setting allows for transparent decision making.

• The approach can yield more nuanced data and fi ndings than can struc-
tured interviews or focus groups.

• The fl exible technique can be applied in many settings and for diff erent 
objectives.

Disadvantages

• The “results” of World Café sessions are subject to interpretation.

• The fi ndings of this approach will depend largely on which stakeholders 
participate.

• The approach requires substantial advance planning for determining key 
discussion questions.

Process Overview1

1. Have organizers determine in advance the targeted questions that will 
address the key objectives for holding the World Café.

2. Seat groups of four or fi ve people at small tables or in clusters. Each table 
is led by a host who has been given some guidance about duties of facili-
tating the table work.

3. Set up progressive (usually three) rounds of conversation of approxi-
mately 20–30 minutes each.

4. Encourage both table hosts and members to write or draw key ideas us-
ing the markers and paper provided.

5. When groups have completed the initial round of conversation, ask one 
person to remain at the table as the host while the other group members 
become ambassadors. Ambassadors carry key ideas, themes, and ques-
tions from their fi rst group into their new conversations.
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6. Ask the table host to welcome the new guests and to briefl y share the 
main ideas, themes, and questions of the initial conversation. Encour-
age the ambassadors to link and connect ideas coming from their previ-
ous table conversations as they listen carefully and build on each other's 
 contributions.

7. In the third round of conversation, either have people return to their fi rst 
table or have them continue traveling to new tables. Sometimes facilita-
tors will add a new question in the third round of discussion to help 
deepen the exploration. 

8. After several rounds of conversation, initiate a period of whole-group 
discussion.

Tips for Success

• Clarify your purpose, and keep in mind the reason for gathering your 
group. Design the session with targeted questions and issues in mind.

• As an important component of the World Café approach, create a wel-
coming environment so participants can share their ideas. Consider how 
your invitation and the meeting’s location will contribute to a hospitable 
atmosphere.

• Have your World Café explore only one question or a set of related ques-
tions. Remember that choosing questions that are of central importance 
to your meeting objectives and, for that matter, to your participants can 
produce powerful results.

• Importantly, encourage participants to be active contributors of their 
ideas and perspectives while allowing those who wish to participate by 
simply observing to do so.

• Remember that in the World Café design, participants circulate about 
the large group and take ideas from each small group’s discussion to the 
next table as they become ambassadors. Typically, one participant stays 
behind as a host, sharing the previous group’s ideas with the new arrivals. 
By using the center of the small-group tables as spaces for drawing with 
markers, your facilitators and hosts can draw attention to the illustra-
tions and diagrams created as an example of a shared, collaborative 
vision.

• Encourage participants to sharpen their listening skills as they go into 
the World Café. Encourage participants (a) to listen rather than plan 
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their response to the current speaker, (b) to be open to being infl uenced 
by another’s ideas, (c) to listen for deeper questions and insights that may 
emerge in the group discussion, and (d) to listen for what questions are 
not being asked or for what is not being spoken.

• To tie in the whole group’s progress, fi rst ask each table to spend a few 
minutes brainstorming about what has emerged in their World Café 
rounds that has been most meaningful. Depending on the range of ideas 
that have emerged, the ambassadors and table participants might want 
to prepare a summary list of the ideas. The list could include those items 
that were suggested frequently, but it could also include ideas that were 
suggested less often but that could represent an important and perhaps 
underrepresented view. Because the World Café is meant to collect ex-
pansive ideas around an issue, under many circumstances it will be use-
ful to think beyond the “top fi ve” type of items and to dig deeper about 
items that were not suggested as frequently. After this period, begin a 
whole-group discussion. Perhaps tailor this exercise into thematic clus-
ters by asking people from each table to share one thing that they found 
new or surprising, and then asking others to share ideas and observa-
tions that build on that one thing. Ask the whole group the following 
questions:

• If there were a single voice in the room, what would the group say are 
the key takeaways?

• What deeper questions are emerging as a result of these 
conversations?

• Do we notice any patterns emerging? If so, what do these patterns 
point to?

• What do we now see and know as a result of these conversations?

“Speed Dating” Variation

As with speed dating events—where single adults meet to have timed inter-
actions with other singles so they can determine if there is a match—adding 
a similar set of timed and focused conversations among pairs of participants 
can be a useful variation of World Café. The same general World Café setup 
would occur, but instead of starting with small groups for 20 minutes, you 
would start with paired participants talking and brainstorming together for 
about 5 to 8 minutes. 
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Following two or three rounds of the paired conversations, you would 
then begin the process of sharing ideas on white boards or through index 
cards handed to a facilitator. This information would then be collapsed into 
the whole-group session of the World Café. This variation on the format 
allows for more sharing by each participant and potentially for an even 
deeper conversation on issues (with a reduced threat that a single person 
would dominate a group conversation).

Notes

1. Based in part on “Café to Go” in World Café (2008) at http://www.theworld 
cafe.com/pdfs/cafetogo.pdf.
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Purpose 

The Delphi technique is a powerful approach that can be used (a) to gather 
data and opinions from experts (such as identifying primary performance 
constraints) or (b) to lead to a group decision (such as making recommen-
dations about what to do). The Delphi technique is also referred to as the 
Delphi method, Delphi approach, Delphi activity, or Delphi study. It was 
developed by RAND during the 1950s for warfare forecasting, and it relied 
on panels of experts to provide information in a systematic and iterative 
manner.

Needs Assessment Applications 

The Delphi technique is a data collection tool that you can use to solicit 
insight from a group of experts in a structured way. In a needs assess-
ment, the Delphi technique is typically used to gain expert input for defi n-
ing needs, to identify desired results, to prioritize causes, or to recommend 
solutions. The intention with the Delphi technique is for the iterative 
process not only to solicit insight from experts, but also to ultimately 
reveal the areas where experts have consensus in their views. This con-
sensus expert insight can be an invaluable source of information to sup-
port decision making about things such as needs, goals, and anticipated 
outcomes.

The Delphi technique uses a “layered,” or iterative, strategy to gather 
information and arrive at consensus about a specifi c subject, situation, 
need, or goal. The technique is similar to the nominal group technique (see 
page 166 in part 3B) in terms of its structure. One of the unique features of 

DELPHI TECHNIQUE
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the Delphi technique, however, is that the information solicitation and 
consensus-building processes can be done through either postal or elec-
tronic mail. The Delphi technique can be used for planning, problem solv-
ing, decision making, or data collection. The information that is generated 
through this technique typically (a) provides insight about a variety of dif-
ferent alternatives, (b) seeks to correlate expert insight on a specifi c sub-
ject, (c) provides the background information necessary for decision 
making, or (d) reveals consensus in expert opinions about a particular sub-
ject or theme. 

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages 

• The Delphi technique is versatile in terms of its potential application and 
can, therefore, be used to tackle a very wide variety of issues, subjects, 
and situations. 

• Through this technique, you have the option of setting up a broad and 
dynamic panel of experts from a variety of disciplines and professional 
sectors (for example, donors, community organizations, government of-
fi cials, and academia). 

• Location is not a constraint in terms of access to expert insight. This 
technique accommodates data collection through either postal or elec-
tronic mail, making it possible to involve experts from almost any part of 
the world. 

• The iterative process of the Delphi technique promotes refl ective and 
evaluative contributions from experts. 

• The technique enables the natural group process of sharing and evaluat-
ing ideas and expert insight without the need for an in-person meeting 
format. Because the objective of the Delphi technique is to achieve con-
vergence, as opposed to divergence, in expert perspectives, it promotes a 
nonconfrontational format for communication and exchange. Expert 
contributions also remain anonymous to other participants in the expert 
panel, which may help participants to feel more at ease with fully and 
honestly providing their insights and opinions. 

• The structured and step-by-step nature of the technique makes it very 
democratic in nature, giving each invited participant an equal opportu-
nity for contribution. 
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• Quantitative analysis of the data from a Delphi study is relatively simple 
and can be done using spreadsheet software (such as Microsoft Excel). 

Disadvantages 

• If the coordinator of a Delphi activity fails to (a) select a representative 
expert panel, (b) select a good initial question, or (c) follow the recom-
mended implementation steps for the technique, the outcomes of the ac-
tivity may be compromised. 

• If the Delphi technique is conducted through postal mail, the time re-
quired for the process can be lengthy, particularly if the panel of expert 
participants is located in a variety of diff erent countries. If you decide to 
use the Delphi approach with postal mail, you should expect to allocate 
between one and three months for data collection. 

• The technique requires sustained involvement from the participants. 
Participant dropout is, therefore, a risk. 

• The viewpoints and judgments that are collected through the Delphi 
technique are subjective in nature. Thus, the extent of accuracy and com-
prehensiveness of the data may, in some instances, be uncertain. 

• The Delphi technique, although generating valuable information, should 
not be used as the sole source of information for making defi nitive deci-
sions about needs or future strategies. 

Process Overview 

The procedure for the Delphi technique essentially consists of four steps: (a) 
planning, (b) setting up the expert panel, (c) administering questionnaires, 
and (d) interpreting fi nal data for decision making. 

Planning

1. Form a small group of colleagues to work with you on implementing and 
monitoring the Delphi study. The Delphi depends on the group’s ability 
to identify and engage a number of experts on the topic, which is often 
challenging for one individual to manage.

2. Use the list of information required for the needs assessment to deter-
mine the specifi c issue, purpose, scope, and focus of the Delphi study. 

3. Develop a time line for the Delphi activity. This time line should include 
intended deadlines for (a) setting up the expert panel, (b) sending out each 
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of the questionnaires, (c) receiving responses to each of the questionnaires, 
and (d) analyzing and interpreting the fi nal results from the Delphi.

4. Determine how you will defi ne consensus from the responses you receive. 
For example, does a simple majority (51 percent) represent consensus, or 
is greater agreement required?

5. Create the fi rst questionnaire for the Delphi study. Ensure that the ques-
tionnaire clearly aligns with the scope and purpose of the Delphi. 

a. The questionnaire can consist of one single question that targets the 
specifi c focus area of the Delphi. If a single question is used, make sure 
that it is an open-response question (that is, a question that allows the 
respondent to submit his or her own answer rather than being forced 
to choose an answer). An example might be a question asking experts 
to identify all possible causes of a specifi c performance gap.

b. Plan on testing the questionnaire before you distribute it so you can 
make sure that it is worded correctly to elicit the types of information 
that you are looking for. 

Setting Up the Expert Panel

1. Select a panel of experts to match the scope and purpose of the Delphi 
study. The initial panel should typically consist of between 30 and 50 par-
ticipants, though more may be warranted in some cases. The specifi cs of 
the kind of panel that you create may diff er depending on the specifi c 
goals of the assessment. Here are some tips: 

a. Although a larger panel will generate more information on the focus 
of the activity, it will also increase the data to be analyzed in each 
phase of the Delphi. 

b. The panel should include individuals who are experts in the focus 
area of the study. 

c. It is advisable that you select participants who have both conceptual 
and applied (practical) understanding of the focus areas of your Del-
phi activity.

d. If the focus area of your Delphi endeavor extends over several sectors, 
you may want to invite experts representing each of those sectors. 

e. You should try to screen the panel to make sure that you have selected 
a group of participants who represent diverse perspectives about your 
focus area. 
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2. Prepare and distribute a letter to invite the experts you want to partici-
pate on the expert panel. The letter should include the following: 

a. The specifi c scope and purpose of the Delphi

b. The general process that will be used in the activity

c. The anticipated time commitment the expert will be asked to make 
(This commitment should include the amount of time that you expect 
the expert will require to complete each questionnaire, as well as the 
span of time over which the Delphi activity will take place.) 

3. Remember that sustained participation of the expert panelists is essential 
to the success of the Delphi activity. Consider following up the invitation 
letters with a telephone call to each invitee. 

Administering Questionnaires

1. Send out the questionnaire that you prepared during the planning phase. 
Make sure that you include directions on when and how responses should 
be returned (for example, “Please submit your responses to this question-
naire by replying to this e-mail. The deadline for submitting responses is 
April 2.”). 

2. Code the responses by identifying all the elements or factors that are re-
ferred to in the responses you receive. For example, if you asked experts 
to identify all “possible factors contributing to a performance problem,” 
then your task is to identify each statement referring to a “possible fac-
tor” in the responses. Next, you compile all those statements of possible 
factors into one single list. Make sure that the duplicate references are 
removed and that each factor represents only one idea or construct. 

3. Create a second questionnaire using the list of elements that you compiled 
in step 2, directly above. In your instructions to this questionnaire, ask the 
respondents to rate each element on the list in terms of importance or 
relevance to the focus of the Delphi. For example, provide a scale as fol-
lows: “Low Importance = 1 2 3 4 5 = High Importance.” Ask respondents to 
rank each element in the list while using that scale. Make sure that you 
include directions on when and how responses should be returned. 

4. Tabulate the results from the second questionnaire by calculating the 
mean (average), median (middle), and mode (most) scores, as well as 
standard deviation (dispersion of scores around the average) and inter-
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quartile range (percentage of similar responses). Each can be calculated 
in spreadsheet programs such as Microsoft Excel. 

5. Using your analysis, determine where there is consensus among the ex-
perts. Typically median (middle) scores, along with interquartile ranges, 
are of the most value in determining consensus although how you defi ne 
consensus can vary from project to project. In their article, Hsin-Ling 
Hung and his colleagues (2008) identify a number of important consider-
ations in defi ning and calculating consensus.

6. Drawing from the results of the second questionnaire, develop a third 
questionnaire with the items from the second questionnaire that had the 
greatest consensus among the experts. Depending on the context, you 
will want to determine an appropriate “cut score” for consensus to be 
able to reduce the list.

7. Conduct a third and fourth round of questionnaires, calculating consen-
sus among experts using the results of each.

8. Remember that research indicates most Delphi applications reach stable 
consensus among experts (in other words, few changes from one round 
to the next) after four rounds. If you do not see this consensus, then you 
can use additional rounds of data collection (fi ve or six in total) or can 
consider including both median scores and interquartile ranges for each 
element in the fi fth round to help the experts move toward consensus. 
When you fi nd stability in responses from one round to the next, you can 
then use those fi ndings in your needs assessment.

Interpreting Final Data for Decision Making

1. Report the fi nal results to the panel of experts; they will be interested. 

2. Use the results to focus in on the specifi c issue, purpose, and scope of the 
Delphi study, and use the insight from the expert panel as guidance in 
your needs assessment decisions. 

Tips for Success 

• Consider seeking endorsement from an infl uential person for the Delphi 
activity. This endorsement may help you to solicit and sustain involve-
ment from the experts you wish to involve in the activity.
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• Remain in contact with participants throughout the Delphi activity. For 
example, consider calling each of the experts after you have sent them the 
invitation to participate. In addition, follow up personally with partici-
pants who do not respond to the subsequent questionnaires. 

• If possible, plan to provide incentives to participants at each round in the 
Delphi activity. Incentives can be of either a material or a nonmaterial 
nature. Following up with thank-you cards or other personalized com-
munication may play an important role in keeping participants involved. 

References and Resources

Hung, Hsin-Ling, James W. Altschuld, and Y-F. Lee. 2008. “Methodological and 
Conceptual Issues Confronting a Cross-Country Delphi Study of Educational 
Program Evaluation.” Evaluation and Program Planning 31 (2): 191–98.

Websites 
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Purpose 

The goal of a performance observation is to accurately document the steps, 
procedures, tools, and decisions used to accomplish current performance 
(see box 3A.3).

Needs Assessment Applications 

To fully understand what is involved in accomplishing current results, you 
should use performance observations to document the current individual or 
team processes. Performance observations can, thereby, provide essential 
information in the analysis of current performance (or information that is 
helpful in determining what is working and what is not working in the cur-
rent process). 

Information from the performance observation can then be compared 
and contrasted with information from other sources (such as interviews 
with expert performers, statistical performance measures, task protocols 
and procedures, best practices for the task, and performance standards for 
desired performance). 

Box 3A.3 Sample Uses of Performance Observations

•  Identify procedural breakdowns in current delivery of HIV/AIDS medications. 
•  Modify procurement process to reduce redundancies.
•  Reduce the time required to conduct inspections to identify potholes in roads.
•  Improve team member collaboration.

PERFORMANCE OBSERVATIONS



Needs Assessment: Tools and Techniques  145

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages 

• By observing without interfering, you can create a performance observa-
tion that accurately documents the steps, procedures, tools, and decisions 
made in completing a task.

• Performance observations don’t rely on the perspectives or memories of 
performers to defi ne how tasks are currently completed.

• Performance observations can be done by multiple members of the needs 
assessment team to validate the fi ndings.

Disadvantages 

• Performance observations require the time and related expenses of hav-
ing an observer to document the current performance.

• Observations alone may miss some of the decisions and other nonvisible 
aspects that go into performing a task (especially with regard to complex 
cognitive tasks).

• Observers may introduce biases into the needs assessment. Therefore, it 
is important that observers are trained in the observation process and are 
sensitized about biases and the need for objectivity. Having multiple ob-
servers can also be a way to address issues of observer bias. Observers 
should also be aware that those being observed might change their be-
havior, change what they say or do, or say or do things they think the ob-
server would want to hear. The observer should consider options on 
how to conduct the observation to avoid infl uencing the person(s) being 
observed.

Process Overview 

1. After needs (or gaps between current and desired performance) have 
been identifi ed, use performance observations to document the current 
processes, procedures, tools, and decisions that helped achieve current 
results. To begin, identify essential tasks involved in the achievement of 
current performance (for example, develop a concept note, monitor pro-
curement transactions, or review project reports).
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2. For each essential task involved in the achievement of current perfor-
mance, determine which tasks can be observed during the needs assess-
ment. For instance, if a task will not be completed again for another 12–18 
months, then it is unlikely that you can include a performance observa-
tion of that task in your needs assessment.

3. Remember that performance observations are rarely done as an exclu-
sive information-collection process because observations should involve 
minimal interactions with the performers (which could be distracting 
and could compromise the validity of the observation). Plan to inte-
grate your performance observations with other processes such as post-
performance interviews, document reviews, or performer focus groups. 

4. Before observing the completion of a task associated with the perfor-
mance, review any documentation on the processes, procedures, tools, or 
decisions that may be used in completing the task. Having an idea of what 
steps are coming next can help you to focus your observations.

5. Create a performance observation protocol or checklist to ensure that 
you systematically assess the current performance. This step will also be 
valuable if multiple reviewers will be observing the performance or if 
multiple tasks are to be observed. 

6. Select the performers to be observed. It is frequently helpful, when pos-
sible, to observe the performance of both an expert and a novice so you 
can isolate potential diff erences. For most needs assessments, as com-
pared with performance evaluations, it is useful to inform the performer 
that he or she will be observed and to schedule time to debrief him or her 
after the observation. 

7. Observe the performer while he or she completes the task. During the 
observation, the observer should not interfere with the performance. For 
example, do not stop the performer to ask questions or make suggestions; 
hold questions and comments until the post-observation debrief. Use the 
observation protocol to track activities and to make observations about 
how the task is completed.

8. After the task is completed, meet with the performer to debrief him or 
her on the observation. During the debrief, ask questions to (a) identify 
any unique characteristics of the observed performance that may not be 
relevant to your assessment (for instance, unrelated activities or inter-
ruptions that took place during the observation), (b) determine if the ob-
servation is representative of task performance by others, or (c) fi nd out 
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what recommendations the performer would off er for completing the 
task more effi  ciently or eff ectively.

9. Write a summary report of the fi ndings from each performance observa-
tion. Include these in the report: background information on the task, 
performer, and performance environment; notes from each performance 
observation; notes from each observation debrief; and your comments or 
recommendations that are based on observations.

Tips for Success 

• Observe the complete performance of the task being reviewed; you don’t 
want to leave early and potentially miss critical steps, tools, or decisions. 
However, for tasks that are completed over several days or weeks (such as 
developing a project plan), it can be useful to conduct performance ob-
servations that focus on select subtasks.

• Make arrangements early in the needs assessment process if you want to 
observe performance, especially for tasks that are not completed on a 
routine basis within the organization.
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Purpose 

The purpose of a task analysis is to systematically describe, document, and 
analyze the activities, procedures, processes, and resources that are used by 
individuals or groups to accomplish current results. 

Needs Assessment Applications

A task analysis explains the processes and inputs that are being used at this 
time to accomplish results. Consequently, a task analysis defi nes what indi-
viduals and teams both are doing and should be doing to contribute to cur-
rent results. As part of a needs assessment, this vital tool can inform both the 
diagnosis of needs and the detection of potential remedies for improving 
performance. 

In many ways, a task analysis process parallels the performance analysis 
process although the former begins with the results currently being achieved, 
whereas the latter begins with the desired results that should be accom-
plished in the future. Sometimes these starting places are one and the same. 
Yet, from their unique vantage points, the two processes parallel each other 
as they identify the tasks, processes, procedures, tools, and resources that 
are used to achieve results. 

Your focus during a task analysis is on systematically documenting what 
individuals or groups are doing (or should be doing). From observable pro-
cesses and behaviors to scripted procedures and organic creativity, it is 
important to detail current events so that they may be compared with 
desired events when identifying future actions.

TASK ANALYSIS 
(HIERARCHICAL OR 
SEQUENTIAL, IF-THEN, 
AND MODEL-BASED)
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Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages

• A task analysis can attain a clear defi nition of what resources, processes, 
and results are related to current tasks that are (or will be) related to your 
program or project. 

• By using a task analysis to systematically review the completion of cur-
rent tasks and their results, you will ensure that your needs assessment 
will be better prepared to make recommendations regarding changes to 
current procedures and new tasks. 

• A task analysis will help you to identify both what is working well and 
what is not working as well within the current organization. 

Disadvantages 

• Eff ective task analyses require time and resources that may not have been 
included in your initial planning. 

• Completing a task analysis is usually more complex than completing the 
task itself. For complex tasks, you will likely want to use a task analysis 
expert.

• It can be challenging to determine (a) if and how the completion of tasks 
would change because of needs assessment recommendations and (b) 
how those changes would infl uence other parts of the system.

Process Overview1 

1. Identify key positions and tasks related to the completion of results with-
in your results framework. For example, if your results framework identi-
fi es food safety inspections conducted by the state health and agriculture 
agencies as an essential result for improving performance in the overall 
food safety system, then you would want to identify which positions and 
tasks within the agencies are (or would be) responsible for the successful 
completion of food safety inspections. 

2. Select a task analysis method. Several systematic task analysis methods 
can be applied, each with advantages and disadvantages depending on 
the context. As a result, use a mix of task analysis methods during any 
needs assessment. Three possible methods are (a) hierarchical (sequen-
tial), (b) if–then, and (c) model-based. 
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a. Hierarchical (Sequential) Task Analysis

(1) This kind of analysis identifi es both the component steps in com-
pleting the given task and their hierarchical (or sequential) rela-
tionship to one another. When desired results are not being ac-
complished, use the hierarchical analysis to provide insights into 
the obstacles preventing success. Equally, when desired results 
are being accomplished, use the analysis to detail the construc-
tive processes that lead to accomplishment of objectives. 

(2) To begin, you should review, observe, and document each step 
taken by the performer in completing the task. Verify the appro-
priate sequence of steps for accomplishing results, and identify 
the resources (for example, supplies, computers, or other em-
ployees) used to complete the task. Routinely, processes will in-
volve steps that cannot be observed. Talk with the individuals or 
teams that perform selected tasks to identify both internal and 
external behaviors. Most often, a hierarchical task analysis re-
quires a combination of observation and interviews with expert 
performers. 

(3) For example, a task analysis may identify that receptionists com-
plete the following steps in accomplishing a performance objec-
tive for the pension offi  ce: 

• Check voice mail messages. 

• Take detailed and accurate notes on each voice mail message. 

• Send e-mail to district pension offi  cers along with voice mail 
messages. 

• Copy managers on e-mail messages sent to their respective 
pension offi  cers. 

• Clear phone messages after e-mail messages have been sent. 

(4) Depending on the level of detail required for making useful deci-
sions, additional analysis may be done on any single step within 
the process to determine more detailed actions taken by the ex-
pert performer (for example, what steps are required to check 
voice mail messages). The level of detail required for a task anal-
ysis varies greatly from initiative to initiative. Balance (a) the de-
sired level of detail for making improvement decisions with (b) 
the available time and resources. 
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(5) Create a graphic depicting the tasks and their relationships (see 
fi gure 3A.2).

b. If-Then Task Analysis

(1) If–then analysis applies process logic to the determination of 
the important decision steps for completing a task. This analy-
sis technique can be useful when you have multiple decision 
steps. For example, for the task of using a word processing soft-
ware application, you might include “If a word in the text is 
 underlined in red, then right-click on the word to identify op-
tions for revising the spelling of the word.” As tasks gain in 
complexity, multiple decisions must typically be made by the 
performer. The if–then analysis becomes an eff ective technique 
for identifying and documenting decisions and behaviors that 
cannot be observed.

(2) In a manner similar to the hierarchical analysis technique, you 
can use both observations and interviews with expert perform-
ers to complete an if–then analysis. In addition, combinations of 
methods are commonly used to identify the constituent steps in 
completing many complex tasks. 

(3) Continuing the example, receptionists in another pension offi  ce 
might identify the following steps for achieving the same perfor-
mance objective: 

• Step 1: Check voice mail messages when you arrive at work. If 
there are messages, then take detailed notes on each voice 
mail message. 

Figure 3A.2 Example of a Hierarchical Task Analysis Graphic
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• Step 2: If the voice mail was for a pension offi  cer, then e-mail 
the pension offi  cer the contact information and message from 
the voice mail (and proceed to step 4). 

• Step 3: If the voice mail message was for a manager, then for-
ward the voice mail to the manager using the *8 feature of the 
phone. 

• Step 4: Copy (or inform) the managers about e-mails going to 
their respective pension offi  cers. 

• Step 5: If you have completed steps 2, 3, and 4 for all voice mail 
messages, then delete phone messages. 

(4) Create a graphic depicting the tasks and their relationships (see 
fi gure 3A.3).

c. Model-Based Task Analysis

(1) Use a model-based analysis when the task being reviewed is 
vague or diffi  cult to defi ne. Because many “soft skills” or profes-
sional tasks (for example, demonstrating leadership, group prob-
lem solving) are characterized by their elusive defi nitions and 
reliance on situational context, model-based analysis can pro-
vide you with essential information for describing how perfor-
mance objectives get accomplished in these situations. In com-
pleting a model-based analysis, you work closely with performers 
to develop a model or framework for completing the task. Perfor-
mance is then the result of applying the model even when there 
are ambiguous guidelines for performing the task. 

Figure 3A.3 Example of an If-Then Task Analysis Graphic
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(2) For example, for the soft skills task of mentoring pension offi  ce 
employees, the analysis may identify the following performance 
model: 

Describe for the employee the optional techniques that may 
be used to complete his or her work. In mentoring the em-
ployee, use one or more of the following techniques: (a) use 
examples of other current and previous employees, (b) have 
the employee form a mental picture of performing the work 
at his or her desk, (c) demonstrate successful performance 
of the work-related tasks, (d) have the employee practice the 
work steps and then provide immediate feedback to the em-
ployee, and (e) suggest additional training opportunities of-
fered within the organization. 

(3) Use interviews (or focus groups) with expert performers to 
 defi ne a model for a task. After a model is developed, expert 
 performers should again review the procedures and options to 
ensure that the model adequately represents a framework for 
accomplishing desired results. The ability of a model to rep-
resent the successful completion of a task depends on the fl ex-
ibility of the model. If your model-based analysis does not 
 result in a fl exible framework that can be applied in a variety 
of contexts, then review the task using another task analysis 
technique. 

(4) When possible, create a graphic depicting the tasks and their 
 relationships (see fi gure 3A.4).

3. To collect information in a task analysis, use a combination of interviews, 
observations, intensive observations, focus groups, surveys, document 
 reviews, data reviews, and other techniques.

4. After the initial task analysis is completed and as a useful step, have the 
participants in the analysis review your fi ndings to provide clarifi cations 
and corrections when appropriate. Depending on the complexity of your 
tasks, several rounds of revisions may be required.

5. Write a summary report of the fi ndings from the task analysis. 

6. Remember that the task analysis is an essential ingredient to a needs as-
sessment and should be used as a point of comparison with other assess-
ment data (for example, surveys, interviews, focus groups) to inform your 
decisions. 
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Tips for Success 

• Strive to be very systematic in your analysis. 

• Communicate openly with those participating in your analysis to assure 
them that the results of the analysis will be used only for improving re-
sults and not for placing blame. 

• Remember that actions speak louder than words; it is better to observe 
individuals performing a task than to simply ask them what they do. 

Figure 3A.4 Example of a Model-Based Task Analysis Graphic
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Source: The example is the performance pyramid model found in Wedman (2010). Reused with per-
mission. Also available at http://needsassessment.missouri.edu.
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Note

1. Based in part on http://www.nwlink.com/~donclark/hrd/tasks.html and 
Watkins (2007).

References and Resources 

Jonassen, David H., Wallace H. Hannum, and Martin Tessmer. 1989. Handbook of 
Task Analysis Procedures. Westport, CT: Praeger Publishers. 

Watkins, Ryan. 2007. Performance by Design: The Systematic Selection, Design, and 
Development of Performance Technologies That Produce Useful Results. 
Amherst, MA: HRD Press, and Silver Spring, MD: International Society for 
Performance Improvement.

Wedman, John F. 2010. “Performance Pyramid Model.” In Handbook of Improving 
Performance in the Workplace. Vol. 2: Selecting and Implementing Performance 
Interventions, edited by Ryan Watkins and Doug Leigh. San Francisco: Wiley/
Pfeiff er, and Silver Spring, MD: International Society for Performance 
Improvement, 51–80.

Website 

Tasks and Task Analysis is available at http://www.nwlink.com/~donclark/hrd/
tasks.html. 



156 A Guide to Assessing Needs

Purpose 

The purpose of a cognitive task analysis (CTA) is to systematically defi ne 
the decision requirements and psychological processes used by expert indi-
viduals (or performers) in accomplishing results. 

Needs Assessment Applications

A standard task analysis explains the processes and inputs that are being 
used at this time to accomplish results. As a consequence, a task analysis 
defi nes what individuals and teams either are doing or should be doing to 
contribute to current results. In the completion of a needs assessment, the 
task analysis is a vital tool for informing both the diagnosis of needs and the 
detection of potential remedies for improving performance. 

 In a CTA, however, cognitive analysis methods focus on the psychologi-
cal processes underlying the completion of a task. For example, CTA may be 
used when one is trying to understand how master teachers are able to man-
age student behaviors in classrooms. CTA should be used whenever com-
plex decisions are required (such as when multiple contributing variables 
and options must be weighed by the performer) and when few observable 
behaviors can be identifi ed. Subtle cues from the performance context and 
the experience of expert performers are often discovered through the CTA 
technique. Of the many tools and techniques off ered in this book, CTA is one 
of the more diffi  cult approaches to undertake.

COGNITIVE TASK ANALYSIS



Needs Assessment: Tools and Techniques  157

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages

• A CTA generates detailed, precise information on the nature of expert 
performance in a specifi c task of interest. 

• When implemented correctly, CTA techniques provide highly valid 
sources of information on expert cognitive processes. 

• A CTA provides systematic procedures (rather than hit-or-miss steps) for 
ascertaining expert cognitive processes. 

Disadvantages 

• Analysis of the data gathered during a CTA can be time-intensive. 

• CTA does not always capture other noncognitive attributes necessary for 
accomplishing results (such as physical capabilities, access to resources, 
and interpersonal relationships).

• The results of a CTA can be misleading when expert performers have 
performance capacities beyond that of others (for example, a CTA can be 
done with high-performing professional athletes, but implementation of 
cognitive processes alone will not duplicate performance).

• Completing a task analysis, especially a CTA, is usually more complex 
than completing the task itself. For complex tasks, you will likely want to 
use a task analysis expert to get useful results.

Process Overview1 

Collect Preliminary Knowledge

To kick off  the CTA process, identify some key cognitive tasks to study (for 
example, how master teachers manage classroom behavior) that are impor-
tant elements in the achievement of particular results (for example, improve-
ments in student performance on tests). In particular, identify those cognitive 
tasks that merit detailed study through CTA. As you proceed through the 
following steps, pay special attention to (a) tasks  that are important, fre-
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quent, and highly critical cognitive tasks within the job performance that 
you are studying and (b) tasks or problems that are within the job perfor-
mance and that allow for discrimination between  expert and novice per-
formance (such tasks are referred to as representative tasks). 

1. Develop some general understanding of the domain area (for example, 
training of teachers) in which the CTA will be conducted and of the com-
mon terminology used in that domain area. This understanding will make 
it a lot easier to conduct an eff ective CTA. 

2. Identify experts who are good candidates (for example, master teachers) 
for serving as subjects of the CTA (ideally two or more experts should be 
identifi ed for participation). Experts with recent experience in both per-
forming and teaching the cognitive skill are generally considered to be 
good candidates for participation. 

3. Identify the knowledge structures associated with the task area through 
one or more of the following substeps: 

a. Document review and analysis: Review any written materials that 
you can locate and that provide relevant information on the tasks you 
have identifi ed as being of interest. Documents could include job de-
scriptions, reports, training materials, and so on. By reviewing avail-
able documents and research, you are better prepared to conduct 
 interviews with experts, and you are able to (later on) identify dis-
crepancies between extant training (performance support materials) 
and expert performance. 

b. Observation: Observe an expert conducting the tasks and procedures 
of interest to the CTA (for example, teaching a classroom subject to 
high school students). Record the actions and conditions that are nat-
urally a part of the process of executing the tasks that are of interest. 
Make special notes of points in the task-completion process where it 
seems that the expert is engaged in decision making, analysis, or other 
critical cognitive tasks. 

c. Unstructured interviews: When you are conducting an unstructured 
interview, it generally is helpful if you have been able to do a document 
analysis or observation beforehand. For the interview, your goal is to 
ask the expert direct questions that will give you more information 
about the tasks and to sort through preliminary questions that may 
help you in preparing for structured interviews that you complete later 
in the process. Because the interview is unstructured, you may opt to 
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take a “go with the fl ow” approach for the interview, or you may ask the 
expert to focus on a specifi c aspect or task related to the domain area. 

Identify Knowledge Representations 

Using the results from the preliminary knowledge data collection, identify 
the subtasks and knowledge that are associated with each of the primary 
tasks that you are interested in studying further. Generally, an eff ective 
approach for visually organizing this information is by creating a visual rep-
resentation of the relationship between the tasks, subtasks, and knowledge 
associated with the domain of interest. Concept maps can be an eff ective 
approach to visually representing the knowledge and task structures. 

Use Focused Methods to Gather Information

1. If the CTA will be conducted by someone other than you, identify some-
one to serve as the cognitive task analyst. Note that it is highly desirable 
to choose this individual carefully. Ideally, it is someone who can interact 
comfortably with the subject matter expert and who can learn domain- 
and task-specifi c terminology effi  ciently. 

2. Choose one or more of the following methods to work with the expert(s) 
to identify, cluster, link, and prioritize the critical cognitive decisions that 
are routine in expert performance. All of these knowledge-gathering 
methods can be used with expert performers. If you intend to also gather 
information from novices, however, it is recommended that you select 
either structured and unstructured interviews or concurrent verbal proto-
col analysis as knowledge-gathering methods, because the other tech-
niques assume a high level of domain knowledge. 

• Structured and unstructured interviews: One approach is to ask the 
expert (for example, a master teacher) to list (a) all of the steps in-
volved in completing the subtasks (for example, how to call on stu-
dents, how to deal with misbehaviors, and so on) that are part of the 
larger task (for example, classroom management) that you are study-
ing; (b) key decision points, and when those decision points appear; 
(c) procedures that can be used to make decisions between alternate 
options; (d) conceptual knowledge required to tackle the subtasks; 
and (e) ways that the expert determines when the conditions call for 
beginning the process for completing the subtask(s). 
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• Concurrent verbal protocol analysis: To begin a protocol analysis, 
you should work with experts to identify a good “representative task” 
in the task area. An example could be how a master teacher would deal 
with a disruptive student. Develop a problem or scenario around that 
representative task, and ask several experts (such as master teachers) 
to review and modify the problem or scenario before using it for 
knowledge gathering. 

 �To begin understanding the task (for example, the process of deal-
ing with disruptive students), you should schedule time with the ex-
pert in a quiet location where you have audio or video recording capa-
bilities. Prepare and train the expert for solving problems aloud by 
giving him or her instructions on how to think aloud, as well as by giv-
ing the expert the chance to think aloud while solving at least two or 
three sample problems so that he or she can get comfortable with the 
verbalization process. Next, present the main problem or challenge to 
the expert. Record all of the verbal utterances of the expert as he or 
she solves the problem. It is very important that you avoid interrupt-
ing the expert at any time during the problem-solving process. If pos-
sible, gather verbal protocols from several experts for the same prob-
lem, and pay special attention to problem-solving steps and strategies 
used by all or most of the experts. 

• Applied cognitive tasks analysis: In this approach, you conduct 
three structured interviews. Each interview generates a separate 
product. Through the fi rst interview, you develop a task diagram that 
gives a broad representation of the task and specifi cally allows you to 
hone in on complex cognitive processes that merit further consider-
ation. The second interview yields a knowledge audit, which probes 
the expert on the skills and knowledge applied to tackle specifi c com-
ponent tasks or decision points in the overarching task process. 
The  third and fi nal interview involves presenting the expert with a 
specifi c and relevant scenario designed to elicit insight into the cogni-
tive processes used by the expert in the scenario context. The com-
piled and analyzed results from the applied cognitive tasks analysis 
are represented in a cognitive demands table. 

• Critical incident (or decision) method: This procedure begins with 
the expert identifying a situation in which he or she had to apply ex-
pertise to a critical and uncommon situation relating to the task area 
of interest (for example, a classroom where students were starting 
physical fi ghts). The expert describes the incident, and the analyst 
works with the expert to create a time line for the incident. The ana-
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lyst then works with the expert to try to identify key points on the in-
cident time line when decisions had to be made (for example, when to 
intervene to prevent fi ghts in classrooms). From there, the analyst 
closely questions the expert to identify perceptual cues and  prior 
knowledge that were used in the decision making, as well as alterna-
tive decisions that could have been made. An understanding of those 
key decision points, as well as of the representative tasks that experts 
can perform and that novices have diffi  culty performing, is an impor-
tant result of using the critical incident method. 

3. Develop a protocol for each of the knowledge-gathering methods se-
lected. Next are recommendations for the design of the protocols for each 
of the knowledge-gathering techniques: 

• Protocol for structured and unstructured interviews: Develop in-
structions and questions for interviews, focusing on key decision 
points, procedures for choosing between diff erent options at decision 
points, and domain knowledge. 

• Protocol for concurrent verbal protocol analysis: Develop a protocol 
that provides participants with information on procedures for verbal-
izing thought sequences, as well as a few simple problem-solving tasks 
that can be used to practice the verbalization process. The protocol 
should conclude with the presentation of the main problem (based on 
the representative task). 

• Protocol for applied cognitive task analysis: Develop instructions 
and questions for each of the three interviews. For the task diagram, 
come prepared with paper, sticky notes, markers, or a computer to dia-
gram the tasks. For the knowledge audit, come prepared with some 
idea of what the possible knowledge and skills would be so you are able 
to probe for more information. For the third interview, prepare sce-
narios for the expert to discuss. 

• Protocol for critical decision method: Develop instructions and 
questions, focusing on key decision points, procedures for choosing 
between diff erent options at decision points, and domain knowledge 
in use in the critical incident identifi ed by the expert. 

4. Apply the knowledge-gathering technique. It is highly advisable that 
you record the knowledge-gathering session in either audio or video 
format (video format is justifi ed in cases where the task includes psy-
chomotor actions). Make sure that you have the expert’s permission in 
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advance to record the session. Because people generally do not feel im-
mediately at ease with being recorded, and because the knowledge-
gathering exercise may be unfamiliar to the expert, it is highly recom-
mended that you run through with the expert an example session of the 
exercise before conducting the actual knowledge-gathering session. 
This suggestion is particularly relevant if you choose to implement a 
concurrent verbal protocol analysis, an applied CTA, or the critical de-
cision method. 

Analyze and Verify Data Required

1. If you have recorded the knowledge-gathering session(s), transcribe the 
recorded information into a text-based format. 

2. Prepare the transcripts for further categorization and synthesis by cod-
ing them. Pay special attention to diagnosing and characterizing key de-
cision points on the basis of the techniques used, the cues signaling the 
decision points, and the inferences made. 

3. After coding has been completed, organize the data from the transcripts 
into a format that summarizes and categorizes the data. 

4. Provide a copy of the formatted results from the knowledge-gathering 
session to each of the experts from whom you gathered data. Allow the 
experts to make any suggestions for changes or clarifi cations. 

5. Integrate edits and adjustments recommended by the experts. 

6. Compare the formatted results for each of the expert knowledge- 
gathering sessions, and verify that the formatted results refl ect the 
knowledge representation for the task area. 

Format Results for Intended Application 

1. Using the formatted results from the expert knowledge-gathering ses-
sions, create a single model task analysis, representing all the skills, knowl-
edge, and strategies used by the experts when functioning in the task area. 

2. Write a summary report of the fi ndings from the CTA. 

3. The task analysis is an essential ingredient of a needs assessment and 
should be used as a point of comparison with other assessment data (for 
example, surveys, interviews, focus groups) to inform your decisions. 
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Tips for Success 

• Strive to be very systematic in your analysis. 

• Remember that actions speak louder than words; it is better to observe 
individuals performing the task than to simply ask them what they do. 

• Also remember that expert performers have often internalized or made 
habitual many of the key decisions that go into performing the related 
steps within the task. This internalization makes completing a cognitive 
analysis challenging. Aid expert performers in communicating their cog-
nitive processes by using techniques such as card sorting, process tracing, 
or concept mapping. 

Note

1. Based in part on Clark et al. (2008). Also available at http://www.cogtech.usc.
edu/publications/clark_etal_cognitive_task_analysis_chapter.pdf.
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DECISION-MAKING 
TOOLS AND 
TECHNIQUES

Part 3B

As seen in Part 3A. Data Collection Tools and Techniques, this book provides 
options to consider using as you collect data to inform your needs assessment. 
However, once you have collected that information, another important step is 
required as you make decisions about using the data. And there are tools to sup-
port your decision-making process.

Part 3B. Decision-Making Tools and Techniques suggests tools for analyzing and 
prioritizing issues in your needs assessment process and, ultimately, for decid-
ing to take action. Prioritizing information and making choices can be a diffi cult 
task for both individuals and groups. Instead of your making decisions through 
an informal, ad hoc process, this part describes tools that can be helpful in ensur-
ing that issues are given due consideration in a participatory decision-making 
process.
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Purpose 

The nominal group technique is used to engage in consensus planning so 
you can prioritize issues and make decisions. 

Needs Assessment Applications

The nominal group technique can be a valuable tool for facilitating group 
decision making, and it can also be useful for data collection (such as for 
generating a list of the possible causes of a particular problem). The theo-
rists who originated this technique used the term nominal (meaning in name 
only) to express the bringing together of a group that is assembled for the 
purpose of pooling ideas around a particular issue and ranking those ideas. 
We can also think of this technique simply as a group ranking technique. The 
technique provides a structured process for working with group members 
to prioritize their ideas, concerns, or other decision inputs in a format that 
is both inclusive and consensus-building. 

During data collection, for instance, a nominal group technique can help 
a group of community members as they prioritize their list of public services 
that are provided by the city and that are inadequately addressing commu-
nity expectations. This dynamic group decision-making process is fl exible 
enough that you may use it multiple times at diff erent steps within your 
needs assessment—whenever a group with multiple perspectives has to 
make a diffi  cult decision. 

NOMINAL GROUP TECHNIQUE 
(A GROUP CONSENSUS-BUILDING 
AND RANKING TECHNIQUE)
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Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages

• The nominal group technique is more structured than the ordinary group 
discussion approach. 

• Through a nominal group technique, everyone in the group is given an 
opportunity to contribute to the discussion and decision, thereby avoid-
ing a situation where one person dominates the group process. 

•  The nominal group technique can be used with small (3–9 people) groups 
as well as with larger groups (for example, 10–30 people). 

• By using the nominal group technique, you can get a sense of priority 
concerns that are represented among the group’s members. 

Disadvantages

• The synergism that is experienced in more open-ended group discus-
sions may not develop as easily in the nominal group approach. 

• The nominal group technique may feel somewhat mechanical to some 
participants. This situation can be circumvented to some extent by ensur-
ing that the facilitator shows fl exibility in process and implementation. 

• Although the nominal group technique can be used with a range of group 
sizes, it is hard to implement the technique eff ectively with large audi-
ences unless you plan very carefully beforehand.

Process Overview 

 1. From the list of decisions to be made during your needs assessment, 
identify those elements that may best be attained through the nominal 
group technique. 

 2. Create a facilitator’s guide or protocol to guide the group. In the proto-
col, ensure that all participants are given multiple opportunities to con-
tribute to group decisions. At the same time, the process must intention-
ally and continually move the group toward a decision, rather than 
letting discussions continue without advancing. The guide should off er 
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the facilitator a fair amount of fl exibility to modify the process when the 
group requires additional information or when subdecisions must be 
made prior to other decisions.

 3. Schedule a time for the group when the highest number of priority par-
ticipants are available. Verify that you have a group facilitator available 
at the scheduled time. 

 4. To begin the exercise, give each group member some paper and a writ-
ing implement. 

 5. Present the session’s single topic to the group members. For example, 
the group members could be presented with a context for why the 
group is meeting and could be asked to “identify what results you should 
be accomplishing but are not able to accomplish at this time,” “list all of 
the things that could be improved about . . . ,” or “list which of the fac-
tors causing the performance gap should be our priorities for the next 
year.” Only one key question should, however, be used in a session so 
that you can maintain a clear focus and objective.

 6. Give the group members an opportunity to ask any questions that come 
to mind or to discuss anything that helps to elucidate the scope and 
 specifi cs of the topic. In other words, accommodate interaction that 
will help increase clarity for the discussion. 

 7. Ask the group members to take time (generally a few minutes) to think 
about the topic and to write notes for their responses. Encourage group 
members to write down their thoughts in a bulleted, abbreviated 
 format. 

 8. On a turn-by-turn basis, ask each group member to share a response 
with the group. As each group member shares his or her response, write 
it on a fl ip chart. Invite the group member to elaborate if necessary, but 
do not allow other group members to ask questions, challenge, or other-
wise discuss the responses (to avoid subtle peer pressure, disagree-
ments, arguments, unwanted embarrassment, and other undesired be-
haviors or emotions).

 9. After all group members have given one response, go around the room 
again and ask each group member to give a second response, and then a 
third. Continue this process until all answers have been written on the 
fl ip chart sheets. Ask participants to scratch items from their individual 
lists as those points are added to the fl ip charts (to avoid duplication). 
Again, group members should not discuss the responses, but the 
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 facilitator may ask for clarifi cations to ensure an accurate response is 
recorded.

10. Hang the fl ip chart sheets next to one another so all sheets can be seen 
at the same time by all group members. Assign a letter to each discrete 
contribution on each fl ip chart sheet. To facilitate discussion, give each 
item on the fl ip charts a unique letter. 

11. Give each group member a stack of index cards. Ask each member to 
identify, for example, the fi ve responses that he or she feels is most im-
portant, identifying each response on a separate index card by the letter 
it has been assigned on the fl ip chart. 

12. Next, ask the group members to rank the fi ve responses they selected in 
order of priority, from one to fi ve (fi ve being the highest priority and one 
being the least high priority). They should do this on their index card by 
writing the rank order value of each response next to the letter for the 
response. When the group members are done, ask them to reorganize 
their index cards in alphabetical order. 

13. Reading from the fl ip chart, go through the list of responses in alpha-
betical order. As you read aloud the letter corresponding with a response, 
ask each group member to state the rank (if any) that they gave it. 

14. Aggregate all the ranks for each response on the fl ip chart. The 
 responses with the highest aggregated value constitute the top priori-
ties for the group. 

15. If necessary, a second or third round of rankings can be done to further 
reduce the responses and to advance the group toward a decision.

Tips for Success 

• Each nominal group session that you conduct should last between 30 
minutes and four hours. Each session should present only one key ques-
tion to the participants. 

• Arrange to have the following supplies available at the group meeting 
site: fl ip chart, masking tape, markers, paper, index cards, and pens or 
pencils. 

• If you are working with a large group, consider assigning individual par-
ticipants to smaller groups, with an assigned leader for each group. 
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Purpose 

The purpose of multicriteria analysis is to systematically provide a quantita-
tive comparison across multiple options.

Needs Assessment Applications 

Multicriteria analysis is a valuable tool for making decisions on the basis of 
information collected during a needs assessment. This analysis technique, 
which is based on the multi-attribute utility analysis frequently used by 
engineers and architects to select materials,1 provides a systematic process 
of assigning and weighing quantitative (or numeric) values to a variety of 
potential performance-improvement programs and projects. Thus, it pro-
vides you with a justifi able process for determining what actions should be 
taken. As such, multicriteria analysis is a worthwhile tool for comparing 
across potential improvement activities, which can be particularly benefi -
cial in organizational sectors (such as fi nancial, manufacturing, aviation, 
construction, disaster management, and so on) that especially value quanti-
tative and systematic comparisons of alternatives.

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages 

• Multicriteria analysis off ers a systematic and quantitative analysis proce-
dure for comparing potential options. This method can be especially 
valuable if one alternative improvement activity is particularly popular 
(for instance six sigma, training, coaching, wells, roads, irrigation sys-

MULTICRITERIA ANALYSIS
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tems), even though it might not be the most useful activity for accom-
plishing desired results.

• Additional variables can be added to the comparison as the fi eld of poten-
tial interventions or activities is narrowed. In the end, you can make jus-
tifi ed recommendations based on the interventions or activities that 
score best across a variety of variables.

• Variables in the analysis (for instance, cost, time, expected outcomes) can 
each be given a weighting that refl ects the priorities of the project. For 
example, if budgets are very tight, then scores related to costs of alterna-
tive activities may be weighted at four times the value of expected time to 
implement the activities.

Disadvantages 

• Multicriteria analysis requires a higher level of eff ort than does some 
other analysis procedures because information regarding each poten-
tial solution (intervention, activity, and so on) is necessary for accu-
rate comparisons. As a result, additional time and resources may be 
required; therefore, you may prefer to use this method only for high-
cost or high-priority needs.

• The multicriteria analysis process can be manipulated by only selecting 
comparison variables that favor a preferred activity. Or other participants 
can manipulate their weightings on variables so they produce the results 
they desire. Such challenges can be controlled, but you have to be aware 
of the risk in order to ensure that this manipulation doesn’t happen 
to you.

Process Overview 

 1. Understand that the multicriteria analysis process typically begins 
when two or more alternative interventions or activities have been 
identifi ed as potential solutions to a need. Although you can complete 
the analysis for as many potential solutions as you have, the time and 
eff ort required to collect valid information for comparison typically will 
necessitate that you limit the analysis to the most likely contenders. 
(For helpful sample templates to serve as job aids, see page 179.)

 2. Identify (a) the most important criteria to making the decision and 
(b) the performance criteria (attributes or characteristics) required of 
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alternative solutions. Typically, consider no more than fi ve to eight at-
tributes for any decision. Example criteria could include the following:
• Results you can expect after six months
• Total time required
• Number of outputs 
• Client satisfaction
• Feasibility of implementation
• Environmental impact
• Ability to accomplish desired outcomes
• Cost of the activity over the fi rst year
• Safety expectations
• Number of people who will be working on the project in the fi rst 

month 

 3. Note any “must have” (or “must not have”) attributes. For instance, if an 
activity or intervention must not cost more than the budget set by the 
organization, then this attribute provides a cap at which alternatives 
that go beyond the budget are no longer considered. Likewise, if mini-
mal improvements in results must be demonstrated after three months, 
then potential solutions that cannot meet those specifi cations should 
also be dropped.

 4. Depending on the context of your decision and as a useful technique, 
apply weighting to the diverse criteria. The weights diff erentiate crite-
ria according to their relative importance to the decision. For example, 
as you select among alternative irrigation technologies, the cost criteria 
may be twice as important to the decision as the time it will take to im-
plement the technology.

 5. To establish weights, discuss the criteria with those who will be part of 
the decision-making process. During the discussion (which could apply 
a survey, interview, or focus group technique as an alternative), you 
should ask questions to establish the relative importance of each perfor-
mance criteria that you identifi ed in the previous step. 

 6. In both establishing criteria to apply and weighing those criteria rela-
tive to one another, use a number of techniques2 either separately or in 
combination, including the following

a. To assist decision makers, consider using a 100-point system (or ratio 
method). For instance, of the 100 total possible points, a decision 
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maker may assign 60 points to the maximum achievement of desired 
results, 40 points to cost, and 20 points to the number of staff  mem-
bers assigned to the project. Each value can then be divided by the 
total so that a percentage can be calculated. For example, if partici-
pants indicate a weight, on average, of 70 out of 100 for the cost cri-
teria, then .70 would be the weight assigned to cost.

b. Use hypothetical tradeoff s to prioritize criteria or set weights. For 
instance, ask partners whether they would prefer for the project to 
be completed several months late and achieve all of its objectives or 
for it to be completed on time but not achieve all of its objectives. 
Those establishing the criteria, thereby, have to make tradeoff s re-
garding which criteria are most important or should have the great-
est weight in the decision.

c. Also include costs in the establishing of weights by using the pricing-
out method combined with tradeoff s. This method would, for exam-
ple, ask those establishing the criteria if they would prefer for the 
project to be completed two months late but on budget or for the 
project to be completed on time but 2 percent over the set budget.

d. Consider the swing method. Imagine, for example, that all of the cri-
teria being considered were at their worst possible level (for in-
stance, the project achieves none of its goals), then ask those estab-
lishing the criteria to identify which criterion they would want to 
“swing” to the highest potential level (for instance, the project 
achieves all of its goals), and assign this criterion 100 points. Next, 
ask which of the remaining criteria would be second-most impor-
tant and swing its potential value. In points, how does the second 
criterion relate to the previous criterion (for instance, completing 
the project on budget might be assigned 80 points in relation to 100 
points for completing all project goals)? Apply this method until you 
have identifi ed the criteria to be applied or assigned weights to each 
criterion. 

 7. See how the examples in tables 3B.1 and 3B.2 illustrate how applying 
weighted criteria can infl uence the results of a multicriteria analysis. 
Now that you have your criteria (and weights for each when appropri-
ate), it is time to rate each alternative activity on each of the criteria. It 
is important to use the same scale for each attribute. For example, if you 
select a scale from 1 to 10 for rating the attribute of client satisfaction 
(with 10 being given to alternatives that will achieve the highest levels 
of client satisfaction), then you would also rate the cost attribute from 
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1 to 10 for each alternative (with 10 being given to the alternatives whose 
cost are most closely aligned with the desired budget). 

 8. Create a table or spreadsheet with the performance attributes listed in 
the columns along the top and the potential solutions listed in the rows. 
For each alternative intervention or activity, include an estimate for 
each performance criterion. 

 9. Review the results of the analysis. Just because a single alternative 
scores the highest doesn’t always mean that it is by itself the right choice. 
In tables 3B.1 and 3B.2, for instance, alternatives 1 and 2 scored the high-
est overall in the unweighted comparison, suggesting that a combina-
tion of alternatives might be desirable. However, in the weighted ex-
ample, where the option to assign relative value to each criterion was 
applied, alternative 1 was somewhat superior to alternative 2.

Table 3B.1 Multicriteria Analysis Table Example

Comparison of Regional Government-Sponsored Alternatives for 

Providing Temporary Shelters after a Natural Disaster

Ratings: 1–2 = very low, 3–4 = low, 5–6 = medium, 7–8 = high, 9–10 = very high

Criterion 

1 rating

Speed in 
meeting 
needs

Criterion 2 

rating

Affordability 
(per unit)

Criterion 

3 rating

Quality 
of the 
shelter

Criterion 

4 rating

Durability 
(up to 12 
months)

Criterion 5 

rating

Ease in 
coordination

Average 

rating

Alternative 1

Canvas tents 
(small, per 
family)

9 7 3  2 9 6.0

Alternative 2

Canvas tents 
(large, 4–6 
families)

7 9 3  2 9 6.0

Alternative 3

Construction 
of temporary 
wooden 
structures

4 5 6  7 5 5.4

Alternative 4

Trailers, 
prefabricated

4 1 9 10 2 5.2



176 A Guide to Assessing Needs

10. In most needs assessments and as a useful approach, consider a combi-
nation of alternative activities rather than viewing each option as mutu-
ally exclusive. You might fi nd that combining alternatives accomplishes 
desired results and mitigates the potential risks of any activity on its 
own. In the earlier example, even though alternative 1 (small tents) 
ranked highest, there might be some basis for choosing a combination of 
the top three alternatives (small and large tents, plus wooden structures), 
and eliminating the remaining alternative (prefabricated trailers).

11. Use the results of the analysis and your interpretation of those results as 
you present decision makers with recommendations about which alter-
native solutions they should consider.

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

Comparison of Regional Government-Sponsored Alternatives for 

Providing Temporary Shelters after a Natural Disaster

Ratings: 1–2 = very low, 3–4 = low, 5–6 = medium, 7–8 = high, 9–10 = very high

Criterion 

1 rating

Speed in 
meeting 
needs

Criterion 2 

rating

Affordability 
(per unit)

Criterion 

3 rating

Quality 
of the 
shelter

Criterion 

4 rating

Durability 
(up to 12 
months)

Criterion 5 

rating

Ease in 
coordination

Sum of 

weighted 

ratings

Weights .30 .20 .15 .15 .20

Alternative 1

Canvas tents 
(small, per 
family)

9 × .30 =
2.70

7 × .20 =
1.40

3 × .15 =
0.45

2 × .15 =
0.30

9 × .20 =
1.80

6.65

Alternative 2

Canvas tents 
(large, 4–6 
families)

7 ×.30 =
2.10

9 × .20 =
1.80

3 × .15 =
0.45

2 × .15 =
0.30 

9 × .20 =
1.80

6.45

Alternative 3

Construction 
of temporary 
wooden 
structures

4 × .30 =
1.20

5 × .20 =
1.00

6 × .15 =
0.90

7 × .15 =
1.05

5 × .20 =
1.00

5.15

Alternative 4

Trailers, 
prefabricated

4 × .30 =
1.20

1 × .20 =
0.20

9 × .15 =
1.35

10 × .15 =
1.50

2 × .20 = 
0.40

4.65
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 Note: Also consider using the multicriteria analysis technique to priori-
tize or rank needs (that is, gaps in results). In this application of the 
technique, you would work with decision makers to identify the criteria 
on which they would compare needs in order to set priorities (for ex-
ample, the numbers of people aff ected by the continuation of the need, 
the availability of partners to help address the need, the costs to meet 
the need, the increasing severity of the need over time, and so forth). 
Then ask decision makers to compare each option using those criteria.

Tips for Success 

• Don’t get carried away with adding too many variables to the comparison. 
It is best to stick to the top fi ve or six highest-priority variables and then 
to collect valid information for each alternative intervention or  activity.

• Remember that no rule says you can select only one activity or solution. 
As you complete the analysis, keep in mind that a combination of one, 
two, three, or more potential activities or solutions may be the right 
choice for your organization and the identifi ed need.

• As another alternative, ask participants to choose from options that in-
clude diff erent levels of performance characteristics (for example, would 
you choose a solution that achieves 80 percent of the desired results over 
the next three years if it costs twice as much as the solution that achieves 
50 percent of the desired results?). Each question in this format should 
include at least two of the performance characteristics at opposing levels 
so that you can move participants toward making a decision about which 
are the higher-priority characteristics in relation to the others. This pro-
cedure is an adaptation of analytic hierarchy process, another form of 
multicriteria analysis.

• Use multicriteria analysis in conjunction with other tools and techniques 
described in this section to ensure that valuable decisions are made about 
which performance-improvement programs and projects should be 
 implemented. 

Notes

 1. The technique also uses elements of the simple multi-attribute ranking 
technique (SMART), which is an alternative used by engineers for applying 
the principles of multi-attribute utility analysis.
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 2. Borcherding, Eppel, and von Winterfeldt (1991) compared four methods for 
establishing weights; the results of the research indicated that a mix of 
methods was typically best, with no one technique being superior to the 
others.
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Samples of Job Aids

Multicriteria Analysis Template (no weights)

Criterion 1 Criterion 2 Criterion 3 Criterion 4 Criterion 5

Average 

rating

Alternative 1

Alternative 2

Alternative 3

Alternative 4

Multicriteria Analysis Template (with weights)

Criterion 1 Criterion 2 Criterion 3 Criterion 4 Criterion 5
Sum of 

weighted 

ratingsWeights
Insert
weight 

Insert
weight

Insert
weight

Insert
weight

Insert
weight

Alternative 1

Alternative 2

Alternative 3

Alternative 4
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Purpose

Tabletop analyses are facilitator-led discussions that are used in a wide vari-
ety of settings to identify gaps, performance defi ciencies, and communica-
tion problems in a given system. 

Needs Assessment Applications 

Tabletop analyses can be used as a decision-making technique for numerous 
needs assessment applications. They can identify gaps in performance at 
several levels (individual performance, unit or group performance, or orga-
nizational performance). In addition, they can identify gaps within systems, 
such as communication breakdowns or poor resource allocation). Finally, a 
tabletop analysis can identify, analyze, and evaluate potential solutions to a 
performance problem. 

A tabletop analysis is a discussion-based activity in which a group of 
participants works with a facilitator. A problem or need, which is based on 
a specifi c performance area (such as municipal sanitation services), is pre-
sented to the participants. The participants then (a) systematically work 
through, discuss, and refi ne the problem focus; (b) develop a strategy for 
analyzing the problem; (c) collect data on the basis of the analysis plan; 
(d)  analyze the data to determine the specifi c performance gaps; and 
(e) identify potential solutions for the performance gap. The participants 
and facilitator use a collaborative problem-solving approach to identify 
and fi nd solutions to performance-related problems. The outcomes from 
this exercise allow you to identify and analyze the actual performance and 
to identify potential sources (and solutions) for a given performance 
area. 

TABLETOP ANALYSIS
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Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages 

• You do not require access to a lot of resources to conduct a tabletop 
analysis. This technique is not expensive to use in terms of material 
 requirements. 

• Tabletop analyses are usually conducted over a time frame of only a few 
hours, so the time requirements for participants are minimal. Note, how-
ever, that the time required to eff ectively prepare and analyze the table-
top analysis is longer. 

• Employee participants learn about the needs assessment process and key 
issues (such as goals, gaps, actual, and ideals) through their active par-
ticipation and are, therefore, able to create awareness of such issues in 
their on-the-job environment.1 

• The tabletop analysis is an eff ective technique for 

• Reviewing and analyzing existing plans, procedures, and policies

• Identifying any factors inhibiting eff ective performance

• Handling breakdowns in communication between groups or systems

• Tabletop analyses promote buy-in for both the process and the results of 
the exercise, because stakeholders and representatives from the organi-
zation are an active part of the process. 

• Tabletop exercises generally require participants to review performance-
related documents and to participate actively in discussions about the 
performance environment. The tabletop analysis can, therefore, yield 
much information in a short time span, potentially reducing the neces-
sity for extensive use of other techniques and tools to complete the 
needs  assessment.2 

Disadvantages 

• The tabletop analysis process is a discussion-based approach to analyz-
ing performance within a system. Because no simulation and no on-the-
job performance observations are conducted, the tabletop analysis may 
not be a true test of the eff ectiveness of a system’s performance. 

• An essential ingredient for the tabletop analysis is the active participation 
of key representatives from the system where the performance gap is sus-
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pected to be. If you are not able to secure the involvement of key partici-
pants, the eff ectiveness and accuracy of the tabletop analysis will be ham-
pered signifi cantly. 

• Active participation and dialogue are an essential part of this technique. 
If the facilitator cannot enable a high level of active engagement during 
the technique, then the amount of insight gained from the activity is very 
limited. 

• The activity requires two sessions (or meetings), with some work being 
done by group members in between sessions.

Process Overview 

Planning and Preparing

1. From the list of information required for the needs assessment, deter-
mine the specifi c scope of the tabletop analysis by focusing on what func-
tions or elements should be analyzed through the tabletop analysis and 
on who should participate in the tabletop analysis. 

a. When identifying the functions or elements, ask, “What is the specifi c 
performance area, and what are the key procedures or operations that 
should be analyzed by the tabletop analysis participants?” 

b. When selecting participants, ask, “Who are the specifi c individuals 
who should take part in the exercise?” Examples of individuals inter-
ested in municipal sanitation could include sanitation department 
managers and supervisors, sanitation workers, staff  members from the 
mayor’s offi  ce, commercial business owners, and community mem-
bers—among others.

2. Schedule the tabletop analysis activity, and invite the appropriate par-
ticipants. Introduce the participants to the tabletop analysis by (a) intro-
ducing them to the concept of a tabletop exercise and (b) explaining how 
the tabletop analysis is being used in the context of the needs assessment. 
Set the tone for the collaboration process and the ground rules for the 
activity, if appropriate. 

3. If possible, arrange to have an experienced facilitator coordinate the im-
plementation of the tabletop analysis. 

4. Make arrangements for a comfortable meeting facility that provides con-
ditions for the use of projection technology, if appropriate. 
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Conducting the Tabletop Analysis: First Session 

1. Use the broad information identifi ed during the planning and prepara-
tion stage. To kick off  the tabletop analysis with the participants, focus on 
building consensus about the problem to be tackled and the desired out-
comes from the tabletop analysis. Introduce the problem to the partici-
pants (for example, community frustration with sanitation services), and 
engage them in a brainstorming discussion as they explore questions and 
issues such as the following: 

a. Eff ect of the problem on the community

• Garbage is piling up in some communities. Residents complain of 
rodents, smells, and other related problems to the mayor’s offi  ce.

b. Factors potentially contributing to the problem

• The community has increased urbanization, inadequate housing, 
garbage truck breakdowns, inadequate inspections, and shortages 
of sanitation workers.

c. Questions that should be answered to analyze the problem 

• How does the community plan to address housing shortages? 

• What can be done in the short and long term to address increases in 
garbage quantity? 

• What are options for recycling and reducing community 
 consumption?

d. Expected outcomes of the tabletop analysis 

• Recommendations will be made to the sanitation department to ad-
dress the diff erent causes of the sanitation complaints.

e. Strategy for using the results from the tabletop analysis 

• The organizers of the tabletop analysis will follow up with commu-
nity leaders on recommendations and will bring back this group in 
six months to discuss changes that have and have not occurred.

2. Work with the participants to generate a specifi c problem statement. 
Write the problem statement and the expected outcomes of the tabletop 
analysis in a prominent place, so that both the participants and the facili-
tator can refer to the list during the remainder of the activity. 

3. Facilitate a discussion to develop a strategy for analyzing the problem. 
Begin the discussion by asking participants to identify the following:
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a. Describe the specifi c types of information required to answer the key 
unknowns about the problem. These types of information should be 
structured in general categories such as (a) ideal performance, (b) cur-
rent (actual) performance, (c) performance gaps, (d) causes of perfor-
mance gaps, and (e) solutions to performance gaps. 

b. Name the sources that can be consulted to gather each type of infor-
mation that participants identify as part of the analysis. Sources of 
 information may include documents, individuals, performance obser-
vations, work products, and so on. Ask participants to identify, to the 
extent possible, the specifi c source of information (for example, the 
specifi c documents that provide information on ideal performance). 

c. As the participants identify the information necessary, verify that the 
information requirements are aligned with the purpose statement. 
Ask, “Will this information help you fi nd answers to your original 
problem and to the outcomes you wish to achieve?”

4. After the list of sources has been identifi ed, make the arrangements nec-
essary for locating any document sources that participants identifi ed and 
that have not been located yet. In addition, schedule the interviews and 
meetings that are required to gather information described in the analy-
sis plan. Assign interview responsibilities to participants as required. 

Conducting the Tabletop Analysis: Second Session 

1. Ask the participants to reconvene and to work through the data that were 
identifi ed during the fi rst session so they clearly formulate the current 
and ideal performance for the problem area explicated in the purpose 
statement. 

2. Guide the participants in creating a systematic listing of the conditions, 
procedures, and tasks that would, under ideal circumstances, take place. 
Encourage participants to refer to the document sources and collected 
data as this list is created. Create the list on a fl ip chart or whiteboard so 
that it can be seen by all participants. 

3. Ask the participants to review the list of ideal tasks, procedures, and con-
ditions and to verify its completeness and accuracy. 

4. Next, ask participants to refer to the documents and data that were col-
lected so they identify specifi c gaps in the performance area. Emphasize 
that gaps, rather than causes, should be identifi ed. Also verify regularly 
that the gaps that are being identifi ed are directly related to the purpose 
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statement for the tabletop analysis. If appropriate, work with the partici-
pants to group together gaps that have common attributes. Write the list 
of gaps on the fl ip chart or whiteboard. 

5. After the gaps have been identifi ed, ask participants for insight about 
potential causes of each of the gaps, as well as for potential solution 
strategies. Work through the list of gaps in a systematic manner, and 
write possible solutions for each gap (or group of gaps) on the fl ip chart 
or whiteboard. Solutions should be aligned with the original purpose 
statement and should be evaluated for feasibility. 

6. To conclude the tabletop analysis, evaluate the results from the analysis 
against the expected outcomes that were listed during the fi rst tabletop 
analysis session. If there is consensus that the expected outcomes have 
been achieved, then conclude the discussion by working with the partici-
pants to determine what to do with the results from the analysis. For ex-
ample, a debriefi ng session could be conducted with key stakeholders to 
report on the results of the analysis and to discuss the solution strategies 
that were identifi ed. Alternatively, the decision could be made to use ad-
ditional data collection techniques to validate the results from the tabletop 
analysis. 

Tips for Success 

• Carefully select the participants for the tabletop analysis. Consider in-
cluding experts, decision makers, supervisors, and current employees in 
the activity. The specifi c participants in the tabletop analysis should be 
aligned with the specifi c goal of the activity. 

• Because facilitation is an essential ingredient for the success of the 
table top analysis, select an experienced facilitator for implementing 
this  technique.3 The facilitator should be well informed about the top-
ics of discussion, including potential areas of sensitivity among tabletop 
participants.

• Develop and distribute materials about the goal, focus, and purpose 
ahead for the scheduled activity of the tabletop analysis. These materials 
will ensure that the tabletop analysis can get under way most effi  ciently. 

• Limit the length of each tabletop analysis session. Each session should 
generally not last more than 3–4 hours. 

• Consider recording the actual tabletop analysis, thereby giving you the 
option at a later date to revisit the information shared during the activity. 
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If you decide to record the session, make sure that you inform all of the 
participants and that you identify a secure way of storing the recorded 
data so that participants do not have to be concerned about their partici-
pation in the tabletop analysis negatively aff ecting them professionally. 

• Control the size of the group for the tabletop analysis. To be eff ective and 
manageable, the size of the group of participants should generally range 
from between 5 and 15 participants. 

Notes

1. See http://www.hss.doe.gov/nuclearsafety/ns/techstds/docs/handbook/
hdbk1103.pdf.

2. Ibid. 
3. Ibid. 

Websites 

An example of the technique applied in instructional design context can be found 
at http://www.nwlink.com/~donclark/hrd/needsalt.html#various2. 

The U.S. Department of Energy handbook on tabletop needs analysis is located at 
http://www.osti.gov/bridge/servlets/purl/459762-JeQi3h/webviewable/ 
459762.pdf.
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Purpose

The pair-wise comparison technique is used when you have multiple options 
to prioritize. It helps you to narrow the options according to a set of agreed-
upon criteria. It may be used to prioritize or rank needs (that is, gaps in 
results) or possible solutions (that is, interventions or activities) to address 
those needs.

Needs Assessment Applications

A pair-wise comparison is a simple, yet eff ective, tool for facilitating group 
decisions that are based on the information collected during a needs assess-
ment. This analysis technique is a worthwhile tool for prioritizing needs, 
determining the relationships among multiple causal factors, or recom-
mending potential improvement activities. Whenever you have multiple 
options or alternatives to consider, you can quickly use a pair-wise compari-
son to advance group discussions toward a decision. (For a helpful sample 
template to serve as job aids, see page 190.)

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages 

• A pair-wise comparison is easily done and can be completed quickly dur-
ing a group discussion to progress toward a decision or recommendation.

PAIR-WISE COMPARISON
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• Criteria for comparing options can remain informal, thereby letting 
participants make judgments that are based on their experience and 
 expertise.

Disadvantages 

• Pair-wise comparisons do not provide the level of detail or sophistication 
of a multicriteria analysis (see page 171). 

• Although criteria for making comparisons are discussed within the 
group, each participant may apply varying criteria (without public dis-
closure to other group members) when making comparisons.

Process Overview

1. Make sure that the analysis process begins (as is typical) with (a) two or 
more needs, (b) two or more alternative interventions, or (c) activities 
that were previously identifi ed as potential solutions to a need. Although 
you can complete the analysis for the number of potential needs solu-
tions that you have, the time and eff ort required to collect valid informa-
tion for comparison typically necessitates that you limit the analysis to no 
more than fi ve or six of the most likely contenders.

2. List the possible options in both the fi rst column and the fi rst row of the 
pair-wise comparison table (see table 3B.3). Working with those who will 
be making the decision or recommendation, discuss the performance cri-
teria required of alternatives. 

Examples of Criteria for Comparing Needs and Solutions

Example criteria for comparing needs could include the following:
• Number of people infl uenced by the continuation of the need
• Availability of partners to help address the need
• Anticipated costs to meet the need
• Increasing severity of the need over time
• Alignment of the needs with the institution’s mission

Example criteria for comparing solutions could include the following:
• Total time required
• Cost of the activity over the fi rst year
• Environmental impact
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• Results expected after six months
• Feasibility of implementation

3. Talk with others about the most important criteria (or attributes) to mak-
ing the decision (time, cost, number of outputs, client satisfaction index, 
number of injuries, ability to accomplish desired outcomes, and so on). 
Typically, consider no more than two to three criteria for any decision.

4. If you are in a group setting, write the agreed-upon criteria on a white-
board or fl ip chart.

5. Ask participants who will be making the decision or recommendation to 
keep each of the discussed criteria in mind as they compare each option 
using the pair-wise comparison table in table 3B.3. For example, is Option 
A or Option B the preferred option according to the discussed criteria? 
Then, is Option A or Option C the preferred option, and so forth. Con-
tinue until all options have been compared. 

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

 Option A

Playground 
equipment

Option B

Benches
Option C

Picnic tables

Option D

Tree and fl ower 
planting

Option E

Walking paths

Option A

Playground 
equipment

 

Option B

Benches B

Option C

Picnic tables A B

Option D

Tree and 
fl ower 
planting

D D D

Option E

Walking paths E B E D

Note: This example presents some options preferred by community members for a new community park, which is part of a 
larger municipal project to build and improve green spaces in the city. In the example, the number of pair-wise “wins” is as fol-
lows: A (playground equipment) = 1, B (benches) = 3, C (picnic tables) = 0, D (tree and fl ower planting) = 4, E (walking paths) = 2. 
By using this example, you might concentrate your group discussions going forward more on building a park that emphasizes 
trees and fl owers, benches, and walking paths. But you might also consider that you may not have had a representative number 
of young parents with children in your pair-wise session. This example gives one set of rankings at one point in time and is a good 
reminder that multiple sessions may be needed with different groups to get a representative picture of community preferences.
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6. Have participants count the number of times each option appears in the 
table. The option that was selected the greatest number of times, in com-
parison with the alternatives, is the leading option. 

7. Review the analysis carefully, noting that this technique does not directly 
facilitate the comparison of combinations (for example, Option A com-
bined with Option C). Discuss with participants the results of the analy-
sis so that you can make decisions or recommendations, with the analysis 
results being one of the primary inputs to the decision.

Websites

An example of pair-wise comparisons applied to voting can be found at 
http://www.pbs.org/teachers/mathline/concepts/voting/activity3.shtm.

Examples worked through to illustrate the technique can be found at 
http://deseng.ryerson.ca/xiki/Learning/Main:Pairwise_comparison.

Sample of Job Aids

Pair-Wise Comparison Template

 Option A Option B Option C Option D Option E

Option A  

Option B

Option C

Option D

Option E
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Purpose 

The purpose of a 2 × 2 matrix decision aid is to examine multiple perspec-
tives on issues identifi ed during a needs assessment. A number of perspec-
tives can be compared in the 2 × 2 matrix format (for instance, risks vs. 
rewards, your view vs. the view of others, what you know vs. what you 
don’t know, or urgency vs. importance). Therefore, we have combined 
these techniques on the basis of their shared similarity of using the 2 × 2 
matrix to represent alternative perspectives.

Needs Assessment Applications

Needs (or gaps between current and desired results) are viewed from many 
perspectives within an organization, which can make the fi ndings of an 
assessment challenging to prioritize and to turn into justifi able decisions. 
For example, when gaps between current and desired results are identifi ed, 
the perspectives of individuals directly associated with the performance 
(for example, public service providers) will often diff er from the perspec-
tives of those who depend on the results (for example, general public, cus-
tomers, and so on). Likewise, perspectives on the amount of potential risk 
that can be tolerated in relation to the potential benefi ts will also vary across 
individuals and groups—including the views of partners internal to your 
organization (such as managers from other units, technology specialists, and 
others) and those external to your organization (such as government agency 
staff  members, development partners, community groups, and others).

Use 2 × 2 matrix decision aids to assist in identifying the priorities, 
selecting solutions or activities, facilitating group discussions, or verifying 
that you have examined the issues identifi ed in the needs assessment from 
multiple viewpoints. Although examples of 2 × 2 matrix decisions aids are 

2 � 2 MATRIX DECISION AIDS
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used in this guide to illustrate the value of the technique, you can substi-
tute these examples with other examples within the context of your 
assessment. The 2 × 2 matrix format allows you to compare and contrast a 
variety of perspectives in an easy-to-complete format.

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages

• A 2 × 2 matrix decision aid can ensure that multiple perspectives are con-
sidered when needs assessment fi ndings are prioritized. 

• The results of a 2 × 2 matrix decision aid can help you communicate with 
others when prioritizing needs, identifying appropriate solutions, or jus-
tifying decisions.

• You can use a 2 × 2 matrix decision aid to expand on needs assessment 
fi ndings, including information on the preferences of diff ering groups re-
garding what should be done in response to identifi ed needs. 

• A 2 × 2 matrix decision aid allows for potential positive and negative con-
sequences to be considered prior to decision making. 

• Using this technique, you can compare and contrast the value of taking an 
action (or selecting a need as a high priority, or implementing a solution) 
to not taking an action (or not selecting a need as a high priority, or not 
implementing a solution). Too often the latter—decisions not to do some-
thing—are not considered for their potential consequences or payoff s.

• A 2 × 2 matrix decision aid ensures that multiple perspectives are 
included in decisions regarding all needs and potential solutions, thus 
avoiding a situation where needs assessment data are simply used to con-
fi rm preexisting perspectives about what should be done.

Disadvantages 

• A 2 × 2 matrix decision aid can be more limited than other tools or tech-
niques (for example, SWOT or brainstorming) for generating ideas about 
what to do next. 

• A 2 × 2 matrix decision aid typically requires that all stakeholders value 
the perspectives and potential diff erences between groups within the 
 organization.
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• The analysis of this technique is only as useful as the quality of informa-
tion available from the needs assessment. 

• Identifi ed comparative characteristics in each “cell” of the 2 × 2 matrix 
decision aid are only listed, and not prioritized or given diff erentiating 
weights.

Process Overview 

1. Create either a list of the needs (or gaps in results) that were already iden-
tifi ed in the needs assessment process or a list of the potential activities (or 
solutions) that you are considering as recommendations that are based on 
the needs identifi ed during the assessment. It is best not to mix the two 
(needs and solutions). If you want to gain perspectives on both the priori-
tization of the needs and the prioritization of potential interventions, then 
conduct two separate applications of the 2 × 2 matrix decision aid.

2. Identify representatives from other groups with varying perspectives on 
the issue (for instance, agency managers, new employees, fi eld employ-
ees, central or headquarters employees, donor institution representa-
tives, government ministry offi  cials, community members, or other de-
velopment partners).

Example of Differing Perspective1

1. Provide the representatives with the issues identifi ed during the needs 
assessment (for instance, needs or potential activities), and ask them to 
prioritize these issues according to their perspective. 

2. Prioritize the same list of issues from your perspective as well. If you 
are working with a team on the needs assessment, then this prioritiza-
tion can be done as a team through a variety of group decision-making 
techniques.

3. With a priority list from each group, place the highest priority data ele-
ments into the 2 × 2 matrix decision aid. Consider including your priori-
ties in comparison with the priorities of another group (see table 3B.4). 
Or compare the priorities from diff ering groups, leaving out your per-
spective (see table 3B.5). 

4. Review the complete 2 × 2 matrix decision aid—along with recommenda-
tions of how to expand the needs assessment to address gaps between 
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what is known and what is unknown from each perspective—with your 
needs assessment partners. 

Example of Risk vs. Rewards

1. Provide the representatives with the issues identifi ed during the needs 
assessment (for instance, needs or potential activities), and ask them to 
identify the associated risks and rewards for each issue. For example,

• What are the associated risks and rewards of addressing or not ad-
dressing the identifi ed need?

Table 3B.4 Differing Perspectives Example A: Prioritizing Needs (Youth 

Employment)

High priorities 

of city youth

Low priorities 

of city youth

High priorities of 

city employment 

agency 

• Low youth 
employment rate

• Few internship 
opportunities with 
local businesses

• Low employment rate 
for aging populations

Low priorities of city 

employment agency 

• Few youth recreation 
centers open in 
evenings

• Moderately high 
education fees for 
youth training courses

• Decreasing 
retention rate of 
city employment 
agency employees

Table 3B.5 Differing Perspectives Example B: Comparing Potential Solutions 

(Organizational Performance)

High priorities

for new employees

Low priorities

for new employees

High priorities

for managers

• Performance specifi c 
training

• Redesigned new 
employee orientation

• New hiring standards 

• Renewed emphasis on 
standardized interviewing 
procedures

Low priorities

for managers

• Improved mentoring 
program

• Quarterly performance 
feedback system

• Motivational workshops
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• What are the associated risks and rewards of implementing or not 
implementing this activity?

2. Note that the analysis combines perspectives to examine the risks and 
rewards of taking or not taking action. Work with assessment partners to 
come to an agreement about the risks and rewards included in each 2 × 2 
matrix.

3. Create a 2 × 2 matrix to illustrate the associated risks and rewards for 
each issue (see tables 3B.6 and 3B.7).

4. Review the complete 2 × 2 matrix with your needs assessment partners, 
along with recommendations of how to expand the needs assessment to 
address gaps between what is known and what is unknown. 

 

Table 3B.6 Rewards vs. Risks Example C: Addressing Needs 

(Project Completion Delays)

Address need

(takes too long to complete 
projects)

Do not address need

(takes too long to complete 
projects)

Rewards • Reduces the time to 
complete projects

• Makes project completion as 
important as project initiation 

• Maintains focus on project 
initiation

Risks • Distracts managers from 
other strategic priorities

• Increases the cost of projects

• More projects are at risk of 
failure to meet goals

• Country needs change before 
a project can be completed

Table 3B.7 Rewards vs. Risks Example D: Implementing Solutions 

(Employee Mentoring)

Implement 

mentoring program

Do not implement 

mentoring program

Rewards • Knowledge sharing

• Better engagement of new 
staff members

• Saves time and money

• Do not have to place addi-
tional burdens on managers

Risks • Encourages sharing of bad 
habits

• Requires time of managers

• New staff members are not 
able to perform roles as soon

• Knowledge of staff members 
continues to leave when they 
leave
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Tips for Success 

• Before getting started, discuss with participants the specifi c goals you are 
hoping to accomplish by using the 2 × 2 matrix decision aid. 

• Work with group members to include factors in all four quadrants of the 
matrix. Leaving quadrants of the matrix empty will limit your ability to 
make quality decisions.

• Focus each 2 × 2 matrix on just one need or potential solution. It can be 
tempting to save time by combining needs or solutions, but doing so typi-
cally leads to general discussions rather than to a focused decision. 

• Strive to include at least three items in each of the four cells of the 2 × 2 
matrix. 

• Remember that a decision not to take action (or not to address a need, or 
not to implement a solution) is a decision that carries potential risks and 
rewards, just as does a decision to take action. 

• The book by Alex Lowy and Phil Hood (2004) contains more than 50 ex-
amples of 2 × 2 decision aids that can be used to improve performance.

Note

1. The diff ering perspectives example is loosely based on the Johari Window 
activity used by psychologists.

References and Resources 

Beach, E. K. 1982. “Johari’s Window as a Framework for Needs Assessment.” 
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Purpose 

The fi shbone diagram—so called because of its resemblance to a fi sh skel-
eton—is a cause-and-eff ect diagram that can be used to identify the poten-
tial (or actual) cause(s) for a performance problem. Fishbone diagrams 
provide a structure for a group’s discussion about the potential causes of a 
problem. 

Needs Assessment Applications

Fishbone diagrams are often used in needs assessment to assist in illustrat-
ing and communicating the relationships among several potential (or actual) 
causes of a performance problem. Likewise, these graphical representations 
of relationships between needs (or discrepancies between desired and actual 
results) off er you a pragmatic tool for building a system of performance-
improvement interventions—for instance, a combination of mentoring, 
using job aids, training, enhancing motivation, and arriving at new expecta-
tions—around the often complex relationships found across potential (or 
actual) causes. 

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages

• Fishbone diagrams permit a thoughtful analysis that avoids overlooking 
any possible root causes for a need. 

FISHBONE DIAGRAMS
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• The fi shbone technique is easy to implement and creates an easy-to- 
understand visual representation of the causes, the categories of causes, 
and the need. 

• By using a fi shbone diagram, you are able to focus the group on the big 
picture as to possible causes or factors infl uencing the problem or need. 

• Even after the need has been addressed, the fi shbone diagram shows 
 areas of weakness that—once exposed—can be rectifi ed before causing 
more sustained diffi  culties. 

Disadvantages 

• The simplicity of a fi shbone diagram can be both its strength and its 
weakness. As a weakness, the simplicity of the fi shbone diagram may 
make it diffi  cult to represent the truly interrelated nature of problems 
and causes in some very complex situations. 

Process Overview
1. Identify gaps between the results (or performance) that are required for 

the successful accomplishment of your program’s or project’s results 
chain (also commonly referred to as a results framework, logic frame, or 
logic model) and the current achievements to date.

2. Generate a clear, concise statement of the need(s). Make sure that every-
one in the group agrees with the need as it is stated. For example, the 
application of modern agricultural techniques among the population is at 
25 percent, and the aim of your program or project is for 75 percent of the 
population to use modern techniques (leaving you with a gap or need of 
50 percent).

3. Using a long sheet of paper or a white board, draw a horizontal line. This 
line will be the spine of the fi sh. Write the need along the spine, on the 
left-hand side. 

4. Identify the overarching categories of causes of the need. Brainstorming 
is often an eff ective technique for identifying the categories of causes. For 
each category of causes, draw a bone—a line at a 45-degree angle from 
the spine of the fi sh. Label each bone (see fi gure 3B.1) with the cause cat-
egories; for instance, categories could include materials, knowledge or 
skills, time, motivation, incentives, performance feedback, and others.1

5. Have the group brainstorm to identify the factors that may be aff ecting 
the cause or the need or both. For each category of causes, the group 
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should be asking, “Why is this happening?” Add each “why” to the dia-
gram, clustered around the major cause category it infl uences.

6. Repeat the procedure by asking, “Why is this happening?” for each eff ect 
until the question yields no more meaningful answers (see fi gure 3B.2). 

Figure 3B.1 A Basic Fishbone Diagram
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Figure 3B.2 An Annotated Fishbone Diagram
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7. When the group has reached a consensus that the diagram contains an 
adequate amount of information, analyze the diagram. In particular, look 
for causes that are appearing in more than one section of the diagram. 

8. Circle anything that seems to be a root cause for the need. Prioritize the 
root causes, and decide to take action, a move that may involve further 
investigation of the root causes. 

Tips for Success 

• Make sure that the group has consensus about both the need and the 
characteristics of the cause statement before beginning the process of 
building the fi shbone diagram. 

• If appropriate, graft (add) branches that do not contain a lot of informa-
tion onto other branches. Likewise, you can split branches that have too 
much information into two or more branches. 

• Make parsimonious use of words while populating the fi shbone diagram. 
Only use as many words as necessary to describe the cause or eff ect. 

Note

1. Also see the performance pyramid tool (page 236) for additional categories 
that may be applied.
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Websites 

Cause analysis tools (American Society for Quality has an example of a fi shbone 
diagram) are available at http://www.asq.org/learn-about-quality/cause- 
 analysis-tools/overview/fi shbone.html.
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Purpose 

The purpose of scenarios is to provide contextual explorations of the poten-
tial strengths and weaknesses of diff erent combinations of performance-
improvement interventions. Scenarios are most useful in situations where 
the number of possible directions is large or where there is a large degree of 
uncertainty. 

Needs Assessment Applications

The best decisions are typically made when you can compare and contrast 
the potential benefi ts and the potential risks of each decision. The same is 
true in needs assessment, especially when it is time to recommend what to 
do next according to your needs assessment fi ndings. 

Use scenarios during this stage of your needs assessment to provide 
examples of diff erent combinations of performance-improvement activ-
ities. For instance, scenario A could be a mentoring program paired with 
some training and a job aid, whereas scenario B could be a management 
performance feedback tool paired with training, new work policies, and 
a new rewards structure. By comparing both the benefi ts and the risks 
of  alternative scenarios, you have a foundation for recommendations 
about the appropriate balance of risk and reward for your program or 
organization. 

SCENARIOS
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Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages

• Scenarios allow decisions to be made by examining multiple alternatives 
rather than single solutions. 

• Instead of simply reviewing options as discrete alternatives, scenarios 
can provide contexts for making decisions. Scenarios are especially valu-
able when you are dealing with a complex situation in the context of the 
needs assessment. 

• Decision makers often value scenarios for their ability to provide a visual 
illustration of diff erent alternatives within the organization’s context.

• Multiple scenarios can also be used to contrast positive and pessimistic 
views, thus providing a balanced perspective.

Disadvantages 

• Developing realistic scenarios can be time-consuming, and there is  no 
guarantee of what results will actually be yielded as the situation in the 
scenario is implemented. 

• Scenarios can (but should not) limit decision makers to examine only 
the  combinations of activities or solutions included in the presented 
 scenarios.

Process Overview 

 1. Complete the identifi cation of needs (gaps in results) and the associated 
analysis of causal factors.

 2. Identify sets of potential activities or solutions that will assist in accom-
plishing desired results while also addressing the potential causes of 
problems with the current performance. 

 3. For each set of potential activities, create a scenario based on the results 
your program or organization could realistically expect to accomplish 
and the risks associated with the implementation of each set (including 
economic, time, and opportunity costs). Each scenario should use the 
same concrete time frame (for example, 1 year, 18 months, 3 years) and 
should apply similar constraints that could aff ect implementation. 
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 4. In each scenario, describe the factors that are internal and external to 
the organization and that are likely to increase or decrease the success-
ful achievement of desired results. Here are some ideas to consider 
when developing the substance of a scenario: 

a. Build uncertainties and unexpected events into each scenario.

b. Use information on trends and on the character of the organization 
to write each scenario.

c. Write each scenario so that it seems plausible. Choose names used 
in the scenario carefully; they can communicate a great deal to the 
reader. 

d. It is generally a good idea to make each scenario about one page 
long. 

e. Give each scenario a short and meaningful title.

 5. Develop two or three scenarios for each of the sets of potential activities 
(or solutions) that meet the requirements dictated by the performance 
pyramid tool (see page 236) by Wedman (2010). Scenarios can be writ-
ten from several perspectives (for example, yours, the agency manage-
ment’s, a community member’s). Therefore, it is important that you de-
scribe each scenario from a similar perspective (thus ensuring that you 
are comparing “apples to apples”). 

 6. After a solid draft of each scenario has been developed, validate the 
 scenarios with experts and others who are familiar with the situation. 
Make any changes recommended by the scenario reviewers before 
sharing the scenarios with decision makers. 

 7. Schedule time with the groups or individuals who will be making deci-
sions about which activities to implement. 

 8. Provide at least two or three scenarios to the groups or individuals se-
lected for participation. Often, it is helpful to provide varying perspec-
tives in diff erent scenarios, including both positive and pessimistic 
views. If your scenarios are longer than a page or two, provide the sce-
narios to the decision makers before the meeting.

 9. Discuss each scenario with the participants, highlighting the strengths 
and weaknesses exhibited in the context described in each. (Scenarios 
are best estimates of how the interventions would be implemented and 
how the results would be accomplished; thus, decision makers must 
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take into account that later implementation may or may not mirror the 
scenario’s description). 

10. Ask group members to rank each scenario and to provide alternative 
combinations of the activities that could be used for a second round of 
scenarios (if desired).

11. After you have fi nished administering the scenarios, you may be asked 
to write a report discussing the results. If so, it is generally a good idea to 
include summaries of the scenarios, as well as an overview of how sce-
narios were shared with participants. Keep your report short, highlight-
ing key data without overburdening the readers with too much detail. 
Include observations and conclusions, and provide some suggestions 
for next steps.

Tips for Success 

• Create multiple scenarios, with each scenario having a unique balance 
of risk and benefi ts that are based on multiple perspectives within the 
organization. 

• Don’t paint too rosy a picture within each scenario. The scenarios should 
be realistic and should show no preference for one set of activities or so-
lutions over another. 

• Inform decision makers that they don’t have to select a scenario but that 
other combinations can also be developed, depending on the balance of 
rewards and risks that the organization is looking for in the program or 
project. 
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Purpose 

The goal of a root cause analysis (RCA) is to identify the contributing causal 
factors that have led to a performance problem.

Needs Assessment Applications 

Identifying gaps between current and desired performance is the primary 
goal of a needs assessment, yet alone this information is not adequate for mak-
ing decisions about what to do to improve performance. An RCA is, therefore, 
a useful tool for examining the contributing factors that are preventing cur-
rent achievements from matching your desired accomplishments (see box 
3B.1). An RCA off ers a systematic process that can help you determine which 
processes, procedures, tools, or policies (or combination of the three) are lim-
iting performance and leading to the needs found in your assessment. 

Identifi ed root causes can then be targeted by the solution recommenda-
tions coming out of the needs assessment. Later, the results of the RCA can 

Box 3B.1 Sample Uses of Root Cause Analysis

• Separate problems from symptoms when conceptualizing new 
 projects with clients or partners.

• Identify factors causing a project to be at high risk of failure.
• Determine why a policy reform did not accomplish desired results.
• Resolve questions about how corruption entered a project.

ROOT CAUSE ANALYSIS
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also be monitored to ensure that organizational changes are having the 
desired eff ect and to avoid suboptimization (where improvements in one 
area lead to new problems in other areas). The ability of the RCA to provide 
this valuable information makes it an integral component to most needs 
assessments.

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages 

• An RCA provides a systematic process for examining performance prob-
lems for their root causes rather than relying on unverifi ed assumptions 
or stakeholder perceptions about causes.

• An RCA ensures that you inspect a performance issue from multiple per-
spectives to determine the range of causes leading to the less-than- 
desired performance (as opposed to assuming that the causes of the is-
sues are well known and agreed upon by everyone involved).

• Many times an RCA will identify both the components of the system that 
are blocking desired performance (for instance, out-of-date-procedures 
or misunderstood expectations) and the parts of the system that are 
working well at promoting desired performance (for instance, quality 
managerial feedback). In the end, improving performance routinely re-
quires both fi xing the problems and expanding on the things that are be-
ing done right.

Disadvantages 

• An RCA will frequently identify more causal factors than you have an-
ticipated or are likely to have the budget to address individually. There-
fore, it is important to determine the relative eff ect of each factor and to 
address as priorities the eff ects that are the most critical to success. 

• As with other systematic processes, an RCA can include procedures that 
are not familiar to your organization and thus can require that you build 
a business case for taking additional time and resources to accurately 
identify the causal factors leading to the performance issue. 

• An RCA focuses on causes and does not tell you which interventions or 
activities will best address each causal factor. However, possible activi-
ties are frequently identifi ed during the process. Only after causes are 
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identifi ed is it benefi cial to turn to possible interventions or activities to 
address the causes.

Process Overview

1. Identify a discrepancy in performance (or need) from the information 
you have collected thus far in the needs assessment. Frequently, you will 
only want to complete an RCA for the highest-priority needs so that you 
can save resources.

2. Create a plan for analyzing the identifi ed need (gap in results). In many 
ways, the steps of the analysis will often look like a miniature needs as-
sessment within the broader needs assessment. For instance, use a vari-
ety of techniques—interviews, focus groups, and document or record 
reviews—to collect information on the causal factors leading to the per-
formance problem. That information will then be used to identify and 
prioritize the causal factors and their relative attribution to the perfor-
mance gap. 

3. Remember that your analysis may take from a couple of hours to a week 
or more, depending on the performance issue. Consequently, as you de-
velop your plan, be sure that you take the scope of the analysis into ac-
count when developing a budget and schedule.

4. Know that sometimes your RCA will be driven by a need that is directly 
related to a specifi c situation or incident (for instance, you fi nd out that a 
staff  member is using your organization’s procurement procedures to 
make fraudulent transactions or to cover up bribes to a local offi  cial). In 
those cases, it is especially important to start by determining exactly what 
happened and where the processes, procedures, training, policies, or reg-
ulations failed to prevent the incident in the fi rst place. 

5. Observe that in other cases, however, the need will not be generated by 
any single event (such as when an agency fails to meet its annual perfor-
mance targets for two years in a row). In those situations, it is more chal-
lenging to determine which events, policies, procedures, or other activi-
ties led to the gap in performance. The RCA processes work eff ectively in 
both situations, though the tools and techniques for collecting informa-
tion may diff er.

6. Understand that the analogy of peeling an onion is often associated with 
RCA because causal factors are frequently many layers deep. At the begin-
ning of the analysis, the causes of the need may seem easily identifi ed.
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 For example, you may initially fi nd through interviews with managers 
that a procurement problem is caused by younger staff  offi  cers who do 
not have the experience or training to manage procurement matters. But 
that is only the fi rst layer. Later, when you talk to staff  members you might 
learn that because of time constraints and inadequate staffi  ng, training is 
off ered only twice a year and contains outdated information. Again, how-
ever, as you peel away the next layer and talk to the training department 
about why the course is off ered only twice a year, you may discover that 
the training department only has a budget to off er training twice a year. 
Additionally, the training department staff  members say that they are 
waiting for the department that sets procurement policies to update the 
procurement training manual.

7. As is often recommended, ask the question “Why?” at least fi ve times so 
you can peel away the layers of causal factors. (See the questions and ta-
ble 3B.8.)

 Problem Statement: In rural areas of the country, the number of female 
students completing primary school education is signifi cantly below the 
desired results.
1. Why are female students in the area not completing primary school?

–  Because very few of them ever start primary school.

Table 3B.8 Root Cause Summary Table 

Problem: Low education rates for girls in rural areas

Causal factor #1 Path through root cause map Recommendations

Costs to rural families to 
send girls to school

• School fees

• Girls provide labor in the home 
(child care, food preparation, 
water gathering)

• Eliminate or reduce fees

• Subsidize parents who send girls 
to school

Causal factor #2 Path through root cause map Recommendations

Cultural norms about 
girls’ education

• Boys regularly favored over girls

• Religious or other cultural 
restrictions

• Advocacy programs

• Awareness-raising about 
longer-term household economic 
benefi ts of girls attending school

Causal factor #3 Path through root cause map Recommendations

School access • Schools are not available in all 
villages

• Education reform to reach rural 
schools

• Visiting seasonal tutors

Source: Adapted from Rooney and Vanden Heuvel (2004).
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2. Why do they not start primary school?
– Because it is a great burden on their family to have them go to school.

3. Why is it a great burden?
– Because it is expensive to send a child to school.

4. Why is it so expensive?
– Because school fees must be paid for each child.

5. Why are there additional fees for attending school?
– Because to get a teacher to come to a rural school, the village must 

supplement the teacher’s salary.1

 With each need having many layers of closely related causal factors, plan 
to analyze at least four or fi ve layers for each causal factor and its root 
causes. Use fault tree analysis (see page 214), fi shbone diagrams (see page 
197), concept mapping (see page 220), performance pyramids (see page 
236), and many other tools and techniques described in this book to assist 
you in peeling away the layers of causal factors.

8. Review the information you have collected at each layer of the RCA to 
identify and prioritize the causal relationships. For instance, using that 
information, you might determine that the primary causes leading to the 
performance issue are related to motivation and incentives, with lesser 
causes being knowledge, skills, and available time to complete required 
procedures. In the end, you want to have a prioritized list of all the causal 
factors you identifi ed during your analysis.

 �In most circumstances, you will not be able to quantify the contribu-
tion of each causal factor to the performance gap—that is, you will not be 
able to attribute 45 percent of the performance gap to cause A, 30 percent 
to cause B, and 25 percent to cause C—though it is usually benefi cial to 
prioritize causes from major to minor contributors. You can use a number 
of collaborative decision-making techniques included in this book to as-
sist in setting the priorities. Often, it is also valuable to create a visual 
representation of the relationships among causal factors. 

 �For example, ask several of the participants who provided you with in-
formation during your analysis (through interviews, surveys, focus 
groups, reports that they authored, and so on) to review the prioritized 
list of  causal factors. Each participant should review the list to determine 
whether (a) all of the causal factors are identifi ed, (b) all of the relation-
ships  between the causal factors are taken into account, and (c) the 
highest- priority factors are those that contribute most signifi cantly to the 
need.



212 A Guide to Assessing Needs

9. For each high-priority causal factor that is identifi ed (and verifi ed 
through participant review), fi nd at least two potential interventions or 
activities that address the causal factor, and ensure that it doesn’t con-
tinue to negatively aff ect performance. The activities can then be as-
sessed and compared as possible recommendations coming from the 
needs assessment.

Tips for Success 

• Don’t assume that the fi rst causal factor that people tell you about is the 
root cause of the performance problem. Take time and ask lots of ques-
tions as you peel away the layers of causal factors to identify all of the 
factors leading to less-than-desirable results.

• Focus on what components of the performance system (activities, pro-
cesses, procedures, equipment, rules, policies, interpersonal relation-
ships, and so on) are limiting the achievement of desired performance. 

• Avoid shifting the focus to any solution, intervention, or activity that 
might be recommended during the analysis. Make note of the recom-
mendation, and maintain your focus on the causal factors. Later, all of 
the recommended activities for improving performance can be com-
pared and assessed for their potential value (both singularly and in 
various combinations).

Note

1. Based in part on an example from http://www.isixsigma.com/library/
content/c020610a.asp (July 23, 2008).
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Purpose 

A fault tree analysis (FTA) is a step-by-step procedure that is used to logi-
cally identify, evaluate, and quantify potential problem causes for a perfor-
mance gap (failure) in a system and to determine strategies for preventing 
these causes. 

Needs Assessment Applications 

In a needs assessment, the typical function of a fault tree analysis is to iden-
tify the causes of performance gaps in a system (for example, your organiza-
tion, a division within your organization, or a government unit). FTA is 
especially useful when specifi c failures within the system lead to perfor-
mance gaps. The FTA provides a systematic process for analyzing situations 
and determining the relevant causes.

An FTA can help you to recognize the interrelationships among causes in 
the system and to evaluate the potential eff ects of causes in terms of the 
failure of the system. By addressing multiple causes, the FTA can also help 
you identify strategies that can be used to reduce the probability of future 
problems in the system.

The analysis procedures in an FTA are based on creating a visual rep-
resentation (a fault tree) that identifi es each of the potential causes, the 
 relationships (failure sequences) between the causes, and the prioritized 
prevention strategies. Fault tree analysis is used widely in many engineering 
disciplines, but it can also be used in needs assessment as a root cause analy-
sis technique. It can be an eff ective tool for increasing the chances of success 
for a specifi c system. The technical nature of the technique does, however, 

FAULT TREE ANALYSIS
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likely require additional preparation beyond the process overview we pro-
vide here.

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages 

• An FTA can be used with both a large and a small numbers of 
 participants. 

• The FTA displays information in a structured, graphic way that makes 
it easy to interpret and communicate. 

• The FTA technique solicits input and insight from a wide number of 
 experts. 

• The focus in the FTA technique is on the system being analyzed, rather 
than on the individual people in the system. Thus, it may be easier to get 
a buy-in because people are less likely to feel threatened.1

• Agreements and diverging views on system inputs are represented in 
the FTA.2

• An FTA can be used eff ectively for analysis of recurrent and persistent 
problems, because such problems are likely to have common causes and 
contributory factors. 

Disadvantages 

• Because this technique is highly reliant on judgment and insight that are 
based on subjective opinions, there is a risk of inaccurate information, 
which compromises the accuracy of the results.

• If the wrong failure sources are identifi ed in an FTA, the subsequent re-
sults yielded may experience a ripple eff ect of this error. Results may, 
therefore, not be valid or accurate. 

• FTAs may fail if the technique is not implemented in a disciplined fashion 
or if the system problem is so complex that multiple levels of potential 
causes exist for each problem type.3 

• When the system of focus for the FTA is very large, quantitative analysis 
software may be required to analyze the results. 
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• FTA can be a relatively time-intensive and complex technique; in this 
book, we provide an overview of the process although additional read-
ings are likely required for a successful application.

Process Overview 

 1. If the technique is being applied in a formal, scheduled session, take the 
necessary steps to prepare for conducting the FTA.

a. If technological methods will be used, acquire concept mapping 
software, a computer, a projection device (for example, a video pro-
jector), and a projection surface or screen. 

b. If nontechnological methods will be used, ensure that you have ac-
cess to a large surface area (that is, a whiteboard or chalkboard) on 
which you can create the concept map, as well as thick markers in 
various colors, tape, and so on. 

c. If you are doing the concept mapping session with a large number of 
participants, consider identifying a colleague or assistant who is able 
to create the actual concept map while the facilitator mediates the 
 session. 

d. Identify and invite participants who are experts on the system that 
will be the focus of the FTA. 

e. Schedule the FTA activity session. 

 2. Using your list of information required for the needs assessment, defi ne 
the system that will be the focus of the FTA. 

 3. Identify the “what should be” for the system either by identifying the 
system’s mission, purpose, or goals, or by defi ning the criteria for what 
the “ideal situation” would look like.

 4. Working with an expert on the system of focus, begin the process of 
building the fault tree (see fi gure 3B.3). Determine, in specifi c terms, 
“the top undesired event” for which you want to identify the underlying 
causes. Write the top undesired event at the top of the tree. 

a. This undesired event will be the foundation on which the FTA will 
be constructed, so it is important that it be identifi ed in clear terms. 

 5. Identify the factors (conditions) that are in the immediate vicinity of 
the top undesired event and that could be causing it. Write those key 
factors immediately below the top of the tree. 
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 6. Look at each of the key factors you have identifi ed in the previous step. 
What subfactors could be causing the key factors? Identify the subfac-
tors, and place them underneath the appropriate factor on the tree. 

a. Do not move on to the next level of analysis until there is consensus 
that all factors at the current level have been identifi ed. 

 7. Continue this procedure—building the tree-like graphic—until there is a 
general consensus that the tree is fi nished. 

V

V

V

V

V
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street lights are
not functioningTop level event is

broken down into
contributing events
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EVENT G:
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training cut
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due to

weather

EVENT I:
The number
of trainers is
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EVENT F:
Late budget

approvals have
delayed hiring

EVENT D:
The number of field

technicians is inadequate

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

Source: Based on examples from http://syque.com/quality_tools/toolbook/FTA/example.htm and http://syque.com/quality_tools/
toolbook/FTA/how.htm.
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 8. After the fault tree has been completed, work with experts to carefully 
and systematically analyze it for accuracy. Compare the fault tree’s fac-
tors and structure against the actual system being analyzed. 

 9. Analyze the fault tree. This analysis can be done either statistically or 
through informal nonstatistical methods (such as brainstorming). To 
analyze quantitatively, use statistical analysis to determine the proba-
bility of all the contributing factors you have listed in the tree.4 This 
analysis can be complex, and we recommend doing additional readings 
before completing the analysis.

10. By drawing on your analysis, you should be able to identify the potential 
factors, as well as the sequences of factors, that may account for the 
performance problem that you identifi ed as the top undesired event.

11. Focus particularly on the factors that appear lowest in the tree, because 
remedying or preventing these root causes is the most eff ective and ef-
fi cient way to obstruct or eliminate the critical paths leading to the top 
undesired event. 

Tips for Success 

• The FTA technique works best for problems that have a medium level of 
complexity. For very complex problems, this technique can be diffi  cult to 
manage or overwhelming for people to interpret. 

• Remember that the expert insight that is used to construct the fault tree 
is generally of a very subjective nature. Take steps to consult as many 
experts as possible and to externally validate the fault tree and its out-
comes. Both of these steps will reduce the subjectivity to some  extent. 

Notes

1. Based on Jonassen, Hannum, and Tessmer (1989).
2. Ibid.
3. Based on http://www.greatsystems.com/rootcause.htm#FTA.
4. Based on Jonassen, Hannum, and Tessmer (1989).
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Purpose 

Concept mapping is a method used to make a visual representation (that is, 
a picture or a map) of concepts or ideas and to illustrate their relationships. 
Terms such as mind map, and idea map are essentially synonymous with the 
term concept map. A similar method, cluster mapping, additionally uses sta-
tistics to defi ne clusters of similar items. 

Needs Assessment Applications 

In the context of needs assessment, concept mapping can be used for vari-
ous purposes, including data collection, consensus building, and decision 
making. Specifi cally, they can be used for the following: 

• Facilitate discussion and data collection during interviews or focus 
groups. 

• Support decision making between potential solutions for a given gap. 

• Engage in pattern matching for the purpose of consensus building in re-
lation to need identifi cation. 

• Identify organizational priorities.

Concept maps can be created by either a single person or a group of people. 
In the case of a single person creating a concept map, the purpose might be 
to identify the key ideas relative to a given problem. When concept mapping 
is used in a group setting, its purpose can be to identify and show the rela-
tionship between units within an organization, to brainstorm ideas or solu-
tions, or to systematically identify priorities or plan new approaches. 

CONCEPT MAPPING
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The key purpose of a concept map is to visually represent key elements 
and their relationships. This visual representation can be especially useful 
when complex relationships exist between elements. Concept maps gener-
ate qualitative data, but the data can be interpreted using both qualitative 
and quantitative data analysis.

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages 

• Concept mapping represents ideas or views from a large group of partici-
pants or stakeholders in an easy-to-interpret format. 

• It generates data that can be interpreted qualitatively or quantitatively. 

• It identifi es complex relationships between issues, factors, and so on in a 
tangible, graphic format. 

• Because it is participant focused, everybody can have his or her ideas 
 represented.

• It shows at a glance specifi c performance areas, their interrelationship, 
and their strategic priority.

• It is simple to implement and understand for both you and the 
participant(s).

• Concept mapping uses a structured process that can be replicated easily 
and reliably. 

• It enables the organization to create a shared vision of performance areas 
and goals.

• It promotes active participation and, therefore, ensures that participant(s) 
stay on task. 

• It can be done using computer software or using paper. 

Disadvantages 

• In the absence of a structured approach for creating concept maps, this 
approach can become messy and hard to read.

• Concept mapping includes only a high level representation of the perfor-
mance area that is the subject of the concept. This method does not easily 
allow for the inclusion of detailed information. 
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• In concept mapping, it may be hard to identify all the relationships be-
tween the concepts or ideas. 

• Interpretation of the concept map data can be involved. 

• The use of this method may require an experienced facilitator. 

Process Overview 

The three main phases of the concept mapping technique are planning, 
gathering information, and analyzing and interpreting.

Planning

1. Determine the focus of the concept map by using the list of information 
required for the needs assessment. 

2. Identify the data analysis methods to be used after the concept map has 
been completed. 

3. Identify and invite participant(s) to build the concept map. 

4. Establish the schedule for the concept mapping session(s). 

5. Acquire resources required to conduct the concept mapping session.

a. If technological methods will be used, acquire concept mapping soft-
ware, a computer, and a projection device (for example, a video pro-
jector) along with a projection surface or screen. 

b. If nontechnological methods will be used, ensure that you have access 
to a large surface area on which you can create the concept map, as 
well as thick markers in various colors, tape, and so on. 

c. If you are doing the concept mapping session with a large number of 
participants, consider identifying a colleague or assistant who is able 
to create the actual concept map while you (or a hired facilitator) me-
diate the session. 

Gathering Information 

1. Start the concept mapping session by introducing the purpose and focus 
of the concept map to the participant(s). 
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a. If the concept mapping session is being conducted with a large num-
ber of participants, then identify “rules of play” and other information 
related to the group process. 

2. Begin the brainstorming process, encouraging participants to identify as 
many performance areas as possible related to the focus topic. Empha-
size that this is the brainstorming phase of the process and, therefore, 
that all reasonable contributions are of value. 

3. After brainstorming is completed, invite participants to identify redun-
dant information in the list (for example, two contributions that refer to 
essentially the same thing). Merge and synthesize those instances to cre-
ate a fi nal list. 

4. Begin the structuring process. The process can be started individually, at 
fi rst, or as a group from the start. 

a. Ask participants to work individually to sort (group or cluster) these 
performance areas into clusters of their choosing (or use an individual 
card sorting technique). Beginning the structuring process individu-
ally off ers individuals a chance to identify relationships among the 
performance areas before collaborating with the group to come up 
with a shared sorting of the listed items.

b. Ask participants to work together to sort (group or cluster) the per-
formance areas into clusters (or use a group card sorting technique). 
Beginning the structuring process as a group promotes a mediated 
process of consensus building to identify relationships between per-
formance areas.

5. Items from the list are placed on a “map” (for example, drawn on a big 
piece of paper, or written on sticky notes that are placed on the wall) to 
illustrate their relationships. Clusters can be maintained from the previ-
ous list, or new clusters may be formed in keeping with the visual map 
that is developing. More complex maps can be created using statistical 
techniques and software; in those instances, you should consult the re-
sources that follow.

6. Ask participants to work either collectively or individually to restructure 
the concept map by hierarchically laying out the concepts or clusters on 
the basis of one or more dimensions relevant to the focus statement. For 
example, arrange the items within each cluster by their feasibility within 
the organizational context. Work to build consensus among the group 
members on a fi nal map that represents their shared perspectives.
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Analyzing and Interpreting

There are diff erent points at which the information captured in the concept 
map can be analyzed and interpreted. It can be interpreted during the actual 
concept mapping session (through the active involvement of the partici-
pants), after the completion of the concept mapping session (by you or by an 
external data analysis expert), or at both points. The timing of the analysis 
and interpretation of the concept map information depends on the purpose 
and nature of the concept map. 

You can interpret data from a concept map in innumerable ways, ranging 
from “eyeballing” the concept map to determine key trends or priorities, to 
performing thorough statistical analysis to assess construct validity. For this 
reason, restrict yourselves to identifying just a few ways you can go about 
using your concept map data for needs assessment purposes. 

Interpreting in-session data
When the concept maps are interpreted during the concept mapping ses-
sion, consider actively involving the participants in the decision-making pro-
cess. However, the extent to which in-depth statistical analysis can be done 
during the concept mapping session is very restricted. Most of the analysis 
you would do in session will fall into categories such as the following: 

• Coding: Participants work with the facilitator to set up a simple coding 
scheme that is related to the focus area of the concept map. The group 
then works together to code concepts or clusters on the concept map ac-
cording to the coding scheme. Trends in the concept map data can be 
analyzed by doing frequency counts on the prevalence of each of the code 
categories. 

• Rank ordering: If participants have been asked to use a predetermined 
scale to rate concepts or clusters of concepts, then you may consider us-
ing rank ordering. In this case, you would ask all participants to report 
the rating they assigned for each cluster or concept. Add up the total rat-
ing values per cluster or concept (depending on the unit of analysis), and 
place the values in rank order according to a dimension relevant to the 
focus statement for the concept map. 

Interpreting post-session data
Multidimensional scaling and hierarchical cluster analysis are two statisti-
cal analysis methods that are often used when a thorough understanding of 
the information in the concept map is required. In addition to those 
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approaches, however, several simple analysis approaches can be used after 
the concept mapping session has wrapped up. 

Here are two examples: 

• For decision making between alternate approaches for addressing a per-
formance gap, you might ask participants to rate the cluster on the basis 
of feasibility or desirability. Then set up your own system—after the con-
cept mapping session—to rate the clusters while using your expertise in 
the area of need (see fi gure 3B.4). By comparing the ratings you have given 
with those given by participants (that is, patterning), you can rank order 
the various approach clusters to determine the solutions that are most 
likely to succeed and to match the organization’s preferences.

• To compare the views or insights of two diff erent groups of stakeholders, 
again use an approach to identify patterns. In this case, you would ask the 
stakeholder groups to separately rate the clusters related to the concept 
map focus area. You would then analyze the concept maps by comparing 
how diff erent stakeholder groups rated each of the clusters (see fi gure 
3B.5). Clusters that are generally rated at the same level by each of the 
cluster groups would indicate a high degree of consensus between stake-
holder groups. Clusters where ratings are very diff erent would indicate 
divergence between stakeholder groups.

Examples 

Figure 3B.4 Example of Basic Concept Map to Illustrate Relationships
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Tips for Success 

• Be sure that you have clearly spelled out the focus area for the concept 
map prior to the concept mapping session. 

• To increase the comfort level of the participants,

• Explain the concept mapping process to them. 

• Reiterate that their names will not be directly tied to their contribu-
tions to the concept map (if applicable). 

• If the participant(s) in the concept mapping session have never worked 
with concept maps before, consider illustrating the process with a 
simple example. 

• During the initial brainstorming session, include all contributions in the 
concept map. 

• Do not worry about the look or structure of the concept map until the 
“structuring” phases of the concept map come around. 

Figure 3B.5 Example of Basic Concept Map with Clusters Overlaid on Individual Statements
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• Verbally repeat participants’ contributions to the concept map as they ex-
press them. Doing so will ensure that the concept map is the most accu-
rate refl ection possible of the participants’ contributions. 

• If all participants will collectively work on clustering concepts, use sim-
ple strategies to make it visually easy to identify which concepts are being 
assigned to which clusters. For example, use the same color for all con-
cepts assigned to the same cluster.
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Purpose 

The future wheel is a future-oriented technique. Future wheel activities are 
conducted to help participants analyze and explore eff ects of a trend, event, 
circumstance, or issue. As such, this technique can be a useful tool for con-
ducting structured brainstorming, determining needs, planning strategi-
cally, and building consensus.

Future wheels are laid out as graphic depictions with the future event in 
a circle in the center, the fi rst-order eff ects in the fi rst circle out from the 
event, the second-order eff ects in the second circle out from the event, and 
so on. Future wheel activities can potentially be used to explore eff ects of 
many diff erent things (issues, trends, and events), so they can be used in 
virtually any setting (organization, community meeting, school, and so on). 

Needs Assessment Applications 

The future wheel has a variety of diff erent needs assessment applications, as 
follows: 

• Forecast potential future scenarios. 

• Project future trends. 

• Systematically explore the possible eff ects from a current situation or 
trend. 

• Analyze the possible pattern of eff ects for a potential future event or 
trend. 

• Forecast implications for a variety of alternative circumstances. 

FUTURE WHEEL
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• Determine the potential eff ects of a variety of potential performance 
 solutions. 

• Collect data on a group’s perspectives on current and future situations 
and trends. 

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages 

• The future wheel is easy to use and does not require extensive training 
for the facilitator. 

• It is resource lean and, therefore, can be done anywhere, anytime. 

• It supports structured brainstorming.

• It is intuitive to the participants.

• It is not time-intensive and can be conducted in one, relatively brief, 
group session. 

• The future wheel can be used at any time in the needs assessment or stra-
tegic planning process. 

• It can be adapted for use in virtually any context: business and industry, 
community, personal. 

• It promotes systematic thinking about complex relationships between 
causes and consequences. 

• Through the use of concentric circles, it clearly identifi es the common 
bond that all identifi ed eff ects have to the topic at the center of the future 
wheel. 

Disadvantages 

• Because future wheels are laid out in a sequential structure around a cen-
tral topic, they may be too superfi cial to identify the complexities of a 
series of contributing factors that may all have diff ering levels of infl u-
ence on the eff ects identifi ed. 

• They may not clarify whether eff ects are related to each other by cau-
sality or by correlation. Indeed, because of the use of the concentric 
circles, a future wheel may lead individuals to incorrectly believe there 
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is a causal relationship between two eff ects, when those eff ects are, in 
fact, linked only by correlation. 

• Future wheels present the potential risk that one or more individuals will 
believe that eff ects identifi ed through a future wheel will, in fact, happen 
when in actuality they are merely “hypotheses” or “best guesses.” 

• The relatively rudimentary nature of future wheels makes it hard to rep-
resent projected time lines associated with the eff ects added to the future 
wheel. Such time lines can be an essential ingredient for problem and 
solution analysis. 

• Because participants engage in subjective and projective thinking to cre-
ate it, a future wheel should be used only as one of many sources of infor-
mation for more systematic and empirical analysis. It cannot, by itself, be 
used for coming to conclusive decisions. 

Process Overview 

The procedure for conducting a future wheel activity is fairly simple 
and  easy to implement. It consists of two key phases: preparation and 
implementation. 

Preparation 

1. From the list of information required for the needs assessment, identify a 
trend, event, or question for the future wheel activity. This trend, event, or 
question will be the future wheel’s main topic. A question might be “What 
is the result if you continue doing as you are doing?” and an event might be 
“Eff ect of talent loss on organizational productivity.” The topic should

a. Focus on current or anticipated future events and their consequences. 

b. Be suited to exploration through a small group interactive session. 

2. Invite a small group of people (preferably between 8 and 12 individuals) 
to participate in the activity. If you intend to use this exercise with more 
than a dozen or so people, it is recommended that you run the activity 
multiple times. 

3. Determine whether the topic of the future wheel merits the use of out-
side resources during the actual activity. If so, search for resources that 
provide key information on the theme or question that you have identi-
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fi ed as being the subject for the future wheel activity. Those resources 
will be shared with the group of participants during the actual activity. 
For example, you may want to gather the following:

a. Descriptions of future events or trends from the professional literature

b. Results from future or projection studies

c. Results from other trend analysis or future scenarios 

d. Data that provide insight on current or alternative future scenarios

4. Gather the resources required for conducting the activity. 

a. Flip charts (or confi rm that you will be in a room with a whiteboard) 

b. Markers in a variety of colors

Implementation

Preparing participants
1. Begin by warming up the group. Introduce participants to the concept of 

the future wheel, and explain the process for the activity. Emphasize that 
all participant contributions are considered valuable and that group 
members are encouraged to participate actively. Explain that the future 
wheel is laid out by order of consequences: 

a. Primary (or fi rst-order) eff ects: The most immediate consequences of 
the future wheel’s key topic.

b. Secondary (or second-order) eff ects: The most immediate conse-
quences following from the fi rst-order consequences. Depending on 
the topic, you may also opt to include third- or fourth-order eff ects in 
the future wheel before continuing.

c. Implications or opportunities: The fi nal wheel of the activities focuses 
on the implications or opportunities that come from the identifi ed 
 eff ects. 

2. Tell the participants the approach that will be used to add an eff ect to the 
future wheel. Some options include the following: 

a. Asking participants to brainstorm ideas for eff ects and adding those 
eff ects as they are being identifi ed and without evaluating them fi rst. 

b. Discussing each idea and evaluating the plausibility of the idea. If there 
is a general consensus that the potential eff ect is plausible, it is added 
to the concept map.
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3. Introduce participants to the key topic for the future wheel activity. Dis-
cuss the relevance and importance of understanding the key event. If you 
are using supplementary resources, provide all the group members with 
copies of the background resources that you have prepared, and give 
them time to review the resources. 

Creating the future wheel
1. Write the future wheel’s key topic (for example, youth unemployment, 

aging populations) in the center of your drawing space, and place a circle 
around it. 

2. Ask the group to identify the fi rst-order eff ects. As fi rst-order eff ects are 
identifi ed, draw lines out from the center circle (the lines are referred to 
as “spokes”), and write the fi rst-order eff ects at the end of the lines. 
After all key fi rst-order eff ects have been identifi ed, draw a circle that 
encloses all the fi rst-order eff ects. 

3. From here, tell participants to shift their focus away from the future 
wheel’s key concept and to instead focus on the fi rst-order eff ects that 
were identifi ed. Ask participants to identify the key potential results from 
the fi rst-order eff ects. Add those eff ects to the future wheel by drawing 
spokes from the circle around the fi rst-order eff ects and by writing the 
second-order eff ects at the end of each of those spokes. After all key 
 second-order eff ects have been identifi ed, draw a circle around all of 
them.

4. Continue this process until there is a consensus that the sequence of 
implications for the key topic is evident. 

5. Finally, identify implications or opportunities that emerge from the 
identifi ed eff ects, which could include, for example, new programs or 
policies that will improve performance in relation to the identifi ed 
issues. The key to this fi nal step is to introduce activities (or solutions) 
into the  discussion.

Discussing and interpreting the future wheel
1. After the future wheel has been completed, give the participants an op-

portunity to look it over and to synthesize the information in it. 

2. Initiate a discussion on the key topic of the future wheel by asking ques-
tions targeted to the purpose of the needs assessment. Themes you may 
want to use to guide the discussion are the following: 

a. Evaluation of the implications of the future wheel’s key topic
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b. Desirable vs. undesirable primary, secondary, or tertiary eff ects

c. Eff ects of the present situation on potential future events

d. Approaches to avoiding negative outcomes

Examining alternative approaches to using future wheels
Future wheel activities can be used in many diff erent ways. Here are some 
alternative approaches: 

1. Invite a panel of experts to participate in the future wheel activity. After 
the key topic of the future wheel has been identifi ed, the panel should 
discuss how the key event may aff ect a variety of themes (for example, 
recruitment, talent management, profi t margins, and so on). Each panel 
member then should work individually to write down ideas related to the 
themes raised in the discussion. Use a round-robin approach to ask panel 
members to contribute their ideas. After a comprehensive list has been 
created, they should place their ideas in labeled categories. The future 
wheel can be created by adding the labeled categories as primary, second-
ary, or tertiary eff ects.1

2. The future wheel activity can also be used as an approach for forecast-
ing the implications of alternative solution scenarios. To use this ap-
proach, generate a scenario (for example, the implementation of perfor-
mance-supporting solutions to improve customer service), and select 
one aspect from that scenario to explore (for example, an electronic 
performance support system, or EPSS). Ask participants to identify the 
specifi cs of what the selected item can achieve (that is, what functions 
the EPSS can perform in light of the need), and add those participant 
contributions as primary eff ects. Next, ask participants to identify what 
is required for them to make the items in the “primary eff ects” section 
of the future wheel a reality (for example, what resources and applica-
tions are required to create and implement the functions of the EPSS). 
Add this information as the “secondary eff ects.” The future wheel is 
then elaborated with additional eff ect levels.2 (See the example in 
fi gure 3B.6.)

Tips for Success 

• What key topic you select for the future wheel activity is a critical issue. 
Make sure that you thoroughly evaluate potential key topics (and how 
they are formulated) by looking at the information required from the 
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needs assessment, analyzing those requirements, and potentially solicit-
ing feedback from outside experts. 

• Carefully select participants for the future wheel activity on the basis of 
the activity’s goal. For example, the purpose of the activity is to gather 
expert insight about the potential implications of a current situation or 
trend; therefore, select participants who can knowledgably contribute to 
such an analysis. 

Figure 3B.6 Sample Future Wheel 
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• In a clear way, tell participants the approach that will be used for adding 
information to the future wheel. If the future wheel is being used for any-
thing other than general brainstorming, it is essential to evaluate ideas 
carefully before they are added to the future wheel. 

• Take the time to thoroughly discuss the future wheel after it has been 
created. At this point, you can stimulate a creative and informed discus-
sion that will be based on a common source of information (the future 
wheel). 

Notes

1. Based on Witkin and Atschuld (1995).
2. Adapted from http://abhijitkohli.googlepages.com/futureswheel.

Reference

Witkin, Belle Ruth, and James W. Altschuld. 1995. Planning and Conducting Needs 
Assessments: A Practical Guide. Thousand Oaks, CA: Sage Publications. 

Websites 

A four-step example of a future wheel is available at http://www.knoke.org/
lectures/futureswheel.htm.

“Future Wheels: Interviews with 44 Global Experts on the Future of Fuel Cells 
for Transportation and Fuel Cell Infrastructure” is available at http://www.
navc.org/Future_Wheels_I.pdf. 

A short description and examples of future wheels are available at http://
jcfl owers1.iweb.bsu.edu/rlo/tarelevance.htm.

Additional Tools

A downloadable template of a future wheel is available at http://www.globaledu
cation.edna.edu.au/globaled/go/cache/off once/pid/1835; jsessionid=050A14CB
101EAF863AE979C80461FCB3.
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Purpose 

The performance pyramid is a framework for ensuring that your needs 
assessment addresses each component’s underlying performance.

Needs Assessment Applications 

The performance pyramid (see fi gure 3B.7 in Process Overview) by John 
Wedman (2010) is a valuable tool that can be applied throughout a needs 
assessment to ensure that all aspects of the performance system are con-
sidered. Use the performance pyramid to provide structure when you are 
identifying needs, analyzing needs, and deciding what to do to improve 
performance. 

During your analysis, for example, use the pyramid to determine how 
each element of the pyramid framework relates to the identifi ed need. Some 
elements (such as rewards, recognitions, and incentives) may be hindering 
current performance, whereas others (such as knowledge and skills) may be 
concurrently supporting the achievement of desired results. 

Likewise, use the performance pyramid again when deciding how to cre-
ate a complete system for improving performance. For example, recommen-
dations coming out of your assessment may include improvement activities 
related to three elements of the pyramid framework: (a) tools, envi ronment, 
and processes; (b) rewards, recognition, and incentives; and (c) knowledge 
and skills. At the same time, you might recommend monitoring the other 
elements for possible suboptimization (that is, when improvements from 
your activities have unintended, negative consequences in relation to other 
elements of the performance system). (For helpful sample templates of 
improvement activities to use as job aids, see pages 242–244.)

PERFORMANCE PYRAMID
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Finally, the pyramid framework can be an eff ective tool for communicat-
ing the results of your assessment with partners and stakeholders. The 
framework, as a visual, illustrates the relationships among key components 
in accomplishing desired results; at the same time, it is fl exible enough to 
apply in a variety of contexts.

Advantages and Disadvantages 

Advantages 

• The performance pyramid provides a valuable framework that ensures 
that each foundation component of a performance system is addressed in 
all phases of a needs assessment.

• The performance pyramid off ers an easy tool for communicating the sys-
temic characteristics of performance with assessment partners that are 
internal or external to the organization.

• Relationships between the elements of the pyramid framework (for ex-
ample, the relationship between the organization’s capacity to achieve 
desired results and the alignment of vision, mission, and objectives re-
quired to accomplish results) can provide necessary links for ensuring 
that improvements in one area don’t lead to new performance challenges 
in others.

Disadvantages 

• The pyramid, as a visual, can be misinterpreted as a hierarchy. The six 
blocks in the inner pyramid image are, in reality, interchangeable. For ex-
ample, motivation and self-concept can be illustrated as the top com-
ponent of the pyramid—as could any other elements depending on the 
context. 

• The pyramid does not provide a process for conducting a needs assess-
ment or for improving performance; rather it is just a framework for 
aligning the elements that support the achievement of results.
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Needs Analysis Applications

For each identifi ed need, complete an analysis of the need to identify the 
contributing factors that are leading to the discrepancy between current 
and desired performance (results). Use the performance pyramid as a frame-
work for planning your analysis, collecting information, and then analyzing 
the fi ndings so you can make recommendations.

Process Overview

Figure 3B.7 Wedman’s Performance Pyramid
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Source: Adapted from Watkins and Leigh (2010). Wedman (2010) has granted permission for use herein.
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1. Begin by clearly stating the need in terms of what desired results are not 
currently being accomplished. Use this precise defi nition of the need to 
drive your needs analysis; otherwise, you will typically drift from the per-
formance gap into symptoms of the problem or preferred fi xes. Remem-
ber, a needs analysis is a systematic process to break apart a need and to 
determine what components are leading to the performance gap.

2. For each element of the performance pyramid framework, collect infor-
mation regarding its potential relationship with the identifi ed need. It 
doesn’t matter which element you start with (culture, capacity, feedback, 
and so on), but by the end of the analysis, you should examine each ele-
ment for its potential role in relation to the need. Here are some sample 
questions for each element of the pyramid framework:

• Motivation and Self-Concept
• Are people motivated to achieve the desired results as specifi ed by 

the need?
• Are people motivated to accomplish the goals of the organization 

and its partners?
• What factors may be reducing motivation?

• Performance Capability
• Are the “right” people available to do the work?
• Do the best performers stay with the organization or leave?
• Does the organization have adequate capacity to take on new 

 projects?

• Expectations and Feedback
• Do people know what results are expected?
• After people have completed a task, are they told what they did well 

and what they can improve in the future?

• Rewards, Recognition, and Incentives 
• Are there incentives for people to accomplish desired results?
• Are there disincentives for performing well?
• Are people recognized or rewarded for their performance?

• Tools, Environment, and Processes
• Do people have access to the resources (equipment, time, software, 

and so on) that are required to meet performance goals?
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• Does the organizational environment (or culture) support the 
achievement of desired results?

• Are there systematic processes in place to guide performance?

• Knowledge and Skills

• Do people know how to do what is asked of them?

• Are people given (or do they come with) the necessary skills to 
achieve desired results?

• Organizational Culture

• Does the organization’s culture support the achievement of desired 
results?

• Are there norms within the culture of the organization that hinder 
any other component of the pyramid framework?

• Resources

• Do people have the necessary resources (time, money, and so on) to 
achieve desired results?

• Have the resources required for achieving desired results been 
identifi ed?

• Vision, Mission, and Objectives

• Are people aware of how their work contributes to the team, orga-
nization, clients, and larger society?

• Is there a clear strategic plan that can be used to guide decisions at 
all levels of the organization?

• Are people able to be “proactive” because they know where they 
want to go, or do they always have to be “reactive” to changing 
events?

• Signifi cant Accomplishments

• Are the desired results aligned with the vision, mission, and objec-
tives of the organization?

• What is the return on investment for accomplishing desired results?

• Continuous Monitoring

• Are there monitoring (or evaluation) systems in place within the 
organization that can measure performance in relation to each 
component of the pyramid framework?
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• Are performances routinely monitored across the organization?
• Are monitoring results and reports used to improve performance?

3. Ask questions related to each element of the pyramid to both internal and 
external partners in the needs assessment. Often, external clients and 
partners can identify contributing factors to performance problems more 
easily than those on the inside of the organization.

4. Analyze responses to your analysis questions so you identify which ele-
ments (or sub-elements) are most closely related to the need; those ele-
ments will typically include causal factors contributing to the need as 
well as other factors that are leading to current successes. You can also 
use fault tree analysis (see page 214), root cause analysis (see page 207), 
concept mapping (see page 220), and other tools to support your analysis 
within the pyramid framework.

5. Move the elements of your pyramid around to illustrate the relationship 
you have found during your needs analysis. For instance, for the need, you 
might determine that the expectations and feedback element of the pyra-
mid should really be placed at the top to illustrate its critical role in rela-
tion to the need within the organizational context. Then the supporting 
elements—such as motivation and self-concept or incentives, rewards, 
and recognition—can be used to illustrate the foundations that must be 
built to ensure the success of the entire performance system. After all, no 
single element of the pyramid is more important than the others; for suc-
cessful performance, you must have all elements working together.

Solution Identifi cation Applications

1. Remember that your needs analysis identifi es factors contributing to the 
performance gap for many of the pyramid’s components (for instance, 
motivation and self-concept or capacity or skills and knowledge). Like-
wise, you will frequently fi nd several causal factors within a single ele-
ment of the pyramid (for example, two or three factors with the element 
of expectations and feedback may be contributing to less-than-desirable 
performance. 

2. Working with your needs assessment’s internal and external partners, es-
tablish a rough priority of the factors leading to identifi ed needs on the 
basis of their relationship—positive or negative—with the accomplish-
ment of desired results. Precision is not required, but a rough prioritiza-
tion can help you focus time, eff ort, and other resources.
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3. For each identifi ed causal factor, pinpoint at least two potential solutions 
that could help improve the achievement of desired results (for exam-
ples, see the Job Aids section that follows). Having choices is important 
to quality decision making; therefore, it is important to identify at least 
two options for each factor. One option might seem to be clearly the bet-
ter choice at fi rst, but that decision is best left until after you have identi-
fi ed a variety of alternatives.

4. Before selecting any of the identifi ed solutions, determine what criteria 
will be used to weigh your options, thus ensuring that each alternative 
gets a fair appraisal of its potential. 

5. Judge each potential solution for each causal factor on the basis of the 
criteria established in the prior step. It is frequently useful to apply a sys-
tematic process, such as multicriteria analysis (see page 171), to assess 
each option.

6. When you have selected a variety of activities to address the factors lead-
ing to the need (performance gap), use the performance pyramid again to 
verify that you are addressing all components that (a) support perfor-
mance and (b) ensure that the complete performance system will benefi t 
from the improvements.

Job Aids: A Sample of Improvement 
Activities to Consider

Expectation Feedback 

Possible improvement activities include clear performance guidelines, 
 reference manuals for processes and procedures, realistic job previews, 
managerial coaching, quality assurance programs, quality on-boarding or 
orientation programs, benchmarking, performance appraisals, upward and 
peer evaluations, identifi cation and documentation of performance indica-
tors, goal setting, routine one-on-ones, and individual improvement plans.

Tools, Environment, and Processes 

Possible improvement activities include electronic performance support, 
job aids, performance aids, process reengineering, knowledge management, 
process improvement, ergonomics, workstation design, warning systems, 
labeling and color coding, safety planning, social networking, quality man-
agement, team colocation, and six sigma.
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Rewards, Incentives, and Recognition 

Possible improvement activities include bonus systems, commission systems, 
profi t sharing, merit award systems, annual awards ceremony, employee of 
the month, job sharing, fl ex hours, job enrichment, telecommuting, educa-
tion benefi ts, personnel in the spotlight, empowerment, and delegation.

Organizational Capacity 

Possible improvement activities include recruitment programs, retention 
programs, early retirement, phased retirement, interviewing, job rotation, 
mergers, acquisitions, crowd-sourcing, outsourcing, succession planning, 
affi  rmative action programs, outplacement centers, cross training, internal 
recruitment programs, interview standards, and competency models.

Knowledge and Skills 

Possible improvement activities include classroom training, e-learning, team 
learning, mentoring, coaching, quality on-boarding or orientation programs, 
on-the-job training, brown-bag lunch sessions, webinars, podcasts or vod-
casts, and tuition reimbursement.

Motivation and Self-Concept

Possible improvement activities include job crafting, job sharing, fl ex hours, 
education benefi ts, career mentoring, career ladders, job rotation systems, 
and motivational communications.

Resources 

Possible improvement activities include restructuring, supply chain manage-
ment, cash fl ow analysis, budgeting and accounting systems, career manage-
ment programs, career ladders, outplacement, and cost reductions.

Continuous Monitoring

Possible improvement activities include performance monitoring, qual-
ity management, six sigma, program evaluations, training evaluations, 
goal/question/metric programs, fi nancial analysis, client surveys, balanced 
scorecard, key performance indicators, managerial dashboards, and needs 
assessments.
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Vision, Mission, and Objectives 

Possible improvement activities include mega planning, strategic planning, 
future search, SWOT analysis (see page 127), appreciative inquiry, scenario 
planning, workforce planning, job forecasting, tabletop analysis (see page 
180), values identifi cation, and risk management.
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Appendix A

In this appendix, you will fi nd several easy-to-use guides and checklists that 
can help you complete your needs assessment.

Appendix A.1 Implementation Plan for a Needs Assessment
Appendix A.2  Detailed Checklist for Needs Assessment Management 

Activities
Appendix A.3 A Six-Week Needs Assessment Implementation Guide
Appendix A.4 Tools and Techniques to Consider
Appendix A.5  Guide to Selecting Tools and Techniques (Applied Multi-

criteria Analysis)
Appendix A.6  Three-Phase Needs Assessment Process with Addi-

tional Details
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Implementation Plan for a Needs 
Assessment

APPENDIX A.1

This sample planning table provides a general set of tasks for carrying out 
your needs assessment. Because each needs assessment is unique, this sample 
can be adjusted to the particular requirements of your specifi c needs assess-
ment. For instance, a smaller-scale needs assessment may compress several of 
the activities into a few days of eff ort, whereas  larger-scale assessments may 
require additional tasks, time, and involvement of partners to be able to 
appropriately adjust to the complexities of the organization. Nevertheless, 
the sample planning table can be a guide for you to determine what has to be 
done, who should be involved, and how long you estimate that it may take to 
complete a needs assessment.

Completing a needs assessment typically requires a number of people 
with diff erent roles and levels of expertise. Low-skill tasks, such as schedul-
ing a meeting, can be completed by staff  members with minimum qualifi ca-
tions.  Medium-skill tasks, such verifying the links between proposed 
activities and needs, can be completed by staff  members with some special-
ized training. Finally, high-skill tasks, such as data analysis and interpreta-
tion, require professionals with task-specifi c experience and expertise. 
Depending on your organization, people may have titles that are very diff er-
ent from the ones we have used here. 
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Preassessment

1. Establish the overall scope of 
the needs assessment.

• Determine who should be the main collaborators in designing the 
needs assessment.

• Schedule a meeting and invite collaborators.

• Create an agenda.

• Facilitate the meeting.

• Sketch out the main goals, tasks, and design of the assessment; 
decide if external experts should be engaged.

• Confi rm agreements from the meeting.

• Decide how decisions will be made about the implementation of the 
assessment; for larger needs assessments, create a steering 
committee (SC) to guide the process.

2. Identify the primary 
performance issues.

• Identify and create a list of performance problems and opportunities. 
During the assessment, more or different items could emerge.

• Prioritize items from this list that the needs assessment should 
cover.

3. Defi ne the data requirements. • Defi ne the type of data required and sources of that information.

• Establish what data are not readily available, what you might want to 
collect, and what sources you plan to use.

• Gather preliminary data.

4. Create a management plan. • Defi ne objectives for the assessment.

• Prepare a time line and deadlines for tasks.

• Identify the assessment team members, roles, and responsibilities. 

• For more details, see the detailed checklist for needs 
assessment management activities (see appendix A.2 and 
www.needsassessment.org/).
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(continued on next page)

 5. Validate your management 
plan.

• Collaborators and SC members should review and critique the 
management plan.

• Gather feedback from others who will have a stake in the success 
of the assessment: colleagues, peers, clients, partners, sponsors, 
community members, and so on.

• Revise the plan, as required.

Assessment

 1. Plan the data collection 
effort. 

• Collect existing data (for example, documents) to be reviewed.

• Decide on data collection methods to be used.

• Create data collection instruments: surveys, interview protocols, and 
so on.

• Train data collectors (for example, facilitators of focus groups)

• Schedule interviews, focus groups, performance observations, or 
other techniques to be used.

 2. Verify that data collection 
instruments will identify 
information about gaps.

• Analyze and cross-check all of the instruments.

• Ensure that information will be collected on both the current and 
desired results so you can identify gaps.

• Review the data collection techniques with team members so that 
everyone is aware of the critical information required.

• Obtain clearances from individuals or committees (for example, 
institutional review board) for data collection instruments and plans.

 3. Collect data. • Manage the collection of data to ensure that all critical perspectives 
are represented.

• Check that the instruments, techniques, and sources represent 
varying perspectives about the primary performance issues.

• Determine when the assessment has enough information to move 
to the next task.

• Enter the collected data into a secure database or central location.
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 4. Determine gaps (needs) by 
analyzing current and desired 
results.

• Analyze the information collected to identify gaps between current 
and desired results.

• Verify that information collected from qualitative techniques (for 
example, interviews) is included in the analysis.

• Ensure that comparisons between current and desired results use 
equivalent information (for example, comparing apples to apples).

 5. Prioritize gaps (needs). • Use information collected to prioritize the identifi ed gaps.

• Prioritize gaps according to size, scope, distinguishing 
characteristics, relative importance, or other criteria.

• Review the prioritized list with the assessment team members 
and SC.

• Collect additional information, if required, to refi ne the prioritization.

 6.  Determine causes of gaps. • For the highest-priority needs, create a plan for collecting 
information on the causal factors that are likely leading to the 
performance gaps.

• Plan for a needs analysis and root cause analysis for each of the 
highest-priority needs.

• Prepare to collect additional information using multiple techniques 
and tools, if necessary.

 7. Collect information about the 
causal factors (or root 
causes). 

• Identify all signifi cant factors causing the performance gaps.

• Use tools (for example, fi shbone or fault tree diagrams) to assess 
the relationships among causal factors.
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 8. Analyze and synthesize the 
information you have 
collected about both gaps 
and causes.

• Link together information collected on gaps and causal factors.

• Be aware that there are typically multiple relationships among gaps 
and causal factors (for instance, one causal factor may be related to 
multiple gaps).

• Review the results of the analysis with SC members.

• Prioritize needs and related causal factors using one or more 
decision-making techniques in this book (see Part 3B. Decision-
Making Tools and Techniques). 

 9. Identify possible solutions 
(activities) to address priority 
gaps and associated causal 
factors.

• Identify two or more potential solutions (activities) that can be used 
to improve the results identifi ed with each priority gap.

• Verify that potential activities address one or more causal factors 
related to priority needs.

10. Evaluate the potential 
solutions (activities) using 
agreed-upon criteria so 
you determine which are 
most likely to lead to 
improvements.

• Establish criteria to be used for judging the potential value of each 
possible solution.

• Have the assessment team review the assessment criteria.

• Judge each potential activity (that is, intervention, project) using the 
agreed-upon criteria.

(continued on next page)
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Recommended Primary Tasks Sample Activities Within Tasks

11. Recommend the solutions 
that will best achieve the 
desired results.

• Review all of the information collected and the results of the 
analyses.

• Summarize the fi ndings related to priority needs and the causal 
factors.

• Recommend solutions that are likely to achieve success.

Postassessment

1. Summarize your 
recommendations in 
a report or presentation.

• Summarize the assessment of potential activities for each priority 
gap and causal factor.

• Take into account the social, political, technological, cultural, legal, 
and ethical factors that infl uence recommendations or decisions.

• Review and revise the summary on the basis of feedback from the 
assessment SC.

2. Communicate your draft 
fi ndings to your stakeholders. 

• Before releasing your needs assessment report, share the fi ndings 
with stakeholders for review and comment.

• If you relied signifi cantly on data from a few individuals, ask them to 
review the draft report as well.

3. Integrate needs assessment 
results into activity monitoring 
and evaluation plans. 

• Use the fi ndings of the needs assessment to develop a plan for the 
monitoring and evaluation of solutions (activities) that occur. 

• Align assessment, monitoring, and evaluation activities through 
systematic planning and follow-up.
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4. Evaluate your needs 
assessment process. 

• Refl ect on the activities of the needs assessment, and note 
potential steps that could be taken to improve assessments in the 
future.

• For future needs assessments, report on recommendations for 
improvements to the processes. 

5. Document needs assessment 
efforts.

• Write a summary or full report to communicate the needs 
assessment steps, decisions, and recommendations (see section 2 
under the question “What Should Go in a Needs Assessment 
Report and Presentation?”).

• Create a presentation to communicate the needs assessment 
recommendations or decisions (see section 2 for further 
discussion).

• Send copies to all stakeholders as well as others who provided 
assistance during the needs assessment.
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This detailed checklist provides more specifi c guidance on the main ele-
ments to consider when planning, implementing, and managing a needs 
assessment. Adapt the checklist to the nature of your needs assessment (that 
is, according to the assessment scale, purpose, time line, and so on). This 
particular checklist is developed for teams who are involved with large-
scale needs assessment projects, programs, or policies. 

The checklist should be used as a tool for determining and document-
ing plans from the preassessment to postassessment stages. Think of it as 
a living document during the assessment process, and plan to amend it 
throughout the undertaking so it regularly refl ects the current situation. 

Focus or title of the needs assessment:

Name of offi ce or organization managing the 
needs assessment process:

Name(s) of checklist preparer(s):

Date the needs assessment will begin:

Date of the needs assessment’s planned 
completion:

Detailed Checklist for Needs 
Assessment Management Activities

APPENDIX A.2
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For each item that follows, you’ll want to indicate who is responsible 
for each step, plus any deadlines for completion. This is a very long list, 
and not every step is expected to occur in a given needs assessment. Yet 
we hope it will provide you with a rather comprehensive list of issues to 
consider for larger-scale or complex needs assessments.

Overall Purpose of the Needs Assessment
� Issue to be addressed. Describe the nature of the issue (for example, 

problem, question, and so on) to be addressed through the needs assess-
ment.

� Purpose or goal. What is expected to be learned from the needs assess-
ment? Why is the needs assessment to be undertaken?

� Use. How will the needs assessment fi ndings be used? Who will use 
them?

Planning and Management
� Requesters. Who requested that the needs assessment be done? Who 

will determine if it is successful?
� Sponsor(s). Who is sponsoring the needs assessment?
� Expected sponsor contributions. What types of sponsor contribu-

tions (for example, money, employee involvement, providing data, and 
so on) do you expect?

� Authorizations to carry out the needs assessment. Are there any 
authorizations required—such as by a government body or an institu-
tional review board—for conducting the needs assessment?

� Budget. What costs are expected or required for consultants, travel, 
supplies, rentals, and other items? (Provide details of each cost item for 
large-scale needs assessments.)

� Time. How many days or weeks of employee time are expected for 
involvement with the needs assessment? Include time for all people 
involved at the diff erent stages (from preassessment to postassessment) 
and the range of roles (from oversight roles to data collectors).

� Other resources. Explain other types and amounts of resources 
required.

� Period for conducting the needs assessment. Over what period do 
you expect the needs assessment to occur? When is the fi nal needs 
assessment report to be submitted?

� Plans for the scope of work or terms of reference. What is the nature 
of work to be done? Typically, these features are included in a larger-
scope needs assessment:



Detailed Checklist for Needs Assessment Management Activities  257

• Needs assessment purpose and major questions to be addressed
• Overall management plan, time line, and scope of work (including the 

hiring of any consultants, and so on)
• Data requirements and data sources determination
• Stakeholder or informant determination
• Data collection method and instrument development
• Data collection implementation (for example, focus groups, inter-

views, and so on)
• Data entry, sorting, and assembly (for example, data entry, data orga-

nizing, and so on)
• Data analysis—qualitative and quantitative (for example, content 

analysis of qualitative data, statistical analysis of quantitative survey 
data, assembling themes and patterns)

• Ways to assemble the fi ndings (for example, constructing a story 
about the themes and patterns found, considering missing data and 
remediation approaches for handling missing information, clarifying 
the gaps, and so on)

• Written report preparation of the data (for example, writing a report 
of the analysis, preparing tables with fi ndings, developing graphical 
displays of information, and so on)

• Reviews and editing of reports (for example, internally, by peer or 
expert reviewers, and so on)

• Oral reporting of the fi ndings (for example, presentations on fi ndings 
to internal and external audiences, community, and so on)

• Information dissemination and communication (for example, within 
team only, to external groups, community announcements in news-
papers, and so on)

• Follow-up action planning after completion of the needs assessment
� Responsible individual or team to carry out the needs assessment. 

Which individuals or groups will carry out the diff erent steps of the 
needs assessment? Be sure to diff erentiate between those who will man-
age and those who will implement (for example, carry out data collec-
tion) the work. Also determine how the work will be divided.

� Internal, external, other. Will the needs assessment be done by an 
internal resource (for example, employees of the same agency for whom 
the needs assessment is being conducted), by an external resource (for 
example, independent consultants), or through another arrangement 
(for example, graduate student interns, some internal and some external 
resources)?
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� Skills of the assessors. Are the skills of the assessors adequate and ver-
ifi ed? Is additional training or support required for them? What is the 
previous experience? Is sample work available?

� Quality assurance. What are the criteria on which the quality will be 
judged? How will we ensure that the needs assessment is conducted in a 
quality manner?

� Confl icts of interest. What are any potential confl icts of interest related 
to the planning, implementation, and management?

� Products. What are the products (for example, a report, a presentation, 
technical advice, and so on) expected from the needs assessment pro-
cess? What do the sponsors expect to see at the end of the process? 
When are the respective products to be delivered?

� Review process. What are the plans for the needs assessment to be 
reviewed against diff erent criteria: quality, appropriateness of informa-
tion, and so on? Who will be the reviewers, and what is the justifi cation 
for their selection?

� Process monitoring. What are the key benchmarks or deliverables to 
be monitored for progress in completing the needs assessment?

� Internal communications. How will internal communications occur 
so that all members of the needs assessment team are aware of the 
important aspects of needs assessment implementation?

� Risks or constraints. What are known (or possible) risks or constraints 
to the successful implementation of the needs assessment?

� Credibility of the needs assessment. How do we ensure that the needs 
assessment is viewed internally and externally as being valid, free from 
bias, and so on?

� Costs and benefi ts of the approach taken in the needs assessment. 
What are the provisions to weigh costs and benefi ts in choosing among 
diff erent approaches to carry out the needs assessment? How can costs, 
effi  ciencies, and benefi ts be adequately addressed?

Data Requirements and Sources
� Existing logic model review. Does a logic model (results chain) exist? 

What are the plans for review and verifi cation that the logic model is 
properly refl ective of the current situation? If it does not exist, could a 
logic model be constructed, and who will be responsible for doing this?

� Existing data. What data exist about the issue of inquiry? What do we 
know about any gaps between current results and possible desired 
results to be achieved?
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� Data quality, credibility, and verifi cation. What do we know about 
how data were collected? Are the data suffi  ciently precise, reliable, rel-
evant, valid, and so on? How will we verify the quality?

� Data sources and access. What are the data sources (for example, data 
systems, informants, reports, and so on)? Do we have access to them?

� Useful missing data. What information would be useful to know but is 
not available? How might we obtain it?

� Data costs. What might it cost us to obtain the data?
� Data security. What are the provisions for securing data and ensuring 

the protection of the data and the confi dentiality (or anonymity) of 
sources?

� Suffi  ciency of data and sources. How will we know if our data are suf-
fi cient—appropriate, targeted, comprehensive, and so on? How will we 
know when we have enough data to guide decisions?

� Sampling. Will sampling be used? If so, how? Will a sampling expert be 
engaged?

Stakeholders and Informants
� Stakeholders and informants. Who (individuals, groups, community, 

and so on) are possible stakeholders and informants for the needs assess-
ment? 

� Primary informants. Who are primary informants? What information 
can they provide?

� Secondary informants. Who are secondary informants? What infor-
mation can they  provide?

� Other informants. Who are other informants? What information can 
they provide?

� Outreach and contact information for stakeholders or informants. 
How do we reach out to stakeholders or informants? Do we have contact 
information?

� Communications and protocols for contacting stakeholders or 
informants. What are the protocols (for example, obtaining approvals 
for their participation, sending letters of invitation in advance, and so 
on) that we must observe in engaging with stakeholders or informants?

� Informed consent and disclosure. Will letters of informed consent 
be prepared for informants prior to data collection occurring? Will 
notifi cations be prepared and shared with informants about how their 
information will be safeguarded or disclosed? Will ethics committees 
be involved in the process of preparing and collecting consent records? 
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� Coding of informants. How will codes be assigned to individual infor-
mants to track their responses and at the same time protect the confi -
dentiality of the information provided by them?

� Confl icts or biases of stakeholders or informants. What are any 
potential confl icts that the diff erent types of stakeholders or informants 
might have? What are any known biases?

� Updating stakeholders. Who else should be kept informed on the 
progress of the needs assessment (for example, groups potentially indi-
rectly aff ected by the results of the needs assessment)?

Data Collection Method and Instrument Development
� Question development. What are the main questions and subquestions 

to be asked? What type of information do we expect to receive from the 
questions? What are probing questions that data collectors should be 
prepared to ask following lead questions?

� Data collection methods. What data collection methods are planned? 
What are the criteria for selecting the methods (for example, the method 
is likely to generate a high number of respondents, the method can be 
implemented within the budget and time constraints, informants usually 
provide multilayered levels of information with this method, and so on)?

� Data collection phasing and triangulation. How will the data collec-
tion methods be phased? How will the data be triangulated?

� Instrument protocol development. What topics should the instru-
ments cover? How should the instruments be structured and formatted? 
Are sample instruments available? Who is to develop the instruments? 

� Instrument testing and revisions. How will the instruments be tested? 
Who will be responsible for revisions and secondary testing?

� Language requirements. Are translation or interpretation services 
required? What will be the review process for translations?

� Incentives and compensation. Will any incentives or compensation be 
provided to informants (that is, for their time and eff ort)? What other 
arrangements will be made for the convenience of informants (for 
example, child care for focus group attendees, refreshments, and so on)?

� Administration of data collection. When will the data collection 
eff orts occur? How will the eff orts be divided and coordinated?

� Selection and preparation of data collectors. Do data collectors have 
the requisite technical skills? Do data collectors have the appropriate 
language and cultural or other backgrounds? How will data collectors be 
trained?
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� Approval of data collection plans. Who or which offi  ce (for example, 
institutional review board) will approve the data collection instruments 
and plans?

Data Analysis Plans
� Data system management. What is the system for managing data 

(for example, a  database)?
� Data entry. How will data be transcribed? How will data be entered into 

a database?
� Data entry instructions and coding. Are instructions being prepared 

for how to enter data? Is a “data dictionary” or explanation about how 
data are to be coded being prepared? 

� Data entry training. Who is responsible for training data enterers? 
How and when will training occur?

� Data entry timing. What are the plans for monitoring the timing of data 
transcription and entry so as not to lose, in particular, the nuances of 
qualitative narrative data?

� Data verifi cation. How will entered data be checked for errors?
� Quantitative data analysis. How will quantitative data be analyzed 

(for example, Excel, SPSS, and so on)? What would sample data reports 
look like?

� Quantitative data analysis reviews. What is the process for reviewing 
the correct interpretation and reporting of raw numerical data, statisti-
cal analyses, charts, and so on?

� Qualitative data analysis. (Note multiple items that follow.)
• Interpreting qualitative data. Who is in charge of overseeing the inter-

pretation of qualitative data, providing guidance, and so on?
• Content analysis of qualitative data. How will content be analyzed?
• Categorization of qualitative data. How will categorization of themes 

occur? Who is responsible?
• Coding of qualitative data. What is the process for coding? Who is 

responsible?
• Data dictionary preparation for qualitative data coding. What is the 

process for developing and documenting the data dictionary?
• Intercoder reliability for qualitative data analysis. What are the provi-

sions for multiple raters and for cross-checking of coding or ratings?
� Data transfer. If consultants or independent groups are conducting 

the needs assessment, how and in what form will collected data be 
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transferred to the needs assessment manager or team? How will respon-
dent data remain confi dential (where appropriate), and at the same 
time how will certain data be made available to the needs assessment 
manager or sponsor?

Findings or Results of the Assessment (completed after the assess-
ment is done)

� Current results. What are the current results being achieved?
� Desired results. What are the desired results to be achieved? Indicate if 

there are stages of  results (for example, one year out, fi ve years out, and 
so on) and diff erent levels of results (if any). 

� Gaps. Did the research determine one or more gaps in results? What is 
it that should be achieved that is currently not being achieved?

� Existing strengths. What are the identifi ed existing results that are 
positive or can be considered strengths? What is working well and can 
possibly be grown or further supported?

� Alignment. Is there an alignment between gaps identifi ed at the strate-
gic, tactical, and operational levels?

� Prioritization of gaps. Were the gaps in results prioritized? Based on 
what criteria?

� Causal analysis. Were gaps analyzed for primary “causes”?
� Proposed solutions. Were activities (that is, solutions) identifi ed to 

address the “causes” of the gaps? How were the solutions prioritized?
� Logic model or results chain development. Was a logic model devel-

oped (or revised) to illustrate the fi ndings? Were indicators and mea-
surements (and any targets and baselines) elaborated in the logic model?

� Capacity building. How can capacity be built within the organization 
to achieve desired results?

� Final recommendations. What were the recommended actions of the 
needs assessment? 

Written Reporting of the Data
� Expected content. What are the expected contents and sections of the 

report? In what order will the sections be presented? Are existing 
reporting templates or tables of contents available?

� Format. What are the formats indicating how the reports (for example, 
executive brief, full report, public information brief, and so on) should 
look?

� Graphics and charts. What is expected in terms of graphic and chart 
design? Will specialists in graphics and design be available for this work?
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� Report timing. What are the time lines for drafts, revisions, and fi nal 
versions of the reports?

� Audience. Who are the diff erent audiences for the diff erent reports? 
Should diff erent audiences get diff erent reports?

� Report availability and dissemination. How will reports be made 
available—hard copies, posted on websites, copies in public information 
or community centers?

� Language. In what language(s) will the report(s) be made available? 
Will report(s) be made available in the language of majority and minor-
ity stakeholders? What provisions will be made for those with low liter-
acy skills?

� Feedback. What is the process for giving the supervising authority, 
stakeholders, consultants, and others an opportunity to provide feed-
back? Will stakeholders be able to provide feedback prior to the release 
of the report?

Reviews or Editing of Reports
� Reviewers. Who are the reviewers: internal, external, academic or 

expert, benefi ciaries, and so on?
� Reviewer guidelines. What guidelines are given to reviewers?
� Review schedule. When will reviews occur? What is the expected turn-

around time for reviewers?
� Reviewer compensation. Will reviewers be compensated in some 

way? If so, which reviewers?

Oral Reporting
� Expected content. What will be presented orally?
� Format. What are the formats of oral reporting: community briefi ngs, 

podcasts, radio, and so on? 
� Visual tools. What visual tools (for example, posters, PowerPoint pre-

sentations, and so on) will complement oral presentations?
� Report timing. What are the time lines for the oral reporting?
� Audience. Who are the diff erent audiences for the diff erent oral reports?
� Communications. How will stakeholders know what the oral presenta-

tion schedule is, who is presenting, and how to participate?
� Language. In what language(s) will the presentation(s) be made avail-

able? Will provisions be made available in the language of majority and 
minority stakeholders? 

� Feedback. What is the process for giving stakeholders an opportunity to 
provide feedback?
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Follow-Up Action Planning after Completion of the Needs Assessment
� Decisions. What will the process be for decision making? Who are the 

decision makers?
� Communication about decisions. How will decisions be communicated?
� Documenting decisions. What is the process for documenting the 

decision-making process and fi nal decisions?
� Criticisms. What is the process for documenting or acting on criticisms 

of stakeholders or doing both?
� Formative evaluation of needs assessment. What is the process for 

evaluating and making recommendations for how to improve the needs 
assessment process?
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Completing a comprehensive needs assessment in a short period, for instance 
six weeks, requires a fair amount of planning and fl exibility. To help with quick 
assessments, we have created a simple guide that illustrates the major consider-
ations and tasks that should be completed during each of the weeks. The guide 
focuses on four major categories of activities, each defi ning an important com-
ponent of the overall assessment. The categories represent activities that dis-
tinct subgroups may work on during the assessment or that the whole team may 
collaborate on in all four categories. 

1. Partner commitment: Gaining and maintaining the commitment of partners 
to support your needs assessment is essential, especially when you will be 
moving quickly to identify and to analyze needs so that you can make decisions.

2. Planning (desired results): Defi ning the desired results at the strategic, tac-
tical, and operational levels provides for the important comparison of cur-
rent and desired performance. Do not assume that desired results are clear or 
that adequate indictors and measures are available.

3. Data collection (current results): Defi ning needs (that is, gaps in results) 
requires data regarding the current achievements with parallel indicators and 
measures of the desired results. Especially in quick assessments, the data col-
lection process must be effi  cient to be able to properly identify needs.

4. Process management: Organizing and administering your needs assessment 
is critical to your success.

Use this guide (along with the other tools and techniques included through-
out this book) to plan your next assessment, but keep in mind that planning for 
a successful needs assessment requires both patience and fl exibility. 

A Six-Week Needs Assessment 
Implementation Guide

APPENDIX A.3
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Needs Assessment

Pre–needs 

assessment

• Plan kickoff meeting.

• Identify team.

• Identify and meet with sponsor.

• Get team members out of other work so that they can participate fully.

• Determine initial scope and needs assessment questions to propose to partners.

• Identify potential team roles (and subteam roles).

• Create a basic project plan for the needs assessment to propose to partners.

Partner 

commitment tasks

Planning tasks

(desired results)

Data collection tasks

(current results)

Process 

management tasks

Week 1: Specify 

requirements.

• Identify and contact 
partners.

• Plan the partners 
meeting.

• Get buy-in for needs 
assessment scope and 
process.

• Collect current strategic 
plans (SP) and related 
documents (previous 
needs assessments 
included).

• Identify key partners in 
defi ning desired results 
at multiple levels 
(strategic, tactical, 
operational).

• Hold kickoff meeting 
with partners.

• Review currently 
available data.

• Identify needs 
assessment questions 
to be answered.

• Specify data 
requirements to 
complete the needs 
assessment.

• Lay out data collection 
plan.

• Hold kickoff meeting 
with partners.

• Plan or organize 
meetings.

• Prepare documents 
required for each 
subgroup working on 
the assessment.

• Communicate with 
sponsor and partners.

• Establish budget and 
fi nalize project plan.

Week 2:

Collect initial 

information.

• Determine desired or 
required performance.

• Determine others who 
must be involved.

• Review data collection 
protocols.

• Bring in others for buy-in 
(such as other ministries, 
NGOs, community 
groups, and so on).

• With partners, conduct 
a SWOT (strengths, 
weaknesses, 
opportunities, and 
threats) analysis.

• Complete balanced 
scorecard. 

• Identify data sources, 
and inform them of the 
needs assessment.

• Meet with sources, 
and provide data 
requirements.

• Specify data collection 
instruments (surveys, 
interview protocols, 
and so on).

• Plan and organize 
meetings.

• Prepare documents 
required for each 
subgroup.

• Communicate with 
sponsor and partners.

• Monitor progress and 
budget.



A
 S

ix-W
eek N

eeds A
ssessm

ent Im
plem

entation G
uide 

2
6
7

• Match strategic plan 
elements with data 
collection requirements 
(see current results 
column).

• Begin data collection.

Week 3: 

Complete data 

collection.

• Ask partners to review 
work to date.

• Defi ne desired results at 
the strategic, tactical, and 
operational levels.

• Specify additional data 
requirements to match 
the indicators and 
measures identifi ed for 
the desired results.

• Complete data collection. 

• Plan and organize 
meetings.

• Prepare documents 
required for each 
subgroup.

• Communicate with 
sponsor and partners.

• Monitor progress and 
budget.

• Assist in data collection 
and analysis.

Week 4: 

Analyze data.

• Ask partners to review 
work to date.

• Add indicators and 
measures where 
necessary to the desired 
results.

• Analyze data.

• Match data for current 
results with that of 
desired results to identify 
gaps (that is, needs).

• Plan and organize 
meetings.

• Prepare documents 
required for each 
subgroup.

• Communicate with 
sponsor and partners.

• Monitor progress and 
budget.

• Assist in data collection 
and analysis.

Week 5: 

Analyze needs 

and identify 

potential 

solutions.

• Review data and 
analysis.

• Review draft fi ndings.

• Prepare draft report of 
desired results (including 
alignments with current 
processes, structures, 
and resources).

• Analyze needs for causal 
factors.

• Complete initial needs 
analysis to defi ne leading 
factors contributing to 
needs.

• Plan and organize 
meetings.

• Prepare documents 
required for each 
subgroup.

• Communicate with 
sponsor and partners.

(continued on next page)
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Partner 

commitment tasks

Planning tasks

(desired results)

Data collection tasks

(current results)

Process 

management tasks

• Identify at least two 
alternative activities for 
improving results in 
relation to each need.

• Monitor progress and 
budget.

• Assist in preparing draft 
reports.

Week 6: Decide 

what to do.

• Work with partners to prioritize needs.

• Work with partners to identify and prioritize alternative activities for improving 
performance.

• Prepare a draft report of fi ndings—both current results and gaps.

• Plan and organize 
meetings.

• Prepare documents 
required for each 
subgroup.

• Communicate with 
sponsor and partners.

• Monitor progress and 
budget.

Post–needs 

assessment

• Develop required change strategy.

• Conduct performance analysis to defi ne the characteristics of the selected activities 
for improving performance.

• Defi ne the performance-improvement process, and establish monitoring and 
evaluation plans.

• Plan for the dissemina-
tion of needs 
assessment fi ndings.

• Assist in writing fi nal 
reports and creating 
presentations about the 
fi ndings.

• Evaluate the success of 
the needs assessment.
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If you want to collect 

information about . . .

And if you want to use that 

information to . . .

Then you might want to consider . . .

Community needs Identify needs.  ✓ Systematic document review
 ✓ Focus groups
 ✓ Dual-response surveys
 ✓ Performance pyramid
 ✓ Future wheel
 ✓ Fishbone diagrams
 ✓ World Café 
 ✓ Nominal group technique

Prioritize needs.  ✓ Root cause analysis
 ✓ SWOT+
 ✓ Scenarios
 ✓ Concept mapping
 ✓ Consensus building
 ✓ Nominal group technique
 ✓ Pair-wise comparison

(continued on next page)

Tools and Techniques to Consider

APPENDIX A.4
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If you want to collect 

information about . . .

And if you want to use that 

information to . . .

Then you might want to consider . . .

Community needs
(continued)

Select potential solutions.  ✓ Multicriteria analysis
 ✓ Pair-wise comparison
 ✓ Performance pyramid
 ✓ Scenarios
 ✓ Nominal group technique

Needs of specifi c clients Identify needs.  ✓ Systematic document review
 ✓ Interviews
 ✓ Focus groups
 ✓ Delphi
 ✓ Dual-response surveys
 ✓ World Café
 ✓ Nominal group technique
 ✓ Performance pyramid
 ✓ Future wheel

Prioritize needs.  ✓ Interviews

 ✓ Focus groups

 ✓ Root cause analysis

 ✓ SWOT+

 ✓ 2 × 2 matrix decision aids

 ✓ Scenarios

 ✓ Concept mapping

 ✓ Nominal group technique

 ✓ Pair-wise comparison

 ✓ Tabletop analysis

Select potential solutions.  ✓ Multicriteria analysis

 ✓ Performance pyramid

 ✓ Scenarios

 ✓ Consensus building

 ✓ Nominal group technique
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If you want to collect 

information about . . .

And if you want to use that 

information to . . .

Then you might want to consider . . .

Organizational needs Identify needs.  ✓ Survey

 ✓ Focus groups

 ✓ Systematic document review

 ✓ Dual-response surveys

 ✓ World Café

 ✓ Nominal group technique

 ✓ Performance pyramid

 ✓ Fault tree diagrams

 ✓ Future wheel

Prioritize needs.  ✓ Root cause analysis

 ✓ SWOT+

 ✓ 2 × 2 matrix decision aids

 ✓ Scenarios

 ✓ Concept mapping

 ✓ Nominal group technique

 ✓ Tabletop analysis

Select potential solutions.  ✓ Multicriteria analysis

 ✓ Pair-wise comparison

 ✓ Nominal group technique

 ✓ Performance pyramid

 ✓ Scenarios

Team performance Identify needs.  ✓ Interviews
 ✓ Focus groups
 ✓ Guided expert review
 ✓ Systematic document review
 ✓ Cognitive task analysis 
 ✓ Task analysis
 ✓ Case studies
 ✓ Performance pyramid
 ✓ Root cause analysis
 ✓ Fault tree diagrams
 ✓ Fishbone diagrams

(continued on next page)
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If you want to collect 

information about . . .

And if you want to use that 

information to . . .

Then you might want to consider . . .

Team performance 
(continued)

Prioritize needs.  ✓ Root cause analysis
 ✓ 2 × 2 matrix decision aids
 ✓ Scenarios
 ✓ Concept mapping
 ✓ Nominal group technique
 ✓ Tabletop analysis
 ✓ Pair-wise comparison

Select potential solutions.  ✓ Multicriteria analysis
 ✓ Pair-wise comparison
 ✓ Performance pyramid
 ✓ Scenarios
 ✓ Consensus building
 ✓ Nominal group technique

Individual performance Identify needs.  ✓ Interviews
 ✓ Cognitive task analysis
 ✓ Performance observations
 ✓ Guided expert review
 ✓ Systematic document review
 ✓ Performance pyramid
 ✓ Fault tree diagrams
 ✓ Fishbone diagrams

Prioritize needs.  ✓ Root cause analysis
 ✓ Scenarios
 ✓ Concept mapping
 ✓ Tabletop analysis

Select potential solutions.  ✓ Multicriteria analysis
 ✓ Pair-wise comparison
 ✓ Guided expert review
 ✓ Performance pyramid
 ✓ Scenarios
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Selecting which tools and techniques you should use during your needs as-
sessment will depend on several factors. By rating each of the factors indi-
vidually, you can attain a quality estimate of which tools and techniques are 
going to be of the most value. There are, unfortunately, no scientifi c formu-
las that guarantee success although assessing each of the factors will help 
you decide which tools and techniques will be most helpful (see tables A.5.1 
and A.5.2). 

Appropriateness 

The appropriateness of the tool or technique depends on the information 
you require and the decisions you are hoping to make on the basis of your 
needs assessment. For instance, ask yourself these questions:

✓ How eff ective is the tool or technique for collecting the necessary infor-
mation or making a decision?

Guide to Selecting 
Tools and Techniques 
(Applied Multicriteria Analysis)

APPENDIX A.5
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Table A.5.1 Tools and Techniques Selection Rating

Instructions: Rate each selection factor on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 representing the minimum and 10 
representing the maximum value for each factor. For example, if using the card sorting tool is highly 
appropriate for facilitating a decision, it would get a score of 9 or 10; likewise, if you have little experience 
in conducting a card sort, then it may be rated as a 2 or 3. 

Tools and 

techniques 

being 

considered

Selection factor

(scored on a scale of 1 to 10)

Total RankAppropriateness

Costs 

and 

benefi ts Feasibility Acceptability Experience

Source: Based on Stolovich and Keeps (2009).

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

Tools and 

techniques 

being 

considered

Selection factor

(scored on a scale of 1 to 10)

Total RankAppropriateness

Costs 

and 

benefi ts Feasibility Acceptability Experience

World Café 4 7 7 5 4 27 4

Fishbone 
diagram

6 7 6 5 4 28 3

Focus 
group

7 5 7 9 5 33 1

Interview 7 4 5 9 6 31 2

Note: Consider applying the techniques of multicriteria analysis to your decisions about which tools and techniques to use in your 
needs assessment. All you have to do is apply a weight to each selection factor to help you prioritize those that are the most 
essential to your decisions regarding which tools and techniques to use in your needs assessment. To do so, you simply weight 
each of the fi ve selection factors (appropriateness, costs and benefi ts, feasibility, and so on) on a scale of 1 to 10, with 10 being 
the most critical factors in your decision. Then divide each weighting by 50. For instance, if acceptability to participants is espe-
cially important within your organization, then you may wish to weight the factor with an 8 (8 ÷ 50 = .16). Score each of the tools 
and techniques being considered, and multiply all of the scored items by the factor weighting. For instance, in this example, 
World Café had an acceptability score of 5, and acceptability had a weight of .16. Thus, the fi nal score of the acceptability of the 
World Café technique is 4.84.
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✓ How effi  cient is the tool or technique for helping make a decision?

✓ Does the tool or technique complement the other activities you are plan-
ning to use to collect information or to make a decision during your needs 
assessment?

Costs and Benefi ts 

The ratio of costs to benefi ts can help you determine (a) when simple needs 
assessment tools or techniques may make more sense than complex processes 
or (b) when the value of benefi ts suggest that you should use more sophisti-
cated processes. For instance, ask yourself these questions:

✓ What are the potential costs associated with the tool or technique (for 
instance, time, money, opportunity costs)? 

✓ How do those costs relate to the potential value that the tool or technique 
can add to your needs assessment (for example, generating buy-in, in-
volving stakeholders, collecting more accurate information)?

Feasibility 

Routinely, even the best-suited tools and techniques for your needs assess-
ment may not be feasible in the organizational environment. Be aware of 
the many factors that can infl uence the feasibility of choosing one tool or 
technique over another. For instance, ask yourself these questions:

✓ How likely is it that the tool or technique can be applied successfully? 

✓ Will social, political, technological, cultural, or legal factors potentially 
limit the use of the tool or technique during your needs assessment?

Acceptability

Whichever needs assessment tools and techniques you choose to use in 
your assessment, they must also be viewed as acceptable by the multiple 
partners who are part of your assessment eff ort. For instance, ask yourself 
these questions:

✓ Will the tool or technique be acceptable to those who will participate in 
the process? 
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✓ Will internal and external partners view the use of the tool or technique 
as an acceptable way to collect valid information or to make informed 
decisions?

Experience

Successfully using any of the needs assessment tools and techniques gets 
easier with experience. Although you don’t have to be an expert in data col-
lection or decision making to complete a useful needs assessment, the more 
experience you have, the easier it will be. For instance, ask yourself these 
questions:

✓ Do you or other members of your needs assessment team have experi-
ence in applying the tools or techniques being considered? 

✓ Will you feel comfortable facilitating the use of the tool or technique 
during the needs assessment?

Reference

Stolovich, Harold, and Erica Keeps. 2009. “Selecting Solutions to Improve 
Workplace Performance.” In 2007 ASTD Handbook for Workplace Learning 
Professionals, edited by E. Beich. Alexandria, VA: ASTD Press.
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This process is an expanded version of the three-phase needs assessment 
process introduced in section 2 (see page 50) as a useful guide for planning 
larger-scale assessments.1 Each of the three phases is aligned with identify-
ing, analyzing, and deciding as key tasks in completing any needs assess-
ment, but the three-phase approach adds valuable details for managing an 
assessment from beginning to end. Use this guide in conjunction with the 
other implementation guides and tools included in appendix A to lead your 
next needs assessment. 

Phase 1. Preassessment

The purpose of this phase is to determine the overall scope and plan for the 
assessment and to ensure that implementation goes smoothly and generates 
justifi able information so you can make decisions.

1. With the sponsors of the assessment, determine the overall scope of the 
needs assessment.
a. Determine what questions the needs assessment is intended to help 

answer.
b. Or determine what decisions the results of the assessment are intended 

to inform.

Three-Phase Needs Assessment 
Process with Additional Details

APPENDIX A.6
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2. Depending on the scope of the assessment, identify the primary perfor-
mance issues that are leading to the needs assessment.*

a. Much of the initial information on performance issues will be gener-
ated through informal or formal discussions among stakeholders. 
These discussions may occur in, for example, community assemblies, 
organizational retreats, or more meetings.

b. Many documents can be useful in identifying the issues: strategic 
plans, annual reports, audits, oversight reviews, performance apprais-
als, and others. Depending on the focus of your organization, issues—
such as missed deadlines, low productivity, increasing employee ab-
senteeism, lagging customer satisfaction, a jump in client complaints, 
new policies, declining market share, increasing poverty, or spread of 
disease—could be identifi ed.

3. Defi ne what data and information are required from the needs assess-
ment to adequately inform decisions. This step may require that you col-
lect some preliminary information from key stakeholders and partners to 
be able to defi ne objectives and select methods.*

4. With others, create a management plan for the needs assessment. See 
the checklist in  Appendix A.2 for more details.

a. Include what the project objectives are for the needs assessment and 
how those objectives are aligned with other strategic, tactical, and op-
erational goals of the organization.

b. Include the preliminary scope, context, boundaries, partners, time 
line, and budget for the needs assessment.

c. Include the data that are required, the sources of information to be con-
tacted, and the tools and techniques to be used to collect  information.

d. Include which tools and techniques will be used to analyze the data in 
order to create useful information and to make justifi able decisions.

e. Include the political, technological, legal, economic, or social factor of 
the pending assessment that may realistically limit the results that can 
be accomplished, as well as contingency plans for signifi cant events 
that may alter your assessment.

5. Validate your management plan for the needs assessment with the as-
sessment’s sponsors, colleagues, peers, clients, partners, and others who 
will have a stake in the success of the  assessment.
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Phase 2. Assessment

The purpose of this phase is to implement the assessment in a methodologi-
cally sound manner that generates justifi able information to make decisions.

 1. Make arrangements to collect the necessary information from the vari-
ous sources; schedule interviews, create surveys, arrange focus groups, 
collect documents to be reviewed, train group facilitators when neces-
sary, schedule performance observations, and so forth.

 2. Review protocols, questionnaires, and other information-collection 
tools to verify that you capture the necessary information regarding both 
the current achievements and the desired accomplishments.*

a. Ensure that data collection provides you with adequate information 
on both current and desired performance so that gaps in results (or 
needs) can be measured and prioritized. It is frequently tempting to 
focus on collecting information about how to solve problems or to 
implement predefi ned solutions, but that information is best left out 
of your needs assessment until needs are adequately identifi ed and 
compared.

b. Include in your review a mock analysis of the information that you 
might collect from sources. This mock analysis, or simulated report 
of fi ndings, can identify weaknesses in your information-collection 
techniques that can be addressed before the actual implementation 
of the assessment.

 3. Collect information using a variety of tools and techniques, and include 
sources that represent varying perspectives on the primary perfor-
mance issues.

a. Continue to focus your needs assessment on performance gaps (or 
needs) rather than on collecting information about potential causes 
or plausible solutions. If you do identify these items during your in-
formation collection, take notes on the good ideas so you can keep 
them for later. Inevitably, many respondents during your data collec-
tion will want to focus on off ering plausible solutions, but for your 
assessment, you should redirect conversations to address all aspects 
of needs (such as existing performance issues, desired results, cur-
rent results, and so on). 

b. Because it is easy to fall into the trap of discussing solutions rather 
than performance results, it is important to have structured (or at 
least semistructured) instruments or protocols to follow.*
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 4. Defi ne needs that are based on performance gaps between current and 
desired results.

a. Each need should have one or more indicators or performance mea-
sures that illustrate the size, scope, distinguishing characteristics, 
and relative importance of the need. To the extent possible, the com-
parison of information related to current performance and desired 
results should be measured on the same scale. For example, a good 
comparator for current and desired performance would be the num-
ber of HIV/AIDS patients receiving medicine versus the organiza-
tion’s objective for the number of patients to receive medicine. 

b. In contrast, if your current performance measurement involves the 
number of HIV/AIDS patients served, then an example of an imbal-
anced measurement relationship would be using the percentage of 
new HIV/AIDS cases in a country or region to determine the desired 
performance. Both could be useful measurements, but—to the extent 
possible—you want to have “apples to apples” comparisons. That is, 
we must measure the same phenomena for the current and desired 
situations. At the same time, you are not restricted to having a single 
type of measurement, and it is possible—and often good practice—to 
have multiple sets of measurements for both current and desired 
 performance.*

 5. Establish an initial prioritization of needs on the basis of size, scope, 
distinguishing characteristics, and relative importance.*

a. Rough estimates of the costs to close each performance gap, in com-
parison with the costs associated with not closing the performance 
gap, can be useful in establishing priorities. Costs are not restricted 
to fi nancial costs; they can also be costs related to time, socioeco-
nomic factors, political desirability, and so on. Rough estimates can 
be used here. In the next step, you will collect additional information 
to provide more detailed justifi cation for establishing priorities.

b. Work with internal and external organizational partners to review 
the information collected during the needs assessment and to set 
priorities. Decision-making techniques, such as nominal group or 
Delphi (see section 3), can be useful in setting priorities.

 6. For the highest-priority needs, create a plan for collecting information 
about the factors that are likely leading to the performance gaps.*
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a. Analyze each need for the causal factors (or root causes) that are 
linked to less-than-desired performance. In addition to seeking out 
gaps, also take an appreciative inquiry perspective about the needs so 
you can assess what is already working to accomplish desired re-
sults. In its simplest terms, appreciative inquiry is an approach that 
focuses on determining what works instead of the more typical ap-
proach of looking for problems. By building on what works and not 
simply focusing on problems, you can pursue opportunities where 
success is likely to occur.

b. Categorize potential causal factors to provide structure to your anal-
ysis when multiple types of causes exist. Common organizational 
factors include motivation, self-concept, workforce capacity, knowl-
edge and skills of individuals, clearly defi ned expectations, appropri-
ate and timely performance feedback, availability of resources, pro-
cesses, organizational culture, incentives, rewards, recognition, and 
alignment of individual performance objectives with organizational 
vision and mission. Besides these factors, consider additional types 
for your situation, context, and organization.

(1) Use the performance pyramid as a framework, for instance, to 
identify potential causal factors associated with each need (see 
page 236 in section 3B). 

(2) For each component of the pyramid, collect information to de-
termine if factors within that area are linked to discrepancies in 
performance.

 7. Collect information regarding the causal factors (or root causes) associ-
ated with priority needs.

a. For each potential causal factor that you identify, use the appro-
priate tools and techniques to collect information that illustrates 
its potential eff ect on the desired performance. To collect the nec-
essary information for determining the association of the causal 
factors with the identifi ed needs, use document reviews, task 
analysis, job analysis, performance observations, dual-response 
surveys, focus groups, and other techniques. 

b. Rarely will a priority need be associated with only a single causal fac-
tor. Therefore, to be sure that your assessment includes multiple per-
spectives, use a variety of techniques to collect information, and 
don’t rely exclusively on either soft data (which are not indepen-
dently verifi able) or hard data (which are independently verifi able).
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 8. Analyze and synthesize the useful information you have collected.*

a. Review the data from multiple perspectives, and also ask partners in 
the assessment to examine the data so you ensure that the analysis or 
synthesis does not represent potential biases about the needs, wants, 
or potential solutions.

b. Analyze and synthesize the information you have collected using ap-
propriate quantitative (mathematical or statistical) or qualitative 
(described in terms of words or images rather than numbers) tech-
niques.

c. Refl ect on your fi ndings, and apply your professional judgment.

d. Include in your analysis the descriptions of possible improvement 
activities (solutions)—which were identifi ed during the assess-
ment—for each need. 

 9. For each priority need and its associated causal factors, identify multi-
ple performance- improvement activities that, in combination, could 
address the complete need.*

a. Identify at least two improvement activities linked to each recog-
nized causal factor. Many activities will address several causal fac-
tors. For instance, a mentoring program may address causal factors 
associated with motivation, feedback, expectations, and recognition. 
Likewise, having identifi ed options, you can compare alternatives by 
eff ectiveness, effi  ciency, and cost-benefi t ratios.

b. Verify the alignment of possible improvement activities with the 
identifi ed causal factors and the performance gap. In the end, not 
every causal factor will be addressed with a unique improvement ac-
tivity, but you should explore options for each identifi ed causal fac-
tor so that you can fi nd synergies and overlaps that may be useful 
when evaluating your options.

c. As a useful starting place for establishing priorities, estimate the 
costs to close each performance gap in comparison with the costs 
associated with not closing the performance gap. More detailed pri-
oritizations will also require estimating the costs of alternative ac-
tivities. For example, to address employee motivation issues, esti-
mate the cost of off ering a training program versus off ering a 
mentoring program versus off ering a bonus program.

10. Evaluate each potential performance-improvement activity to assess its 
value to your improvement eff ort.*



Three-Phase Needs Assessment Process 283

a. Single solutions or improvement activities rarely accomplish sus-
tainable improvements in performance; therefore, you should work 
to identify an appropriate combination of activities that will accom-
plish desired results. Evaluate the likely eff ectiveness and effi  ciency 
of each proposed activity as well as of diff ering combinations of 
 activities.

b. Explore the potential suboptimization of activities—and combina-
tions of activities—to ensure that improvements in one aspect of per-
formance do not come at the cost of decreasing performance in other 
areas.

11. Use the information to prioritize needs and to make recommendations 
regarding the improvement eff orts that will best achieve desired results 
within the given context.

a. Consider the long-term goals and objectives of the organization, em-
ployees, clients, countries, and others when setting priorities. 

b. Take into account the social, political, technological, cultural, legal, 
and ethical factors that infl uence setting priorities.

c. With internal and external partners, use decision-making tools and 
techniques to make decisions and recommendations for what ac-
tions should be taken.

Phase 3. Postassessment

The purpose of this phase is to underscore that the assessment does not end 
once priorities have been set. Information from the assessment must be 
shared and used to guide decisions. Additionally, situations change, and you 
should routinely collect and assess information as part of ongoing monitor-
ing and evaluation. This activity supports the implementation of recommen-
dations and off ers opportunities to take corrective actions where necessary.

1. Summarize your recommendations in a needs assessment report or 
 presentation.

2. Communicate your fi ndings to your stakeholders. For larger-scale assess-
ments, this step may involve developing a dissemination strategy, com-
munication strategies, and assessment reports and presentations. It is 
also good practice to share fi ndings with people who provided informa-
tion and other inputs for your assessment.
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3. Integrate postassessment monitoring and evaluation activities into rec-
ommended activities that will be undertaken.

4. Evaluate your needs assessment process to determine if changes should 
be made before you complete your next assessment.

Notes

*Typically, a good number of dependencies are identifi ed in any needs assessment 
plan. The items noted with asterisks are tasks in a dependent relationship that must 
be completed before a subsequent task can begin.

1. The three-phase needs assessment process is based on Jim Altschuld’s 2010 
book series, The Needs Assessment Kit, in which he provides guidance for 
managing an assessment through each of the three phases.
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Abbreviations

CTA cognitive task analysis 
EPSS electronic performance support system
FTA fault tree analysis
HIV/AIDS  human immunodefi ciency virus/acquired immune defi ciency 

syndrome
LDC least-developed country
M&E monitoring and evaluation
MDG Millennium Development Goals
NATO North Atlantic Treaty Organization
NGO nongovernmental organization
OECD Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development
PERT Program Evaluation Review Technique
RCA root cause analysis
SC steering committee
SMART Simple Multi-Attribute Ranking Technique
SP strategic plans
SWOT strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats
WBI World Bank Institute
WI what is
WSB what should be
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Making informed and justifi able decisions is the essential beginning to any success-
ful development project. However, critical steps must be taken to help ensure that
the decisions made will achieve the desired results. These steps rely on systematic

processes and tools—collectively known as “needs assessment”—that help decision makers 
resist the temptation to select solutions before results have been clearly identifi ed and 
defi ned.

A Guide to Assessing Needs is intended to be a user’s guide for the ill-defi ned “front end” 
of development projects that starts with an initial concept and ends with a decision about the 
best path forward. From deciding to propose a sanitation project in South Asia to selecting 
approaches that strengthen school management in South America, decisions are the starting 
place of development. Filled with practical strategies, tools, and guides, this book covers not 
only large-scale formal needs assessments but also smaller, less-formal assessments that can 
guide daily decisions. It will be of particular interest to development practitioners.

A Guide to Assessing Needs is an essential resource for anyone who conducts needs assess-
ments. A solid discussion of methods and where they are best applied in the needs assessment 
process provides foundational knowledge for practitioners. Further, very important contribu-
tions to the fi eld are made through closely linking assessments to an organizational perfor-
mance perspective while at the same time off ering numerous examples and illustrations of 
how it is utilized in international settings and contexts.  

James Altschuld, author of the Needs Assessment Kit, Professor Emeritus from the 
Ohio State University

A Guide to Assessing Needs off ers a much broader perspective than many texts on project 
management or evaluation. It presents needs assessment within a results framework that 
applies to international development projects equally as well as to a variety of other contexts. 
An exceptionally wide range of data collection and decision-making tools are presented, along
with descriptions of the purpose and rationale for each tool, its strengths and weaknesses, the
process through which it is implemented, and tips for success. The book is a user-friendly 
reference manual, off ering information for selecting among the diverse approaches to achieve
results. The authors bring together tools and techniques from diverse disciplines so that even 
experienced professionals are likely to fi nd many new approaches for collecting information 
and guiding decisions. 

Michael Bamberger, co-author of RealWorld Evaluation: Working under Budget, Time, 
Data and Political Constraints and How to Design and Implement Equity-Focused Evaluations
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