Introduction

his chapter provides background information that makes the needs assess-
ment cases in this book easier to understand and more useful. Here, you will
find the following topics:

e Need: An important concept
e Overview of needs assessment
e Connections between needs assessment and program evaluation

e How to use the book

e Our favorite needs assessment resources

Need: An Important Concept

Needs assessment is a catchphrase with.almost as many flavors as ice cream. This
situation stems in part from the many definitions for the term need. Interestingly,
Merriam-Webster’s online dictionary (n.d.) defines need as “a lack of something
requisite, desirable, or useful.” Did you notice that the definition lacks informa-
tion about what the something is, who might have the something, and how the
something was determined?

To better understand the term need, consider the following examples:

e A teenagerexplains to her parents that she will need a new car.
e An individual addicted to meth needs drugs.
e The poor need food and clothing.

e The Finance Team needs a common procedure for auditing documents.

e This school needs a better science, technology, engineering, and
mathematics (STEM) curriculum so its students are competitive.

e The community needs a neighborhood safety program.

Which example above focuses on an individual? A team? An organization?
A community? Which example conveys a desire or a want? Something desirable?
Something useful? A biopsychological state? A norm? A requirement? An obliga-
tion? A gap between the current condition and a goal? As the examples show, the
term need can be interpreted in different ways.
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Needs are seldom universally agreed upon, and their desirability, usefulness,
and requirements can change quickly. For example, some community leaders
may view a neighborhood program as desirable; others may view it as useless.
Those views could change quickly if the community experiences a flood or
obtains a grant. As Rossi, Lipsey, and Freeman (2004) pointed out in discussing
social programs, “The resources, priorities, and relative influence of the various
sponsors and stakeholders of social programs are dynamic and frequently change
with shifts in political context and social trends” (p. 33). The same can be said
of other types of decisions. A need reflects who the decision makers were, when
they were asked, and how those who have a stake in addressing the need viewed
the larger systemic, political, and cultural environment.

Each need must be precisely defined so that effective solutions or programs
can be developed that address the decision makers’ need. Needs assessmentis an
instrument for figuring out the important needs in a specific situation and how
to address them.

Kettner, Moroney, and Martin (2017) stated that “Sometimes the need is
obvious. . . . At other times the need is more subtle.” Furthermore, they sug-
gested four different perspectives on need: normative need (as defined by experts
in the field), perceived need (as seen by those experiencing the need), expressed
need (from those who seek out services), and relative need (needs and resources in
one geographic area compared with needs and resources+in another).

This section described how the term need contributes to the use of needs
assessment as a catchphrase. The next section describes how the various applica-
tions of needs assessment as an instrument-contribute to the confusion.

Overview of Needs Assessment

Assessing needs before implementing solutions is a foundation for such profes-
sions as training, education, human resource development, organization develop-
ment, evaluation, health care, community development, and policy and program
development (see Figure 1.1). Why? Needs assessments save time, resources,
and frustrations—and, they increase the likelihood of success. Moreover, they
distinguish true professionals from snake oil distributors who hawk their desired
solutions regardless of the problem.

The use of needs assessment as a foundation for so many professions has
led to various understandings of the term. Christensen (2016) offered advice
for anyone who wants to find the definition of the terms needs assessment and
training needs assessment: “. . . be prepared for an arduous search through the
Internet and many texts and journal articles where authors have put their own
spin, tweak, massage, and a coat of Rust-Oleum paint on the meanings. I say the
because there is no single definitive explanation” (Para. 9). Watkins, West Meiers,
and Visser (2012) stated that “the term needs assessment has taken on several
definitions and has led to a number of related process models or approaches”
(p. 15). They also identified some terms that are used as synonyms for needs

2 Case Studies in Needs Assessment
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Figure 1.1 Some Professions That Rely on

Needs Assessments

Organization
development

Needs Policy

Health care
assessment development

Community
development

Human
resources

assessment: gap analysis, performance analysis, and needs analysis. Those are just a
few flavors of needs assessment.

Consider the following example: Laura, the president of a mid-sized manu-
facturing firm, attended a party and overheard part of a conversation between a
recently hired intern and the city’s mayor. To Laura’s surprise, the intern divulged
that many of the firm’s safety requirements were not met. Laura immediately
determined that she would have a frank discussion with the intern.

Later, while driving home from the party, Laura again considered the intern’s
comment, and she realized that

e A gap between her firm’s current safety practices and the city’s mandated
practices could have serious consequences for both her and the firm.

e The intern’s comment to the mayor was Laura’s first hint of a potential
safety problem.

Chapter 1 Introduction 3
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Laura then weighed three options for immediate action:

1. The risky option: Ignore the potential safety gap.

2. The expensive option: Mandate that all employees attend all the firm’s
safety training courses.

3. The smart option: Authorize a needs assessment to figure out if
and where a safety gap exists, the behaviors and mechanisms that
contribute to the gap, and potential future actions to close the gap.

Which of the three options would you advise Laura to take? We choose
Option 3.

Most initiatives that involve human learning, training, performance
improvement, or policy, community, or organization development begin with'a
needs assessment, which is “a diagnostic process that relies on data-collection,
collaboration, and negotiation to identify and understand gaps in learning and
performance and to determine future actions” (Sleezer, Russ-Eft; & Gupta, 2014,
p. 310). Watkins et al. (2012) pointed out that “the results of your needs assess-
ment will then guide your subsequent decisions—including the design, imple-
mentation, and evaluation of projects and programs that will lead to achieving
the desired results” (p. 6).

An organization is a group of people who work together to accomplish
something. Examples include businesses, health care organizations, government
agencies, foundations, nonprofit organizations;colleges and universities, com-
munities, and military groups. Many large organizations have divisions that are
responsible for specific areas of activity. These also can be called organizations.
Examples include a federal or state government agency, a company’s Human
Resource Department, a community’s Maintenance Operation, and a university’s
College of Education.

A needs assessment is.influenced by the organization’s politics, internal and
external norms and cultures, specific language, unique interactions among peo-
ple, financial and physical resources, and much more. A needs assessment is also
influenced by ‘the environment in which the organization exists. Do you think
Laura should-consider that her firm is in a city that recently experienced several
toxic spills? We do!

An‘organization is composed of individuals and subgroups that interact to
achieve organizational goals. The individuals and subgroups in Laura’s firm who
could play an important role in the needs assessment include

e The members of the senior management team

e The Safety Department that develops and monitors the firm’s safety
policies and practices

e The Finance Department that must fund any future action to address
the need

4 Case Studies in Needs Assessment
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e The Operations Department that must adjust employees’” schedules
to implement the needs assessment solution(s) while, simultaneously,
maintaining the firm’s production schedule

e The Human Resource Department that hires and fires employees and
monitors adherence to the firm’s policies

e The Communication Manager who creates and disseminates messages
about adherence to safety rules

The individuals and subgroups—which each have a stake in the needs assess-
ment process and outcomes—are called stakeholders. The stakeholders’ character-
istics and interactions can affect the needs assessment process and its outcomes.

The needs assessor; or analyst, is the professional who conducts. the needs
assessment. The analyst could be an external consultant or an employee of the
organization. Analysts, through their diagnostic skill levels and their information
gathering preferences, influence the process and the results of aneeds assessment
(Sleezer, 1990).

Decision maker(s) are responsible for choosing to allocate resources to deter-
mine and/or address the needs. The decision makers affect the needs assess-
ment process and results (e.g., their preferences for data sources, the type of data
collected and more) (Sleezer, 1990).

Sleezer et al. (2014) stated that a needsassessment can diagnose the learning
and performance issues of

e Individuals

e Teams

e Functional units (e.g., finance, operations)
e One or more organizations

e Interorganizational groups

e Communities

e Countries

e International efforts

Given its diagnostic role and ability to build consensus and buy-in, it is not
surprising that needs assessment is the first step in the initiatives of so many
professions. A needs assessment can specify the gaps (i.e., needs) that have the
greatest priority in the current real-world environment and how each should
be addressed. Usually, needs assessments identify more needs than there are
resources available to address them. Therefore, the needs assessment process
involves the analyst in interacting with people in social situations to understand
and articulate the priority needs for a particular situation and to specify realistic
solution strategies. The process involves
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e Comparing the current and desired conditions
e Defining the problems or opportunities

e Figuring out the behaviors and mechanisms that contribute to the
current conditions

e Determining what behaviors and mechanisms can be changed to
produce the desired conditions

e Developing solution strategies

e Building support for action (Sleezer et al., 2014)

We have introduced “needs” as a concept, and then we discussed the vari-
ous types of and contexts for needs assessments. This next section describes the
connections between needs assessment and program evaluation.

Connections Between Needs Assessment
and Program Evaluation

Some experts consider needs assessment to be the larger concept that subsumes
program evaluation, while others see needs assessment as a segment within pro-
gram evaluation. Certainly, if we consider professional organizations, the American
Evaluation Association hosts a Topical Interest Group in needs assessment.

Regardless of one’s perspective, we should acknowledge that the two processes
are directly connected or linked. From the standpoint of training and the ADDIE
model (Branson et al., 1975; Watson, 1981) that is used in Instructional Systems
Design, for example, the two concepts are linked, as shown in Figure 1.2.

According to the model, assessment informs the design and development of
a program or process. Then, following implementation, an evaluation can yield
information as to whether more assessment and design and development should
be undertaken.

Design thinking is a process that has gained recent popularity. It is an iterative
innovation or problem-solving process. Linke (2017) stated that

At a high level, the steps involved in the design thinking process are
simple: first, fully understand the problem; second, explore a wide range
of possible solutions; third, iterate extensively through prototyping and
testing; and finally, implement through the customary deployment
mechanisms. (Para. 4)

Did you notice the similarities between design thinking and the ADDIE

model? Both processes are similar, except for the lack of an evaluation step in the
design thinking process.

6 Case Studies in Needs Assessment
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Figure 1.2 epiction of the ADDIE Model

Assessment

Evaluation

Implementation Development

e‘-

Both needs assessment and program evaluation use similar tools, tech-
niques, and methods. These include the design of the effort, the methods for data
collection, the approaches to ensuring reliability and validity, and the methods
for analyzing the data. Also, whether using the ADDIE model or not, an evalua-
tion determines whether the needs identified in the needs assessment have been
addressed.

One important approach that can be used in both needs assessment and pro-
gram evaluation involves the development of logic models. This approach was
originally conceptualized by Wholey (1979) as a method to determine whether
a program could be evaluated and which components would be appropriate to
evaluate. According to Russ-Eft and Preskill (2009), the following questions can
aid in developing a logic model:

e What are the assumptions underlying this program?

e What resources (human, financial, organizational) will be used to
accomplish this program or process?

Chapter 1 Introduction 7
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e What activities will be undertaken with the resources to produce the
products and outcomes?

e What direct products (or outputs) will provide evidence that the
program or process was actually implemented?

e What immediate outcomes do you expect from this program or
process?

e What long-term outcomes do you expect? (p. 158)

A logic model can be used as part of a needs assessment, for example, to
identify what might be added to ensure that the outputs and the outcomes can
be achieved. As part of an evaluation effort, the logic model can help to*focus
that effort and determine the key questions to be answered. More details on logic
models can be found in the following works: Jung and Schubert (1983); Kettner
et al. (2017); McLaughlin and Jordan (1999, 2015); Rossi et al. (2004); and
Strosberg and Wholey (1983).

How to Use the Book

The cases in this book offer insights about the practice of needs assessment
in dynamic, real-world organizations and communities. The speed of change,
the intense competition for organization and-community resources, and the
increased number of highly educated decision makers who are knowledgeable
about social and performance processes in the workplace and in communi-
ties have affected expectations for professional-level needs assessments. In
the past, students, program evaluators, and consultants, human resource
professionals, and other professionals armed themselves with the jargon of
needs assessment before meeting with decision makers (e.g., gap analysis,
needs analysis versus needs assessment, performance improvement poten-
tial). They expected decision makers to learn the special language of needs
assessment.

Today, decision makers expect those who conduct needs assessments to
quickly understand the larger context for the needs assessment and to contribute
theirspecialized knowledge—with bulls-eye accuracy—to organizational or com-
munity success. Few decision makers seek a one-size-fits-all needs assessment.
Instead, they want a needs assessment that is custom-fit to their situation. More-
over, many decision makers expect those who lead needs assessment initiatives
to know what they are doing—even when the analysts are conducting their
first needs assessment project. Such expectations can challenge novices who
may

e Have little experience in transferring needs assessment concepts that
were learned in the classroom to the real-world, dynamic situations

8 Case Studies in Needs Assessment
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Table 1.2 Chapters, Authors, and Selected
Interesting Information

Data Collection

m Author Names Interesting Information
2
4
5
7
8
9

Clark Focus group protocol and analysis
Cumberland Interview questions

Geary Public observations as unobtrusive
data collection

Star—small business Identification of primary, second Q
and tertiary stakeholders

-

McGonigle Engaging of subject matter experts in
data collection for a job-task analysis
Sritanyarat Results in terms expec'fed learning
outcomes N\
12 Einspruch Open- and closed-ended survey
questions
13 Gugiu Mthod survey design
18 Chan Use of subject matter experts in data

collection for competency model
development

Data Analysis

Author Names Interesting Information

wE

Cho, Zhu, Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities,
Techawitthayachinda, & and Threats (SWOT) analysis
Qian

6 p\\t}—dog therapy Use of triangulation

21 Williams & McGreevey SWOT analysis

Presentation of Results

Author Names Interesting Information

16 Silverstein Reporting formats, for example, data
placemats
17 Strack Table 17.1 Key Findings
20 Simpson, Cockerill, Word, Table 20.3 Areas for Improvement and
& Koehl Action Plans
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Overall Process
m Author Names Interesting Information

10 Altschuld & Engle Table 10.1 Beginning Key Activities,
Table 10.2 Interim Undertakings, and
Table 10.3 Concluding Events

11 Chandrasekar & Champion  Table 11.1 Depicting Process Over a
3-Year Period -~

14 McLean Issues and challenges in the needs
assessment

*

15 Pitcher Influences on the work; iss w
had to be addressed x

19 Domlyn, Kenworthy, Table 19.1 Definition of Components

Scaccia, & Scott and Subcomponents Defining
Readiness for Innovation

Our Favorite Needs
Assessment Resources

Throughout this chapter, we referred to A Practical Guide to Needs Assessment, by
Sleezer et al. (2014). However, we devoted little space in this book to explaining
the many other needs assessment models, theories, and jargon. Below are some
of our favorite resources:

e The Needs Assessment Kit (Altschuld, 2010)

e Bridging the Gap Between Asset/Capacity Building and Needs Assessment:
Concepts and Practical Applications (Altschuld, 2014)

e Tiaining Needs Assessment: Methods, Tools and Techniques (Barbazette, 2005)
e Human Competence: Engineering Worthy Performance (Gilbert, 1978, 2007)

e = Needs Assessment for Organizational Success (Guerra-Lopez & Kaufman,
2013)

e An Ounce of Analysis Is Worth a Pound of Objectives (Harless, 1970)
e  Strategic Planning Plus (Kaufman, 1992).

e Analyzing Performance Problems (Mager & Pipe, 1984)

e Needs Assessment Basics (2nd ed.) (McGoldrick & Tobey, 2016)

e First Things Fast: A Handbook for Performance Analysis (Essential

Knowledge Resource) (Rossett, 2009)
Chapter 1 | Introduction 23
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e Evaluation: A Systematic Approach (7th ed.) (Rossi, Lipsey, & Freeman,
2004)

e Improving Performance: How to Manage the White Space on the
Organization Chart (Rummler & Brache, 1995)

e Evaluation in Organizations: An Approach to Enhancing Learning,
Performance, and Change (2nd ed.) (Russ-Eft & Preskill, 2009)

e The Development and Validation of the Performance Analysis for Training
Model (Sleezer, 1990, 1991)

e Needs Assessment: Perspectives From the Literature (Sleezer, 1992)

e Performance at Work: A Systematic Program for Analyzing Work Behavior
(Swanson, 1998)

o Analysis for Improving Performance: Tools for Diagnosing Organizations &
Documenting Workplace Expertise (Swanson, 2007)

e A Guide to Assessing Needs (Watkins et al., 2012)

e  Figuring Things Out: A Trainer’s Guide to Needs and Task Analysis (Zemke
& Kramlinger, 1982)

We recommend that you examine all or some of these resources, since each
one provides some important insights.

e
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