
~. 

I~ 

.. 

• Alcerna_i.e 
MEEDS ASSESSMEM' 

'EeHMI.UES 

'or 
YIRGIMIA 

A HAMDBOO. 

VIRGINIA COMMISSION for CHILDREN and YOUTH 

-~-- ·t'~'"Jifi---------------~ 

---------------------------~ •. ',~,~------~-----------

, 
l 

If you have issues viewing or accessing this file contact us at NCJRS.gov.



r 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS 

To the Virginia Department of Welfare we owe our appreciation for the 

contract awarded under Title XX of the Social Security Act, without which 

this manual would not have been developed, and to Jane Adkins and Cecilia 
I. 

Barrett who provided much patience in their secretarial support; Ty dePass 

who suggested methods and approaches for this doclwent and to the primary 

authors, Martha M. Hall and Edwin B. Johnston. 

" .. ,- ".,. , ' .' ..... ,., -~ '" ~. , .. 



" 
r 

VIRGINIA COMMISSION FOR CHILDREN AND YOUTH 
Suite 901, Ninth Street Office Building 

Richmond, Virginia 23219 

VCCY/Title XX Project Publication Feedback and Evaluation Form. 
(Please complete and return to the above address as soon as possible). 

The general introduction to this document emphasizes our interest in pro­
ducing a publication(s) which not only satisfies the conditions/tasks 
outlined in the Title XX Contract, but meets the needs of potential users 
as well. Your assessment, as a user, is needed to determine how well the 
stated objectives for the publication we.re performed and, in general, 
reactions to the contents. 

lDENTIFIER ITEMS: 

1. Name, Position and/or Office~ ____________________________________ _ 

2. Address: ______________________________________________________ __ 

Zip: Tel. No 1'--l __ ...L _____ _ 

3. I would describe my agency/organization as: 

Governmental 
-----Voluntary 

State-Supported Institution 
-- Other (explain), ________ _ 

Private, Non-Profit 

4. The primary service recipients of my agency/organization are: 

5. I would describe my role in the agency/organization AS: 

Administrator 
----Supervisor 

Planner 

FEEDBACK ITEMS: 

6. This feedback is for: 

Service Worker 
----Researcher 

Volunteer 

Board Member 
Other (explain) 

I. An Inventory & Analysis of State Data Sources for Children and 
Youth: Virginia 

II. An Inventory of Virginia Legislation Directly Affecting 
Children and Youth 

Ill. Innovative Programs for Children and Youth 
---- IV. Alternative Needs Assessment Techniques for Virginia 
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7. In general, 1 found this document useful/not useful for the following 
reasons: (list) 

a._. _____________________________________ . _______ __ 

b. __________________________________________ ___ 

c. __________________________________________________ _ 

8. The ~ useful section of this document was, ___________ _ 

9. The least useful section of this document was. ___________ _ 

10. I would consider the following items as ~ in the document: 

11. 

a. ______________________________________ __ 

b._. __________________________________________ __ 
c. __________________________________________________ ___ 

Other comments (Is thel'e anything we failed to ask which still nceds 
answering? For example: what information on children and youth is 
currently not available, but potentially of vital importance to your 
program planning?) 

Thank you for your time and effort in providing feedback. 
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OVERVIEW 

T,\!e timely use of a needs assessment by an agency or group involved 

in rendering human services can enable them to schedule their services 

systematically to more effectively meet the needs of their target group. 

Carefully determin:lng the needs of a ~j,ven population facilitates the wise 

and frugal allocation of funds, and encourages the freq~ent review of services 

currently being provided to determine their effectiveness and their rates 

of utilization. 

In an effort to assist those agencies concerned with planning for 

service delivery, the Virginia Commission for Children and Youth, through 

a Title XX contract with the Virginia Department of Welfare, has develaped 

this document: in the hope that it will enhance both needs assessment activi­

ties and interagency plannin.!! and coordination. 

The purpose of this handbook is to provide a concise overview of needs 

assessment. IncLuded in this document is a discussion of what a needs 

assessment is and why it should be conducted. Also addressed is what has 

already been done in this field and is presently being attempted. Sources 

of information and assistance are identified and alternative needs assessment 

techniques, i~cluding specific steps, arc explored. A technique for conducting 

a Statewide needs assessment aimed at a specific target group and crossing 

programmatic boundaries is suggested. The discussion will include modification 

of the method so it can be adapted to smaller scales of effort. In addition 

to the presentation of the technique, specific uses for the results and infor­

matiOll are explored. 
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The underlying consideration in the design of this document is its utility. 

The progression from needs assessment theory to specific steps, activities, and 

tasks provides the reader with a cursory understanding and useable method of needs 

assessment for Virginia. 

This handbook of Alternative ~ Assessment Techniques: Virginia is the 

fourth in a series of needs assessment related documents for the target group of 

children and youth and their families. !!!. Inventory and Analysis of ~ Data 
I 

~ for Children and ~: Virginia, !!!. Inventory of Legislation Affecting 

Children and ~ with Selected Analysis, and Innovative Projects !E!:. Children 

~ Youth are the first three publications that, in conjunction with this handbook, 

provide the foundation for needs assessment activities for children and youth in 

Virginia. 

The page numbering system has been designed to incorporate all of the docu-

ments. To adequately distinguish the different documents with respect to the 

different sections, the first uumber is the document number; the second number 

represents the section or chapters of the document; and the third number is the 

I 
page number of the psrticular section. 

4.1.2 

WHAT IS A NEEDS ASSESSMENT? 

The Commonwealth lacks a meaningful system for the collection and 
application of needs data for Statewide planning. Most of the 
human affairs agencies compile data on needs which represent ser­
vices being delivered, while others project needs data based on 
statistical interpretation of prevelance and incidence in the 
client population. All too frequently, the plamiing and provision 
of a human resource services has been based on the availability of 
given resources, rather than identified needs ••• capabilities should 
be developed for the ongoing assessment of needs •••• 

-A study by the Commission on 
Human Resources Priorities, 1976 

The accurate identification of the needs of the citizenry of a parti­

cular jurisdiction should be a goal of any policy-making unit. Needs 

assessment acttvities initiated by policy makers are designed to provide 

systematized knowledge derived from observation, study and experimentation. 

A needs assessment is a means of estimating or determining the significance 

or importance of unmet necessities created by some situation or condition of 

living, as well as identifying those necessities already provided. Assess­

ing needs is primarily a data collection activity and is a valuable method of 

locating service delivery gaps and substantiating unmet needs in a community. 

The ability to accurately analyze the data that is collected ia an integral 

part of the needs assessment. The analysiR of the data produces the con­

clusions that are assumed to be iI.'Zcurate for the entire client population. 

The techniques of data collection and analysis can and should be perfected 

and included as an ongoing activity in the planning process. 

WHY DO A NEEDS ASSESSMENT? 

Attempts at assessing needs are undertaken so that policy makers may 

more adequately serve their constituency. More effective policy and program 

implementation based on information gathered is an important goal of any 
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policy making group, and is the underlying consideration for why a needs 

assessment should be done. The information obtained in the needs assess-

ment activity will provide decision and policy makers with the justification 

for new programs and services where appropriate, and will warrant new or 

additional financial allocations as needs are identified. Decision makers 

will also be provided with support for the formulation of priorities, based 

on accurate information collection. 

Thete is a myriad amount of needs information that is required, and 

regardless of the target population, there are recurring types of informa­

tion needed by the persons responsible for making decisons. The most common 

types of needs information required include: 

a) Size of the Client Population: aggregate number of.potential 
beneficiaries who will be directly affected by service de­
livery decisions. 

b) Geographical Distribution of the Need: physical boundaries 
that contain the client population (i.e., state planning 
districts, counties, urban areas, rural aress). 

c) Complexity of Need (Types of Need~: the degree to which the 
needs expressed have an impact on existing social problems. 

d) Opportunities to Addreas the Needs: service delivery programs 
presently in existence, and extent of interagency agreements 
designed for more effective service delivery. 

e} Cost of Need: determination of financial obligations incurred 
if a service is designed to meet the need, and estimation of 
the long range social effects if the need thst has been identi­
fied remains unmet. 

f) Relationship Between Different Needs: extent to which some 
needs are interrelated, and the possibility of program and 
service designs aimed at one need that will induce relief. of 
several needs of the client population. 

The important ingredient for providing guidance as to which direction policy 

makers should take is the accurate assessment of the needs of a particular 

client population. 

4.1.4 

r 
The emphasis placed on needs assessment is an attempt to reduce crisis 

intervention planning for the target population and to employ a proactive, pre-

ventive approach to human services delivery. A prerequisite to any preventive 

planning approach is the identification of the target population which is 

the focus of concern for an agency or group. The target population is an 

extract of several types of populations: 

a) the total population -- total number of persons included in 
the category under consideration (for example, children and 
youth ages 0-21); 

b) the risk population -- those of the total population who 
potentially have a social problem or need (children ages 
0-6 who are in potential need of day care); 

c) the target population -- those of the total population who 
are in current need or are experiencing a social problem 
(children ages 0-6 who are in immediate need of day care); 

d) the served population -- those of the total popUlation who 
are receiving a service to meet the need (children ages 0-6 
who are presently receiving day care services). 

Those included in the risk popUlation and the target population potentially 

have the most to gain from the needs assessment activity. An accurate needs 

assessment could insure that appropriate services are available before the 

needs become critical. 

WHAT HAS ALREADY BEEN DONE IN NEEDS ASSESSMENT? 

Needs assessment at the present time is still more of an art than a science. 

Until recently, a needs assessment technique has often tsken the form of judge­

ments arrived at through discussions by key decision makers. The perceptions of 

the needs of the client popUlation are bssed on existing financial resources 

and programs, rather than on accurate information which is reflective of actual 

needs. Often the expressed deaires of a small segment of a community are mis-

taken for the actual needs of that community, Lobbying done by one community 

may result in the eradication of an isolated problem that is mistakenly assumed 
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to be a need of the entire population. 

In planning service delivery programs, many local groups or agencies 

depend on the data generated at the State level to give an accurate picture 

of existing needs. This method of needs assessment is sometimes less than 

helpful because the present capability of state agencies to produce meaning-

ful information to be applied to needs assessment is inadequate, and the 

data that is available is insufficient to present an accurate picture of ihe 

needs as they exist. Furthermore, the data collected currently by state 

agencies is almost entirely utilization data which represents only those 

persons being served by an agency, and does not reflect the total population 

in need, or in potential need, of an agency's services. With only utilization 

data to rely on, decisions related to long range program planning can be, 

at best, only hopeful estimates. 

In addition to the use of utilization dats to project the need for 

services, some agencies rely on national averages and percentages or federal 

formulas to assess their client population's need for, or use of, a particu­

lar service. For example, the Child Hental Health Study Group of the Virginia 

Department of Hental Health and Hental Retardation (June 1975 - November 1975) 

had as one of its objectives the determination of the need for services to 

the emotionally disturbed and mentally ill children of the State: 

"In order to assess needs it was necessary to determine national 
prevalence figures (emphasis ours) for emotional disturbance and 
mental illness in children and youth and then apply these figures 
to the population of Virginia."l 

Service delivery plans which are based on federal statistics or national. 

averages are not always accurate and can, because of population patterns or 

1. Mental Health Services for Virginia's Children, Interim Report of the 
Child Mental Health Study Group. State Mental Health and Hental Retarda­
tion Board, Richmond, Virginia. January 28, 1976. 
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urban/rural relationships, overlook a significant part of the population 

for whom services are being planned. 

An organized structure by which the needs of a particular population 

can be researched, analyzed, and prioritized has only recently assumed a 

position of importance in the human services delivery field. The importance 

of long range program planning directed toward careful and thoughtful re­

source allocation ha~ been given additional emphasis by the passage of 

Title XX of the Social Security Act. Under the mandate of Title XX, the 

welfare departments of all, states receiving Title XX funds are required to 

develop a Comprehensive Social Services Program Plan which incorporates an 

assessment of the need for the services planned. Like the welfare depart­

ments, other human services agencies are beginning to develop needs assess­

ment as an instrument that can be used for effective program planning. 

Some states have already begun to address the needs of their population 

through some structured type of assessment process. Several states, including 

Massachusetts, Utah, and South Dakota, have employed various techniques in 

attempts to accurately identify and prioritize the needs of their state's 

population. Although these techniques have not been entirely satisfactory, 

several tasks became clear in the course of conducting those needs assess­

ments that can help to influence the use of a needs assessment instrument 

elsewhere: 

1) Decisions on how the results of the assessment are to be used 
must be made prior to conducting the assessment. Information 
which is collected without a plan for its use is not cost 
effective and has questionable validity. 

2) Decisions on what type of information to collect must be made 
prior to collection of the data to insure a clear direction 
and purpose for conducting the assessment. 

3) If the assessment technique is a survey, it should be pre-tested 
to identify flaws of poor or inappropriate design which would 
affect the validity of responses. 
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4) To insure valid results several different techniques should be 
used to assess the needs of the same population. The ability 
to implement more than one technique depends on the time, staff, 
and funds which the agency or group has available. 

In Virginia, efforts are being made to build an inte~rated human re-

sources management information system (MIS) that will aid in needs assessment 

activities. Prior to this time, dats coding and data formats among agencies 

have been incompatible, and the lack of uniformity with regard to dates of 

collection, publication, and updating has impeded comparison of activities 

between departments. Most of the human resources agencies are currently 

building their MIS capabilities in an effort to obtain more accurate infor­

mation about the effectiveness of their programs. Each of these systems will 

have comparable characteristics which will enable the agencies to share in­

formation about their client population for the first time. Although the 

clata generated will continue to be utilization information, it will help to 

eliminate the "double counts" that take place frequently within any given 

population since the same individual often receives services from more than 

one agency or department (i.e., Welfare, Health, and Mental Health and Mental 

Retardation) • Elimination of "double counts" will provide more accurate 

information about program or service utilization, and will therefore help to 

more exactly define unmet or undermet needs. 

Needs assessment is still in its infant stages and there is no specific 

technique that is absolutely infallible. However, the use of a systp.E3tized 

plan for de terming the needs of a specific target population - evan a plan 

which requires frequent testing or revision - is, in the context of long-term 

planning, a means for providing for service delivery that is. less costly and 

more accurate than methods previously used. 

4.1.8 

SOURCES OF INFORMATION AND ASSISTANCE 

The purpose of conducting a needs assessment is to focus on a particu-

lar target group, highlight areas of met, unmet, or undermet needs and 

provide the data necessary for responsible resource allocation decisions 

which will enable agencies to make available services to meet these needs. 

In preparing the design and implementation of a needs assessment, it is help-

ful to identify various areas of applicable information and assistance. Much 

of the assistance needed can come from within a community while other in for-

mation can be gathered from sources at the State level, as well as from other 

States and from the Federal Government. 

There are four basic criteria when considering the usefulness of sources: 

A) The ability of the source to collect data 
B) The ability of the source to analyze data 
C) The ability of the source 

of the need 
to provide a different perspective 

D) The ability of the source to establish policy, make resource 
allocations, and develop priorities to better meet the needs 
of the client population. 

These guidelines should provide the minimum basis for identifying po-

tential sources of information and assistance when conducting a needs assess-

ment. The task of collecting data that can be analyzed to indicate the incidence 

of need is not easy, and results of the data analysis can become skewed by 

neglecting to include a potential source of data pertaining to the group 

whose needs are being 8sgessed. 

There are at least eight major sources of information and assistance available 

to the persons conducting needs assessment activities regardless of the issues 

and population of their concern. These sources should be explored for their 

4.1.9 



.-)~! 
.' ,t.' 

----~--------------------------

usefulness to the agency or group contemplating the use of a needs 

assessment as a planning technique: 

1) Special interest groups. 
2) Institutions of higher education. 
3) Local governments. 
4) Regional planning districts. 
5) State agencies. 
6) Other states. 
7) Federal government. 
8) Legislative anslysis. 

SPECIAL INTEREST GROUPS 

One of the keys to conducting a successful needs assessment is the 

support of "outside", special interest, or constituency groups. It is 

important to identify those ~roups, agencies, or decision makers who can 

provide service delivery or resource allocation information in a dis­

cussion of the identified target population, and who might be able to 

act upon the data retrieved from the needs assessment. These group. 

can conceivably be: 

A. 

B. 

C. 

D. 

Task Forces studying a specific problem or concern related 
to the target group (Governor's Advisory Council on Child 
Abuse and Neglect); 

Advisory Committees of those human services agencies dealing 
directly or indirectly with the target group (Welfare Client 
Advisory Committee); 

Government Agen~ or political groups that have an impact 
on funding or the allocation of resources (Resource Allocation 
Panels (RAP) designed by the Secretary of Human Resources); 

Departments of local Colleges and Universities that have the 
target group as their main educational focus (The Gerontology 
Program at Virginia Commonweslth University); or 

E. Advocacy Groups that function either independently or as a 
part of an agency (Virginia Foster Care Association), and 
other similar groups of people. 

Within each of these groups it is possible to identify certain key 

persons who, because of their education, experience, or position in the 

community, might be able to contribute valuable ideas and considerable time 
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to the design and implementation of a needs assessment model. Additionally, 

the assistance uf these key persons will lend support to the idea of conducting 

a needs assessment in the community, thereby helping to insure public ac­

cep~1nce of the project, particularly with the population whose needs are to 

be addressed. 

Institutions of Higher Education 

State universities and co~nunity colleges can be valuable sources 

of assistance in the design and implementation of a needs assessment plan. 

Colleges and universities that have departments in Urban and Regional Plan­

ning, Public Administration, Psychology, Sociology, Social Welfare, or Poli­

tical. Science can be quite ber.eficial in conducting a needs assessment. The 

expertise that is uuually available from the staff members of these depart­

ments can,be helpful in designing the needs assessment tool and in analyzing 

the information collected by the needs assessment itself. 

Colleges and universities have the resource of student manpower to con-

duct surveys of the local cHizenry, and may also heve the capabilities of 

computer systems to agg:-egate and interpolate the needs assessment dat" that 

is collected. MorfOover, institutions of higher education are distributed 

throughout the entire state. Therefore, because of their geographical locations, 

any and all part(s) of the state can be included in the needs assessment using 

educflcional facilities as a source of a~sistance. 

Being involved in a needs assessment can provide real benefits for the 

institutions of higher education because they are provided with the opportunity 

to become involved in their con~unity's affairs, and their involvement enables 

them to participate in long-range planning for service delivery programs in 

their area. If their participation takes the form of implementing a needs 

assessment, the students who participate are exposed to a valuable experience 
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and practical on-the-job training. 

Local Governments 

Another source of information and 1!!!!!!!!tance in designing and imple-

menting a needs assessment can be local governments. Cities and counties 

can provide a localized understanding of perceived needs in their juris­

dictions. Local governments can also provide jurisdictional statistics o~ 

program size and service utilization. Their involvement in a statewide needs 

assessment provides them with the opportunity to insure that their locality's 

needs are recognized and planned for at the State level. The needs identi-

fied will also provide local administrators with important information that they 

will need to consider when making $~ndln8 decisions. 

Regional Planning Districts 

Regional perspectives of needs that may incorporate many local interests 

can be distinguished by regional planning districts. At this level 

of planning, the concept of an area's needs is more localized than at the 

State. level, but is not as limited as at the local level. Needs assessment 

provides a planning district with opportunities to coordinate its regional 

activities with those being conducted at the State and local levels. As 

different needs are identified, the potential for funding to meet these needs 

by State resources is increased, depending upon the financial and social cost 

of these needs. 

State Agencies 

Contact with State agencies is important in any needs assessment activity 

to insure that issue areas of specific departments are considered. Policy and 

service delivery are determined by the aggregate information collected by the 
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variou~ agencies at the State level. A needs assessment conducted statewide 

of any client population which has the potential of receiving services from 

more than one agency should provide the opportunity for all potential service 

delivery agencies to have input into the issue areas which are being addressed. 

It is also important when planning an assessment of the needs of a particular 

target population to take into consideration any existing interagency agree-

ments related to service delivery, and to be aware Ot purchase of service 

arrangements between agencies. Frequently, different state agencies collect 

diverse data on the same client population, and this data, together with 

programmatic infot~_.ion collected, helps to more fully define the population 

being served. 

Other States 

In any needs assessment activity, consideration should be given to policy 

and service delivery approaches to the same client population in other states. 

States that are providing unique or innovative services to the target group 

should be identified, and their programs analyzed for their effectiveness in 

meeting stated needs. There is the possibility that because of similar cir-

cumstances and situations,a comparable approach cDuld be applied to the needs 

of a particular client group in Virginia. According to Title XX, every state 

is required to do a needs assessment; however, no specific techniques are 

mandated. Innovative needs assessment techniques may be implemented in other 

states to respond to the regulations that have been established; therefore, 

contact with the appropriate agencies in other states could reveal data from 

their needs assessments that Virginia might wish to analyze. 

Federal Government 

The Department of Commerce at the Federal level publishes census data 

which exhibits incidence of population characteristics that can be used to 
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help substantiate needs by a correlation of certain identified variables of 

a particular area. This data is available by census blocks which are appro-

priate for use in conducting a needs assessment at the conwunity level; census 

tract data can be used in local areas; standard metropolitan statistical area 

data can be used for regional needs assessment; and census data by county can 

be used to address the needs of an entire state. Analysis of the data can 

reveal the trends in needs of ;;1-,e popw!lation. For example, a,,£~,"ding to, the 

.!2Z.Q. ~ Ei Population for Vfrginia., married women whose husbands are living 

with them and whose children are under six years of age make up 31.4% of the 

labor force. When analyzed, this characteristic could indicate a need for 

day care for this segment of the population. 

Legislative Analysis 

Additional information for conducting a needs assessment can be in the 

form of legislative analysis. Laws directly relating to the client population 

should be identified and analyzed to provide insight into why policies of 

agencies providing services to a client population have taken the direction 

they have and the ramifications they have upon the client population. In 

adrlition to legislative analysis, an index of legislation can potentially show 

which agency has been mandated to provide particular services which impact on 

a specific client group in terms of the size of the target group, their ability 

to receive or utilize existing services (eligibility), or their service capa­

city (mandated services). 

To this point in the discussion of the needs assessment activity, the 

focus has tended to be generic in nature so that any interested group could 

evaluate the needs of a particular jurisdiction when a specific client 
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population has been identified. 1'here are four basic prerequisites to any 

needs assessment method that shoul~ first be addressed. 

1. Define wha~ a needs assessment is ~nd why a needs 
assessment should be conducted. 

2. Define the precise purpose to be served by the in­
formation and establish what "needs" infprmation is 
required by decision makers. 

3. Identify prior work and current activities in the 
field of needs assessment and determine the extent 
to which existing information that is available 
will meet the purpose of the needs assessment • 

4. Consider possible sour-cas of information and assis­
tance for the citizens level of participation to 
the Federal government. 

The balance of this document will concern itself with review of vatious needs 

assessment techniques and the development of a needs assessment; plan. Included 

is a discussion of the recommended method for conducting a statewide needs 

assessment in Virginia and potential uses of the results of such an assessment. 

!,:., 

,~ .'.' >1' ;" _'.', 



ALTERNATIVE NEEDS 

ASSESSMENT TECHNIQUES 



ALTERNATIVE NEEDS ASSESSMENT TECHNIQUES 

In order to acquire useable knowledge of a target population, enhance 

those services already in existence, and comply or work with axisting 

legislation, it is necessary first to assess the needs of the target popula-

tion. This section of the handbook will offer several alternative r.lethods 

of needs assessment and will outline the process for designing and carrying 

out a needs assessment. 

There are nine generally accepted techniques for conducting a needs 

assessment. l Some techniques will be more applicable than others, depending 

on the target population whose needs are being asse~sed. These nine tech­

niques vary in complexity and in the time and cost involved to accomplish 

them. Funds, time, personnel, public acceptance and data available must be 

taken into account when considering any of the techniquea, as well as what 

kind of end results are desired. The "ideal" technique to use is the one 

which can give the most valid results within the financial, staffing, and 

time constraints of the agency or group conducting the needs assessment. It 

is not necessary to use all of the techniques; however, to insure that the 

results obtained from the assessment are valid, it is recommended that more 

than one technique be employed. The methods most commonly used to determine 

needs of a clie.nt population are: 

1) General Population Survey 
2) Target Population Survey 
3) Service Providers Survey 
4) Decision Makers (key respondent) Survey 
5) Secondary Information Analysia 

1. Techniques for Needs Assessment ~ Social ~ Planning, The Research 
Group, Inc., Atlanta, Ga., July, 1976. 
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6) Review of Needs Indicators 
7) Review of Managerial Information 
8) Review of Needs Information As Identified by Other Human 

Services Planning Systelrts 
9) Public Hearings, Review of Budget 

Most of the techniques can be adjusted in scale to accommodate different sizes 

of populations whose needs are to be assessed, and most can be adapted, within 

reason, to budget and staff considerations. 

In chart 4.2.1, these techniques are presented in a format that enabtes 

them to be ranked against each other in selected areas of comparison. The 

eight comparative areas arl} the most common criteria that should be reviewed 

by someone trying to choose a needs assessment technique. Ranking is done 

numerically, with 1 being considered very poor, inefficient, or costly, and 

5 being considered as rendering superior quality. 

For example, in studying the general populstion survey it can be seen 

that: 

A) in "Use of Existing Methodologies", it ranks 4, or above average, 

because there are seversl different methods of surveying already in existance 

which can be adapted to the pa;:oticular project. Thus, time need not be spent 

designing a new methodology. 

B) in "Complementing Other Techniques", it ranks 5, or superior, 

because it can easily be used in conjunction with other techniques to sub-

stantiate the validity of results. 

C) in "Use Existing Staff", it ranks 2, or weak, because a survey 

usually requires more personnel than is usually available. Thus, additional 

time and money must be spent in recruiting and training additional staff to 

carry out the survey tasks. 

'D) in "Flexibility of Technique", the general population survey 

ranks 4, or above average, because it can be ea~'ly adapted or modified to suit 
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the needs of those electing to use it. It is so structured that it can be 

modified without skewing the results. 

E) in terms of "Cost", the survey ranks I, or very weak, because it 

is a costly method to use. It usually requires extra manpower to conduct the 

survey and to collect and analyze the results. 

F) in terms of "Amount of Time Required", the ranking is 1 be­

cause the survey requires additional time aside from regular activities and 

requires that the time be available in large blocks. 

G) in terms of "Staff/Personpower Required", the ranking is again 1 

because the survey usually requires manpower other than that available at current 

staff levels. 

H) in terms of "Validity of Results", however, the' general popu­

lation survey ranks ~or superior, becsuse the results are usually the most 

valid with the least amount of skewing. 

Therefore, if any agenc~or group can afford the extra time and manpower 

and has the funding available to conduct a survey of this type, the general 

population survey technique will give a high return in terms of the validity 

of the results. 

In choosing a technique,it is important to take into consideration not 

only the desired degree of validity in terms of results, but alBo what an 

agency or group can reasonably expect to afford. An agency or group should 

review their budget and staffing patterns before selecting a technique in 

order to determine the technique that truly fits the individual constraints 

of the group dol.ng the needs assessment. 
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Regardless of the technique(s) chosen, there are four recommended 

steps that should be taken prior to any needs assessment activity: 

1) It is suggested that an assessment be made of all available data 

relevant to the targ~t population to be surveyed. Knowledge of available 

data can be of assistance in "double-checking" the data which is retrieved 

through the needs assessment instrument, and also helps to identify areas 

in which information about the target population is not readily accessible 

or not generated at all; 

2) It is also advisable to prepare an index of services already avai1-

able to the target population. The information that is obtained from the 

needs assessment will be used in planning services to meet the needs expressed, 

and a knowledge of currently available services will aid in avoiding a dupli-

cation of services as well as helping to locate data applicable to the target 

population; 

3) Some effort should be made to look into legislation - past, current, 

and pending - that has an impact on the target population or could in any way 

effect the target population's ability to receive or utilize existing services; 

4) Additionally, it is recommended that innovative approaches to service 

delivery be examined prior to restructuring services based on identified need. 

There is an ever increasing number of projects being initiated in the many po-

1itica1 jurisdictions that should be considered following needs assessment, 

program implementation, and program evaluation as alternative approaches to 

service delivery • 

These four steps will provide a basic foundation of knowledge about the 

target population prior to initiating the collection of additional data. The 

discussion of each different method of data collection and needs assessment 

includes: 
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1) A working definition of the needs assessment technique 
2) Advantages of the technique in terms of staff, cost, 

time, flexibility, and validity of results 
3) Disadvantages of the technique 
4) Detailed steps to conducting each particular method 

Methods which provide the most valid results are identified as are the 

1 be used only in conjunction with 
tAchniques requiring that their resu ta 

results obtained in other techniques. 
technique, it should be emphasi~ed With the use of any needs asssssment 

that there are only minor differences in the scope of the undertaking between 

a statewide needs assessment and a regional or local needs assessment. 
With 

only small variations, the steps involved in the implementaUIln of 1\ state­

wide needs assessment can be adapted to localities and communities. 

4.2.6 

GENERAL POPULATION SURVEY 

A general population survey involves the sampling of a portion of the 

total popUlation of a particular jurisdiction. The information comes from 

no specific segment of the population. The information that ia collected 

from the fraction of the population chosen represents the entire population. 

Conclusions arrived at are assumed to be sn accurate reflection of the popu-

lation of the entire jurisdiction. 

Extreme care, therefore, should be taken to develop a good survey 

instrument. Careful selection of the random ssmple to insure that .tt is 

statistically representative of the population is important. The needs 

identified by the survey will be varied and the concentration of need will 

not be as high as if a specific group determined by specific characteristics 

were surveyed. 

Regardless of who is interviewed, the respondents should have no fear 

of answering the questions. Fesr of future consequences resulting from their 

responses should be absted. Inaccurate responses can skew results obtained. 

The advantages of the general popUlation survey include the use of 

existing methods for implementation, the flexibility of the technique and 

the validity of the results. This te!,hnique can provide an excellent adjunct 

for comparison with results obtained from other techniques •. When properly done, 

a survey produces accurate and valuable results applicable to the general 

population. There are existing methods for conducting population sample 

surveys that can be used. There are sophisticated methods used nationally 

that can be adapted to smaller geographical scales to implement a general 

population survey to determine needs. The technique is flexible, snd it 

can be implemented as s mail surveyor personal interview. Its length can 
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be ndJusted to obtain desired responses and it can be distributed by 

geographical area. When used in conjunction with othur needs assessment 

techniques, the results arc comparable and adaptable to collective analysis. 

There are numerous drawbacks to the use of this technique. The cost 

in most cases is prohibitive. The scope of such a survey is generally large 

scale, requiring the hiring and training of interviewers to cover all geo­

graphic regions. There are complicated statistical methods used to analyze 

the collected data that require specialized skills and perhaps the use of 

a computer. The time frame for such a survey should be 10 to 12 months. 

Considering the financial cost, the limited use of existing staff, and the 

time period, careful consideraZion should be given to alternative techniques 

before deciding to implement a general population survey. 

TAHGET POPULATION SURVEY 

A target population survey also involves the sampling of a portion of 

the total population. The distinction between a general population survey 

and a target population survey is that the information collected by a target 

population survey comes from a specific segment of the total population that 

can be distinguished by selected characteristics. An example of such charac­

teristics that delimit the target population include: age, sex, race, income, 

health, education, present use of a service. The particular characteristics 

that identify a target group depend on whose needs are being assessed. A 

further example of particular characteristics that identify the target popu­

lation would be "families with dependent children ages 21 and under". Infor­

mation that is collected from the target population sample represents the 

entire target population. lienee, conclusions arrived at are assumed to be 

accurate for the entire group. 

4.2.B 

The difference between a general population and target popUlation 

survey is the characteristics of the chosen sample. The identified issues, 

problems and needs will most accurately reflect situations common to those 

with simi.lar distinguishing characteristics. Likel), to be im:luded in the 

sample of a target popUlation will be individuals wh0 are receiving services 

to meet a present need. Through the survey instrument, the sample population, 

whi<;h will include some of the service population, will identify service and 

program effectiveness as it meets identified needs. 

It is important in the evaluation of the target population survey re­

sults that consideration be given to the fact that the service population has 

already attempted to make use of an existing service to meet their needs and 

may be the potential clientele of new programs designed for this target popu­

lation. It is likely that target and service populations will be able to 

identify a higher concentration of problems and needs than the general popu­

lation dependent upon their circumstances, situations, and characteristics. 

An example of this is the ability of families with children, espeCially chose 

that receive serVices, to identify problems and needs more accurately and at 

a higher incidence than would be identified by families who do not have chil­

dren. The identification of a higher concentration of needs pr~vides insight 

into the wants and desires of the target population. It is important to 

maintain the distinction between wants/desires of a target group and actual 

needs. It is also important to assure the respondents that the information 

they supply will not affect their relationship with the service delivery system. 

They should not feel threatened as the intent of the survey is to assess over­

all needs of people with similar characteristics. Questions may be consideted 

personal or confidential by a respondent. An inaccurate answer may follow if 

the respondent feels there may be implications from his answer that would harm 

him, such as being declared ineligible to obtain a service. 

4.2.9 
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\~hcn selecting the popu.lation to bo survuyed, extreme carU should Iw 

taken to insure a random sample thnt is statistically representative of thl) 

population chosen. An advantage of thIs technique of needs 1Issessing is 

that when properly completed the results are accurate. f1oreovcr, It 1s 

flexible and can be adapted to geographic arens, funding available llnd til11~ 

limits. It can bit conducted by mail or interview and may vary in length to 
I 

obtain desired results. Th13 technique complements other techniques since 

T 
the results can be used in conjunction with those obtained from other methods. 

The disadvantages of using this method for assessing needs include cost, 

time, and personnel. When compared to the cost of other teChniqueS, popUlation 

surveys are expensive. (Each interview can cost as much as $30.00 and, in most 

cases, more.) The time involved in conducting interviews and awaiting responses 

from mail interviews can become excessive. A population survey should not be 

attempted in a time frame of less than 7 months. Considering all the activities 

involved up to the final report writing, 12 months would be a suggested project 

length. To conduct a survey, specialized skills are usually required for in-

terviewing and statistical analysis. In most cases a survey is beyond the 

capabilities of existing staff. Interviewers will need to be hired and trained 

to implement the survey. 

,After weighing the advantages and disadvantages of this technique, and if 

the most valid results are demanded, the target population survey is recomnl,'nded. 

Additional attention will be given to this technique as a suggested needs 

assessment tool in Virginia in Chapter III. 

4.2.10 

STF.I'S TN CONDUCTING A GENERAL POPULATION OR A TARGET PO'ULATION SURVEY 

As discussed in the first chapter, the purpose of the needs assessment 

must be determined. A review of prior work in the area of needs assess-

ment and current activities should be studied. All possible sources of 

information and assistance should be investigated prior to implementation 

of the needs assessment technique. The following are explanations of some 

suggested steps to follow when developing a needs asses~ent plan for popu-

lation surveys. Host of these steps apply to the nine types of techniques, 

but differences in steps ara pointed out when they occur in the different 

techniques. 

1) Identify data soprces. 
2) Identify services avsilable. 
3) Identify and index legislation impacting on the target group. 
4) Review advantages of alternative techniques. 
5) Determine what information ia needed for the aasessment. 
6) Determine limits of time and money for the assessment, 
7) Assign who will be resp~nsible for managing the assessment and 

who will conduct the needs assessment. 
8) Determine what will be done with the survey results. 
9) Develop a list of information desired from the survey. 

10) Select samples of the population for interviewing. 
11) Select sampling method. 
12) Design the survey instrument. 
13) Select interviewers. 
14) Test the survey instrument. 
15) Refine the survey instrumertt. 
16) Conduct the survey. 
17} Collect data, code, edit, and compile information. 
18) Analyze information. 
19) Report information and analysis. 
20) Compare results with other techniquea. 

1) Identify Data Sources 

The accurate identification of where data originates is of utmost 
importance to the overall needs assessment process. Aggregste infor­
mation collected at the service point of origin reveals utilization 
statistics of the service snd the extent to which identified needs are 
being addressed. Th~s information can sugg~st additional information 
desired from the survey. 
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2) 

3) 

4) 

Identify services available. 

The identification of services available to individuals can, 
with the help of the survey instrument, identify barriers that 
prevent the individuals from receiving the necessary services and 
identify services that are meeting needs. 

Identify and index legislation impacting on the target group. 

The indexing of legislation affecting the target group provides 
the knowledge of what is mandated of State agencies for a specific' 
target population. lssile areas that have been acted on by the legis­
lature require action by the appropriate agency to meet the proble~s 
and provide a framework to modify existing services to meet needs as 
they have been identified by the governing body. 

Review advantages of alternative techniques. 

Prior to undertaking the needs assessment activity it should be 
determined that the technique chosen will provide the required results. 
Consideration should be given to all techniques to insure that the most 
valid resull's .n:3 obtained within the limits of funding, time, persopn",l, 
and dat() avail"hl". 

5) Determine what information is needed by decision makers. 

The results of a needs assessment of a target group should supply 
decision makers with information that providea them with an understanding 
of the needs. An analysis of the information should reveal the why's 
and how's of these needs. Who the decision makers are dictates what 
type of information is needed. 

6) Determine limits of time and money for the assessment. 

Funding and time limits are major constraints in conducting a 
needs assessment. These determinants dictate the length and depth 
of the study. Accurate projections of each should be available before 
implementation of the survey. 

7) Assign the pr:son who will be responsible for managing the assessment. 
Assign who will conduct the surv~ 

Authority for defining tasks to be accomplished when conducting 
the assessment should be established. When performing under fiscal 
constraints and time limits, there is no room for indecision. Contacts 
should be established and firm commitments received from those who will 
actually conduct the survey. Potential interviewers include staff, 
contractors or volunteers. 

8} Determine what will be done with the survey results. 

The results of the survey deserve responsible consideration by 
key individuals capable of establishing policy. The results can develop: 
(a) recommendations to better meet the needs,(b) explanations of why 
these specific needs exist, (c) provisions for planning of serVices, 

4.2.12 

(d) accurate data collection, (e) analysiS of data, and (f) program 
evaluation. 

9) Develop a list of information desired from the survey. 

A legitimate needs assessment of a specific population crosses 
agency and programmatic boundaries to accurately identify the needs 
of the group. Ie is, therefore, necessary to incorporate questions 
into the survey that will be capable of identifying needs that per­
tain to all public and private agencies that provide and have the 
potential to provide services. 

10) Select samples of the population for interviewing. 

The difference between the general population survey and target 
population survey is in this step of the technique. The distinguish-
ing factor between the two types of surveys is the target population 
survey collects information from a specific segment of the population 
that displays a specifi.c char .. cteristic. The general population sur­
vey does not discriminate among those who potentiallyycan be interviewed. 

11) Select a sampling method. 

Sampling is applied to a survey whenever the total number of 
pet'sons in the population is larger than the number of persons who 
can be interviewed. The problem is to make certain that the sample 
accurately represents the population. (A sample that is not repre­
sentative is called a biased sample.) There are four widely accepted 
sampling techniques that can be used in the survey. An important 
element of a needs assessment technique is the accurate selection 
of the population to be sampled. 

A) Simple random sampling is a process of sample selection in which 
the persons are chosen individually and directly through a random 
process in which each unselected person has the same chance of 
being selected as every other person on each draw. The usual 
practice in sampling from finite populations is to sample without 
replacement, that is, with a peraon eligible to be selected only 
once. Whenever random sampling is used, the ~elected persons are 
scattered over the entire geographical region. If the sample is 
drawn properly, various characteristics of the population will be 
representatively proportionate. 

The next important step in a simple random sample is to detemine the 
list of the population to be sampled. It is important to consider 
each list carefully as to inclusion of the specific target group. 
Telephone directories, city directories, or motor vehicle registra­
tion lists may ,systematically exclude all or part of the target 
group, those who potentially have particular needs, are generally 
characterized as the poor and would therefore be unlikely to have. 
the conveniences of a telephone or an automobile. 

The next step, after the list of the target population is ava:l.lable, 
is to insure that the selection of the sample is done randomly. 
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B) 

Using the list of the entire ~:rg:tl~:~u~f ~:~~~: ~~~~e~::ber 
of the group a number, and u~an~om number chosen, the respective 
select the sample. For each ill be interviewed. This process 
name on the target group list w d ,b f interviews is selected. 
continues until the predetermine n~ er 0 

Stratified random samplin~ is a method of testing whereby an 
1 roportion of the population is divided into subgroups 

~iu:tr~ta and sampled randomly. 'fhe subgroups are taken in 
size proportional to the target group size. If the ~arg~t 
population is children and youth ages 0-21, an examp e 0 

subgroups is males ages 0-21 and females ages 0-21. 

Ii the name indicates, is 
Stratified random cluster samJ~' as li The qualify-
similar to random and stratified random samp ng. f h 

C) 

ing word clusters refers to the geographical grouPinglo tde 

potential~UIation that has thlilS pote~ti:lb~~sbe ~~i:c~:m~le 
Clusters are generally kept sma to re uc· _ 
method saves time and money when surveying in a sparsely popu 
lated area. 

D) Disproportionate stratified random sampling involve~ ~arYing 
the sample proportions within a subgroup. This met ~ ~anre_ 
achieve e ual levels of precise subgroups. The leve 0 P 
cis ion wiil pertain only to the characteristics by which t~e 
population was atratified. Disproportionate sampling invoh~:~er 
unequal probabilities of selection, giving some personsfa th or lower chance of selection than others. A subgroup 0 ~ i 
target population may be extremely important in meeting ana ys s 
objectives and yet be only a part of that population. 

12) Design of the survey instrument. 

d ent is the interview form 
Another important aspect of a nee s assessrn 

I d if the respondents are un­
itself. Disappointing results wihll be gat~er~rument should be concise and 
able to answer the questions. T e survey ns d when de-
to the point. Questions on t~e survey ~hO~ldm~~lke~~e!~a~i~onsiderations 
signing the instrument. If t e survey s Y , ' letion and where the 
should be given to instructions for theisurvey ~t~O:~il survey indicate a 
results should be returned. Past exper ences w Serious 
low rate of return of questionnaires with acceptable respons~~~ss of"hO~ 
consideration must go into the design of the ques~io~~~:~~rca~ tak~ a 
the survey is conducted. The form of the survey ns conduct a door 
slightly less formal structure whe~ t~:ine~ ~~~~r~~~::~:ned by any response 
to door survey. The respondents s ou no duce an inaccurate 
they might make, as fear of an honest answe~tmigh~~r~dditional considera-
response and effect the overall survey resu s. f 'h lts. The 
tion to the design of the form is final compilation 0 • e resu din 
responses should be in comparable formats for editIng and quick co g. 
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13) Select interviewers. 

14) 

15) 

The selection and training of interviewers is generally time con­
suming and expensive. Expense can be saved if office staff or temporary 
help is used to conduct the interviews. Resource to be considered is the 
use of students snd/or volunteers can be recruited from all regions of the 
jurisdiction conducting the needs sssessment. There are usually basic 
training requirements that. must be met before the interviewers survey the 
sample. A good understanding of the purpose of the study and a thorough 
knowledge of the survey instrument will enhance their probability of 
success at gaining the sample population's confidence and adding to 
the effectiveness of the results. 

Test the survey instrument. 

It is recommended that a mini pre-t.est be administered. The 
results will give a good indication of the clarity of the survey form 
and the effectiveness of the interviewer. The completeness of re­
sponses and problems in compiling results should be considered to upon 
completion of this initial test. When undertaking a needs assessment 
oE any scale or degree, the validity of results should be of prime 
importance. The testing of the survey will help to insure that the 
complete sample survey will not yield unusable results. 

Refine the survey instrument. 

Upon compiling the results from the pre-test, the final corrections 
should be made to the survey form to insure that it will actually pro­
duce what it is intended to produce. The instrument will usually require 
some degree of adaptation to inquire into different issue, problem and 
need areas at different levels of intensity. 

16) Conduct the survey. 

The length of time involved in the actusl interviewing of respondents 
depends on the total number of interviews desired. There are statistical 
procedures to determine the minimum number of responses necessary to ob­
tain valid results. The proximity of respondents to each other is a 
contributing factor, as is the length of the survey instrument and the 
number of the interviewers utilized. The interviews should parallel the 
survey design. Any deviation from the design could potentially skew the 
results of the entire survey. Mail surveys should be given adequate time 
for responses to be completed and returned. In some cases a follow-up 
letter must be transmitted to encourage a response. 

17) Collect data, code, edit, and compile information. 

The data collection process begins with the initial contact between 
the interviewer and the respondent. Checks should be made throughout the 
survey to insure consistency of data collection. Editing should involve 
the reading of each response to insure completeness, legibility, and 
appropriateness of response. After the editing process, the answers must 
be coded so that they can be transferred to a computer for aggregation 
and statistical analysis. 

4.2.15 

I 



.. ,. ~''Ir''.' . 

18) Analyze the information. 

The first analysis of the information that has been collected should 
reveal incidence of need. All the survey activities are completed or 
nearing completion and the ultimate goal of the process should begin to 
be realized. The results will probably be in the form of statistics and 
percentages and provide decision makers with the inf,)rmatlon to make pro­
grammatic decisions and changes when needed. 

19) Report information and analysis. 

The report of the activities undertaken 1s the cumulative resul~ 
of much hard work and effort. The report is the final product with 
understandable content defining what the needs of the particular target 
group are with mentions of their distributions and intensity. 

20) Compare results with other techniques. 

The results of a population s~rvey needs assessment technique snd 
the needs that are ultimately identified for a particular target group 
should be compared with the results of another technique that has been 
used in conjunction with the survey. The results of the techniques, 
when considered colllictively, provide a strong fotmdation for definitive 
statements of needs. 

SERVICE PROVIDER SURVEY 

Agencies or groups that render direct services to a particular popula­

tion are known as service providers. A survey of service providers is quite 

different from a sample population survey. Depending upon time and cost 

constraints, it may be possible to interview all department and agency heads 

of a jurisdiction to obtain their input as to the needs of a particular target 

group; however, in all likelihood, a sampling of service providers will be 

necessary if this technique is used. 

Specific questions should be designed for those individuals involved in 

service delivery to identify needs of a specific target group. The problems 

and needs identified by the providers may be different from those perceived 

by the client population in a sample survey. A good survey instrument should 

be developed, keeping in mind who the respondents are going to be. Information 

obtained by the survey of service providers csn potentially identify problems 

and needs that often are not recognized or discussed by the general public for 

a variety of reasons. For example, drug abuse, child abuse, and alcoholism 

may not be identified sccurately in a population survey either because of ig­

norance or the respondents' unwillingness to admit incidence. The service 

provider generally has knowledge of such less obvious needs and existing agency 

resources to meet needs already identified. 

The results of this needs assessment technique are generally consid­

ered to be valid, when used in conjunction with the results of another tech-

nique. Together they provide a strong foundation for the identification of 

a target population need. 

A major advantage of identifying and assessing need by using this tech-

nique is that there are presently existing methods for conducting a service 

provider survey. The results obtained can easily complement those obtained 
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from a technique that should be used in conjunction with this technique. 

Depending on the sample size and geographic distribution existing staff can 

be used to conduct the survey. The technique is relatively flexible as it 

can be adapted to different geographic locations and levels of effort. 

The major disadvantages of this technLque center on the financial con-

straints of conducting a survey either by mail or interview, the amount of 

time involved in such a survey, and the possibility that this technique could 

be beyond the scope of the existing staff. It is important to remember that 

service providers are primarily concerned with utilization of their service 

and not necessarily with the non-service population. This perspective may be 

reflected in their evaluation of the needs. 

STEPS IN CONDUCTING A SERVICE PROVIDER SURVEY 

1) Identify data sources. 
2) Identify services available. 
3) Identify and index legislation impacting on the target group. 
4) Review advantages of alternative techniques. 
5) Determine what information i" needed by decision makers. 
6) Determine limits of time and money for the assessment. 
7) Assign the person who will be responsible for managing the 

assessment and assign who will conduct the survey. 
8) Determine what will be done with the results. 
9) Develop a list of information desired of the survey. 

10) Identify service providers. 

A list of providers that deliver services to a target 
population will need to be identified. All service pro­
viders should be included in this listing if their services 
impact on the needs of a target population. It should be 
possible to identify agency and department heads at the 
local service delivery level. To insure accurate sampling 
techniques all localities should be accounted for. 

11) Select a sample of service providers to be interviewed. 

The total population of service providers includes even 
those agencies providing services to :individuals that are 
not part of the specific target group for whom the needs 
assessment is being conducted. Therefore, it will be nec­
essary to limit the selection of a sample of the service 
providers to those delivering services to the particular 
target group. 
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12) Select a sampling method. 
13) Design the survey instrument. 
14) Select and train interviewers. 
15) Testing of the survey instrument. 
16) Refine the survey instrument. 
17) Conduct the survey of service providers. 
18) Collect data, code, edit, and compile information. 
19) Analysis of information. 
20) Report information. and analysis. 
21) Comparison of results with other techniques. 
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KEY RESPONDENTS SURVEY 

Individuals who are not directly involved in the service delivery 

d of the community, can assist in system but because of their knowle ge 

and needs of their jurisdiction or geographical identifying problem~ 

region, are valuable sources of needs assessment information. The posi-

tions these individuals hold may be political in nature. Such key respon-

dents could include elected officials, key decision makers appointed by a 

h d These individuals are i~por-governing body, or agency/department ea s. 

tant when considering the political aspects of planning and resource 

allocation. The data obtained from these key individuals may help to 

that Ilave t he potential of becoming "public issues" which 
identify areas 

may affect the availability of services for a particular population. 

d i candidate for a publiC office his perceptions of 
If the respon ent s a 

the needs of the citizenry can be given consideration by including them in 

the needs assessment process. selected an.alysis of certain identified needs 

of a specific target group can provide insight that indicates which program 

and service plans are likely to be supported by political and cOlllllunity 

leaders. These programs and services should be in response to identified 

needs. 

An advantage of using this methDd is that there are existing method-

ologies for conducting surveys that can be made adaptable to key respondents. 

The information desired can be generally collected by the existing staff at 

a reasonable cost. The technique is flexible as to the number of interviews, 

the length, and method for conducting the survey. 

The major disadvantage of a survey of key respondents is that it will 

only identify issues, problems, and needs that are opinions of these indivi-

duals. These individuals may have only statistical support of incidence for 
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their opinions. Furthermore, these il',dividuals can only represent those 

who have access or are allowed to have access to them. Undoubtedly some 

segment of the pDpulation may be overlooked and not included in the evalua-

tion by the decision maker. 

Although this method of assessing the needs of a specific target group 

is similar to the way needs have been identified in the past, the major 

di~advantage of the technique is that the results should not stand alone 

as an indicator of need. Information obtained from other needs assessment 

techl)iques should be considered in conj unc tion with the results of this 

type of survey to arrive at valid indicators of need. 

STEPS IN CONDUCTING A KEY RESPONDENT SURVEY 

1) Identify data sources. 
2) Identify services available. 
3) Identify and index legislation impacting on the target group. 
4) Review advantages of alternative techniques. 
5) Determine what information is needed by decision makers. 
6) Determine l~mits of time and money for the assessment. 
7) Assign the person who will be responsible for managing the 

assessment and who will conduct the needs assessment. 
8) Determine what will be done with the survey results. 
9) Develop a list of information desired from the survey. 

10) Identify key res~'"'ndents. 

Key respondem:s are often distinguished by their elected office, 
or appointed position. There are many boards, commissions, advisory 
councils, task forces and department staffs pr their directors. 

11) Select samples of the key respondents for interviewing. 

The total population of key respondents include those individusls 
who are making decisions not related to the specific target group 
whose needs are being evaluated. Therefore, it will be necessary to 
limit the sample to those whose decisions impact on the target group. 

12) Select e sampling method. 
13) Design the survey instrument. 

Always keep in mind the characteristics of the respondents when 
designing the survey instrument. The survey instrument should pro­
vide an opportunity for open-ended responses by those interviewed. 
The issues, problems, and needs as perceived by the decision makers. 
are what this needs assessment technique is attempting to uncover. 
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SECONDARY DATA ANALYSIS 

14) Select interviewers. 
15) Test the survey instrument. Needs assessment is primarily a data and information c:ollection activity. 
16) Refine the survey instrument. 
17) Conduct the survey. 
J8) Collect data, code, edit and compile information. 
19) Analyze information. 

There are many existing sources of social data that are coJ.lected, organized, 

aggregated and analyzed that can be an important source of information when 
20) Report information and analysis. 
21) Compare results with other techniques. sssessing needs. Secondary data is defined as thst which ts gsthered by other 

agencies or governmental units and is either specific or glmeral in nature. 

Most service delivery agencies collect data on program utilization. This 

type of information usually appears in state plans, annual reports, special 

reports, evaluation reports and budget reports. In additio,n to all the reports 

available, the Department of Commerce publishes census data. that aggre-

gates many population characteristics thst are capable of being analyzed. 

Secondary data can be used to locate and identify the severity of social 

problems and location of services for meeting these problems. The data 

selected can identify problem areas where services are lacking. This type of 

information can be used to locate areas for service development and expansion 

aimed at a particular target group. 

To assure the validity of the needs assessment results, the most 

accurate and reliable data available should be used. The data should be 

available across departmental and programmatic boundaries as well as 

across geographic areas and on an ongoillg basis for studies into program 

effectiveness. 

The advsntages of this technique are many. The results provide good 

support to results of other needB assessment methods and together make a 

strong foundation for needs indicators. There are methods for analyzing 

existing data that is gathered by other sources. The amount of time t:2eded 

to gsther and analyze secondary data is relatively short when compared to 
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the length of time involved in a survey. The technj,~ue is relatively flexible 

ill that specific data call be either obtained for a very limited target 

group or a vast amount of data can be collected from the general popu-

1ation of a geographical area. One additional consideration of this 

technique is the time invI)lved. I t can vary depending on how the infor-

mation is gathered. If personal meetings are conducted and there is 
I 

hand-to-hand transfer of published information, the time involved can be 

very short depending upon the number of contacts made for information 

needed. However, if requests for information are made by mail, the time 

required for completion is longer. There may be the need for many fo110w-

ups to be made before all the information is received. Careful ~onsideration 

should be given to all steps before deciding on this or any other needs 

assessment technique. 

The disadvantage of this technique is that results obtained do not 

stand alone as a needs indicator. The utilization of selrvices doe" not 

always serve as an indication of need as there is a port~.on of the popu-

1ation who is in need of a service but not receiving one. 

STEPS IN SECONDARY DATA ANALYSIS 

1) Identify data sources. 
2) Identify services available. 
3) Identify and index legislation impacting on the target group. 
4) Review ad.)ntages of alternative technqiues. 
5) Determine what information is needed by decision makers. 
6) Determine limits of time snd money for the assessment. 
7) Assign lin person who will be responsible for msnaging the needs 

assessment. Assign who will conduct the needs assessment. 
8) Detelm~.le what will be done with the results. 
9) Develop a list of information d~~~~ed. 

10) Identify secol1'\~ry data to be used. 

The t&rgut group under study indicates what secondary data should 
be considered. Population projections and program utilization sta­
tistics c~n b~ obtained from most agencies providing services. The 
data that is collected will be tied very closely to social character­
istics and !'cud indicators which are part of the next needs assessment 
technique .t16i:USsed. 
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11) Collect data, code, edit snd compile information. 
12) Analyze information. 
13) Report information and analysis. 
14) Compare results with other techniques. 
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REVIEU OF NEEDS INDICATORS 

Social indicators are characteristics common to a segment of the population 

that reveal a certain social condition. The purpose in using social indicators 

is to show recurring traits of the population or target population that can be 

used for analysis. There are several ways these indicators can be obtained. 

Identifying indicators can be accomplished by including questions about social 

indicators on a survey instrument. Once identified, indicators should not he used 

alone as an indicator of need, rather they should be used in conjunction with 

other data that has been compiled that shows need actually exists. 

Social indicators are a good reason for supplementing other needs assess­

ment technique. There are basic indicators that provide data on incidence of 

problems and social patterns that can be adapted to most target gtoups. Aggre­

gate data of the population which is identified by specific characteristics are 

available in the census data. Percentages are also available of the specific 

characteristics to the tolal population. The higher the percentage, the more 

accurate the judgement of the incidence of the characteristics in the population. 

High ratios can be indicators of need depending on the characteristics examined. 

Examples of indicators that are most often used include the following: 

Family Patterns: 

A. Type of family and number of own children 
B. Relationship to head of household 
C. Marital status 
D. Children ever born 

Educational Patterns: 

A. Years of sc~ool completed 
B. School enrullment 
C. School drop out rate 
D. School achievement 
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Employment Patterns: 

A) Employment status 
B) Employment status of spouse 
C) Occupation 
D) Class of Worker 
E) Industry 
F) Agricultural 

Economic Patterns: 

A) Income levels 
B) Types of income of families 
C) Ratio of family income to poverty 
D) Income below povery level of families, family heads, unrelated 

individuals, persons 

Housing Patterns: 

A) Tenure, race, and vacancy status 
B) Lacking some or all plumbing facilities 
C) Complete kitchen facilities and access 
D) Rooms 
E) Persons 
F) Persons per room 
G) Units in structure 
II) Value 
J) Year structure was built 

Physical and Mental Health Patterns: 

A) Institutionalization 
B) Incidence of disease 
C) Family members with health problems 
D) Developmental disabilities 

There are sev~ral advantages to employing this needs assessment technique. 

The gathering of indications of need data is flexible with regard to target group 

and needs assessment metho<!" and the time involved is dependent upon the tech-

nique. The time and cost of identifying needs indicators can vary with the 

extent to which subjective indicators can be developed. 

The disadvantage of employing needs indicators as a needs assessment 

technique is that the results obtained should be used only to complement re-

suIts obtained from other techniques. Presently, there are not many widely 

accepted methods for developing neeas indicators. The method for identifying 
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the indicators would most likely have to be developed. While analysis of 

needs indicators can provide important information, other techniques of needs 

assessing should be given serious consideration. 

STEPS IN NEED INDICATOR ANALYSIS 

1) 
2) 
3) 
4) 
5) 
6) 
7) 

8) 
9) 

10) 
11) 
12) 
13) 
14) 

Identify data sources. 
Identify se~ices avaialable. 
Identify and index legislstion impacting on the target group. 
Review advantages of alternstive techniques. 
Determine what information is needed by decision makers. 
Determine limits of money and time for the assessment. 
Assign who will be responsible for managing the assessment and 
assign who will conduct the needs assessment. 
Determine what will be done with the results. 
Develop a list of information desired form the social indicators. 
Identify social indicators relevant to the tsrget group. 
Collect dats, edit, code and compile information. 
Analyze information. 
Report of information and anslysis. 
Compare results with other techniques. 
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REVIEW OF MANAGEMENT INFORMATION 

The review of data collected by information systems will likely reveal 

recurring client characteristics that can be important in evaluating the 

types of needs presently being addressed through the service delivery system. 

The purpose for analyzing management information data in a needs as· .. essment 

is to identify utilization of service rates of the target population who 

have similar social charact~ristics. However, this information is not re-

presentative of the needs of those who are not receiving a service. As has 

been stated in regard to each technique discussed, every needs assessment 

should begin with a review of data sources. Such a review should include 

management information systems. The review can provide information regarding 

apparent needs, demand for service, and trends in services delivered. When 

the data is compared with other collected secondary data and survey informa-

tion, discrepancies and similarities will be identified. The results of 

assessing the needs of a target group by use of the management informstion 

system must be combined with the results of another technique for the most 

valid conclusions. 

Employing m.anagement information systems as a needs assessment tool is 

advantageous as the information is already being collected ·by most human 

service delivery agencies and there is the potential of utilizing developments 

in the system that have been initiated elsewhere. The cost is relatively 

inexpensive as the systems are in place and requests for information can be 

made by existing staff. The time involved in the gathering of information 

is in the transmittal of data. There are many reports ava.ilable on a routine 

schedule; however, there may be lags between requests for information and the 

actual gathering of the information. 
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Major limitations to management information systems are that the 

information reflects only thase individuals who participate in a program 

or use a service, the information may not be in a usable needs assessment 

format, and the data collected by the various agencies is not likely to 

be in a comparable form. 

Providing needs information is not the primary purpose of an infor~ 

mation system which therefore limits the flexibility of the technique; 

however, the information that is collected is useful in a needs assessment. 

The following steps are suggested when developing a needs asse.,~.ent plan 

using management information systems. 

STEPS IN REVIEW OF MANAGEMENT INFORW,TION 

1) Identify data sources. 
2) Identify services available. 
3) Identify and index legislation impacting on the target group. 
'\) Review advantages of alternative techniques. 
5} Determine what information is needed by decision makers. 
6) Determine the limits of time ana money for the assessment. 
7) Assign a person who will be responsible for managing the 

needs assessment. 
8) Determine what will be done with the results. 
9) Develop a list of information desired from the information 

systems, 
10) Identify the management information systems that collect 

data relevant to the target group. 
11) Collect data, code, edit and compile information. 
12) Analyze information. 
13) Report information and analysis. 
14) Compare results with other techniques. 
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REVIEW OF NEEDS INFORMATION FROM OTHER AGENCIES 

The idea of involving other agencies, their data sources, services and 

legislation has been maintained throughout the discussion of the needs assess-

ment techniques. Compiling needs information from other human services de-

livery agencies can be considered a needs assessment technique in and of itself. 

The purpose of this interdisciplinary approach to needs assessment is to insure 

needs and problems as identified by all human service delivery agencies are 

included in an assessment of the needs of specific target popUlations. This 

approach should include a review of other agencies' plans which would probably 

have sections on needs of individuals who are not presently making use of a 

service. When analyzed and compared, attempts could then be msde to identify 

areas of duplication and gaps in services provided. 

There are a few advantages to employing this needs assessment technique 

when compared to other techniques. It is possible to make use of existing 

staff members to collect the information from the other agencies. The time 

involved in this technique is in the transmittal of the information. Needs 

information mayor may not be available when needed for the specific target 

group. 

The major disadvantage of this type of data is that it is not as complete as what 

might be obtained from secondary data collection and management information 

systems and therefore should be used in conjunction with other needs assessment 

results. As existing personnel can attempt the analysiS of the other agencies' 

needs informtion, the cost is relstive1y low when compared to that of other 

needs assessment techniques. Presently, there are not widely accepted and 

practiced methods of collecting and analyzing other agencies' information and 

the problem of incomparable information makes analysis difficult and time 

consuming. Because of the difficulties encountered in analyzing the informa-
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these results with those obtained 
1 Problems in comparing 

tion, there are a SO 
I d The results that are obtained do not 

from other needs assessment met 10 s. 1 used in conju,n~tiOn with 
i 1 r target group un ess 

substantiate need for a part cu a 

results of other techniques. 
from other agencies, other 

needs information 
Before attempting to collect 

be Considered as alternatives. 
techniques shoud 

REVIEWING AGENCY NEEDS INFORMATION 
STEPS IN 
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1) 
2) 
3) 
4) 
5) 
6) 
7) 

8) 
9) 

10) 
11) 
12) 
13) 
14) 

Identify data sources. 
Identify services provid~!~ion impacting other target groups. 
Identify and index legis view of alternative techniques. 
Review advantages and re i ded by decision makers. 
Determine what information s nee f the needs assessment. 

f ti and money or d Determine limitS 0 me ible for managing the nee s 
Assign a person who will be rlelsponds ct the needs assessment. 

din who wi con u 
assessment an asisllgb done with the results. 
Determine what wed 
Develop a list of info~atio~sd~~~~~tion. 
Identify other agenci~~t ~~~ compile information. 
collect data, code, e 
Analyze information. 

ort information 'and analysis. 
Rep results with other techniques. Compare 
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PUBLIC HEARINGS AND REVIEW OF BUDGETS 

There are some activities which can sometimes serve adequately as comple-

ments to a needs assessment process but which usually are not satisfactory when 

used alone because they do not generate enough data to be useful. The most 

common are public hearings and review of budgets. The purpose of a public 

hearing is to provide citizens with access to policy makers so they can 

express their opinions, wants, desires, and need for services. 

The advantages of public hearings are that they provide an opportunity 

to educate participants as to perceived needs; the sharing of i,deas about 

these needs has the potential of leading to a clearer understanding of the 

needs of a particular target population. Hearings are attractive because 

they are inexpensive to conduct and require little time and staff. Hearings 

can be held as frequently as, desired and in as many different locations as 

is prac tical. 

However, the disadvantages of relying exclusively on the results obtained 

from the public hearings are serious. In most cases those persons who are 

present at these meetings are unrepresentative of the population for whom 

services are being planned, and there is usually not enough time allowed for 

a full and thorough presentation of the proposed services. The views presented 

by those present ar~ usually those of service providers rather than recipients. 

Attempts at utilizing hearings in other states have revealed that service pro-

viders commonly dictate the direction of the discussion of the issues, and thus 

the responses received through a public hearing represent rather skewed per-

ceptions of the needs of the target population. Because of the questionable 

validity of the results of a public hearing, consideration should be given to 

other methods before selecting it as a needs assessment technique. 
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The review of a budget is another activity which can be used in conjunction 

with other needs assessment techniques. An agency or group's perception of the 

extent of a need is generally reflected in the amount of funds it has allocated 

to meet that need. A review of the budgets of all those agencies or groups 

that have an impact on the target population can give some idea of the variety 

of needs perceived and the extent of service programs available to meet those 

needs. 

There are several advantages of reviewing budgets; however, they do not 

outweigh the advantages of any other technique. The review of budgets is a 

flexible technique in that as many budgets as necessary can be reviewed and in 

as much detail as desired. Existing staff can be used to this end, and time 

is not a critical factor as a review of budgets can be an ongoing process. The 

cost of reviewing budgets, when compared to that of other techniques, is neg-

ligible. 

The disadvantages of this needs assessment technique are important con-

siderations that should be given adequate attention before deciding Oil this 

technique. The budget information of different agencies is not necessarily 

comparable in terms of identifying services to the particular target r,roup whose 

needs are being assessed. When the results are obtained, they can be used in conjunc-

tion with the results of other needs assessment activities to present a more 

complete picture of the needs of the target group. Used alone, however, the 

results will not be significantly valid. 

STEPS IN CONDUCTING PUBLIC HEARINGS AND BUDGET REVIEWS 

1) Identify data sources. 
2) Identify services available. 
3) Identify and index legislation impacting on the target group. 
4) Review advantages of alternative techniques. 
5) Determine what information is needed by decision makers. 
6) Determine limits of time and money for the assessment. 
7) Adsign a person who will conduct the needs assessment and assign. 

a person who will be responsible for managing the needs assessment. 
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8) 
9) 

10) 

11) 
I~ 
13) 
14) 
I~ 

Determine what \~ill be done with the results. 
Develop a list of information desired. 
Identify locations for public hearings or identify 
reviewed. 
Conduct hearings, review budgets. 
Collect data, code, edit, and compile information. 
Analyze information. 
Report information and analysis. 
Compare results with other techniques. 
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In this section we have presented a variety of techniques for use in 

a needs assessment activity with provisions for the enlarging or reducing 

those techniques to fit the constraints of the agency or group concerned 

with assessing the needs of their particular target population. A needs 

assessment is necessary to insure that the services provided to a community 

are effec tive, and to determine if additional services are required. The 

process of assessing the needs of a target population, regardless of the 

technique used, should be an ongoing activity of any agency or group con­

cerned with rendering services to that population. The needs assessment 

mechanism should be built into the planning process of any agency or group, 

and should be viewed as an indispeusible planning adjunct. Needs assessment 

provides an opportunity for the evaluation of existing programs as well as 

providing data for the planning of additional programs for those of the 

risk population who are not receiving sen,ices. The potential usefulness 

of ongoing data collection and needs assessment activities to the allocation 

of resources is essential to effective program administration. 

It should be re-emphasized that with any needs assessment technique 

there are only minor differences in the scope of the undertaking between a 

statewide needs assessment and a regional or local needs assessment. The 

steps involved in the assessments, with very minor variations, are adaptable 

to different sized jurisdictions. 

In conclusion, chart 4.2.1 provides a comprehensive overview of the 

techniques with selected areas of comparison. What might be the best method 

for a concerned group considering a needs assessment, may not he the most 

appropriate method for another group. Consideration should be given to all 

techniques, their advantages and disadvantages, to determine which technique 

will be most appropriate. 
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Assessing the needs of a particular target populstion on a Statewide 

basis is a complex undertaking and requires that many considerations be 

taken into account and decisions be made prior to the actual implementation 

of an assessment technique. This .section will identify the variable .. and 

circumstances to be considered in the implementation of a needs assessment 

on this sCllle and, will compare the ideal circumstances for conducting a 

needs assessment with the actual implementation of such an assessment in 

VirginIa. Techniques will also be suggested for incr{lasing or decreasing the 

scale of the needs assessment activity in an effort to conform to the parti­

cula~ situations of agencies or groups attempting an assessment of the needs 

of their target !,opulation on a local or regiona.l level. . 

VARIABLES OF A NEEDS ASSESSMENT 

There are several importaut variables that influence the success of a 

needs assessment, and each should be given careful consideration before de­

ciding on which technique to employ. The best method for conducting a needs 

assessment is one which maker. positive use of these variables to obtain the most 

valid results within thfl limits of reality and practicality. Any needs 

assessment effort that is undertaken involves the variables of available 

funding, staff, time, and the validity of results desired. These are im­

portant considerations regardless of the method used to assess needs. 

1. Funding: How large the scale of the needs assessment is depends upon 

how much an agency or group has available in its budget or how much it can 

expect to obtain through grants, donations, budget allocations, or other 

sources. The amount spent will be directly proportional to the type of 

instrument used, the amount of time allowed for the entire needs assessment 

process, and the degree of difficulty experienced in carrying out t:le needs 

assessment. For example, if an agency or group plans to conduct a population 
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survey, it is reco~~nded that no less than $20,000 be budgeted in order 

to obtain an expected degree of validity on a Statewide basis. In North 

Dakota, a population survey was conducted at a cost of $50 an interview. 

A needs assessment technique that can be used in conjunction with a target 

population survey is a service provider survey. In Utah, a service provider 

survey was conducted at a cost of $19,000 which included the designing of 

the sUlvey instrument, the training of the interviewers and the analYSiS, of 

the results. These are two types of techniques whose results can be used 

to complement each other. 

2. Staff: In many cases, the regular staff members of an agency or 

the members of a group interested in conducting a needs assessment are un­

able, because of the constraints of their existing job responsibilities, to 

take on the additional duties involved in a needs assessment activity. This 

is particularly true in the area of interviewing if the needs assessment 

technique involves a survey. For example, a Statewide needs assessment em­

ploying a target population survey requires a minimum of three full-time 

staff members to develop the survey instrument, design an interviewer's 

manual, hire and train the interviewers, and analyze the data that is col­

lected by the interviewers. In addition to the staff members, a number of 

interviewers, either psid personnel or volunteer, or both, need to be 

recruited to actually conduct the interviews. In North Carolina, a Statewide 

assessment involving all 100 counties was conducted, using 600 volunteers at 

the local level. When considering the allocation of personnel to be responsible 

for the needs assessment activities, it is important to remember that it is 

recommended that another type of assessment activity be simultaneously con-

ducted with- the primary needs assessment process. 
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3. Time: The time allocated for the entire needs assessment process 

depends on the amount of funding available and on the type of technique 

chosen. The more involved a technique is in terms of design and necessary 

personnel, the longer it will take to carry out. When considering conducting 

a population survey, for example, an agency or group should allow at least 

to 12 months to design, conduct, and analyze the results of the survey. 

When one or more techniques are conducted ~imultaneously, additional time 

must be allowed for correlating the results to get an accurate picture of 

the needs identified. 

4. Validity of Results: The ideal situation in developing a needs assess­

ment plan is to have the capability to determine the infor.nation desired so 

that the type of technique can be chosen before the determination of the 

amount of funding, staff, and time is made. However, funding, staff, and 

time limits are often already fixed, thus limiting flexibiJ.ity to the choice 

of a technique that fits those predetermined constraints. When the technique 

to be used must be chosen in terms of bow much the agency or group can finan-

cially afford, they may be unable to conduct more than one type of needs 

assessment, and the validity of the results may therefore be questionable. 

For example, if the only type of needs assessment technique that can be 

employed is a public hearing, the results will not be as helpful as results 

obtained from a target population survey. If an agency or group c&~ choose 

their technique and then appropriate the time, staff, and money to successfully 

carry out that technique, they can expLct fairly accurate results; however, 

if their flexibility has already been somewhat limited, it is still possible 

to achieve a certain degree of validity despite the limitations of the 

tcchnique(s) which must be chosen. 
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There are several techniques outlined in the previous chspter which 

are relatively inexpensive and can be carried out by existing staff. They 

can be conducted within a fairly short period of time (four to six months), 

and can provide the results which are indicative of the needs of a target 

population. When used together, the validity of the combined results can 

be considered to be reasonably dependable. These less demanding techniq,ues 

include a key respondent survey, a review of management information, and a 

review of needs indicators. Any of these techniques used alone cannot usually 

render very reliable results, but if used in conjunction with one or more 

other techniques can provide relatively accurate and useful data that in-

dicates needs. 

SUGGESTED TECHNIQUE FOR VIRGINIA 

In Virginia, if personnel and the financial resources are available, 

and a Statewide assessment survey of the human services needs of a specific 

population is desired, it is recommended that a target population survey 

rather than a general population survey be used as the needs assessment 

instrument. A target population survey, while it is expensive, time-consuming 

and relatively difficult to conduct, renders the most valid results because 

it goes directly to the source of the desired information. As discussed in 

the previous section, the target population survey covers a specific group 

of individuals, among whom are current recipients of services who can identify 

not only problems which exist within the current service delivery system but 

can also identify services which are needed that do not exist within that 

system. The target population survey. therefore, has the capability of pre-

senting a very accurate picture of the current situation and needs of a 

specific group of individuals. 

4.3.4 

There are basically three types of household surveys that can be employed 

to gather the desired information. The easiest type of survey is to mail 

questionnaires to everyone in the sample. Experience has shown that mail sur-

veys will yield a maximum of 30% to 40% return. Returns can be boosted to 

relatively high levels by intensive efforts (such as letter or telephone follow­

ul's). A recent report showed mail returns of 70 pe,:cent and over when follow­

ups were used. Of course, these extra efforts push up costs, while making the 

respondent group more representative. 

For example, the cost of a 1965 mail stud'y was $37,000 for 
5,630 initially returned questionnaires (70 percent of the 
sample),' or $6.55 per return. A personal interview follow­
up raised his return rate to 86 percent. These additional 
returns cost $13.65 each. It is instructive to note that 
$10,000 went for supervision, training, record keeping, and 
office work, $5,200 for listing of addresses, and $11,300 
for enumeration of households. The questionnaires and 
mailing cost only $6,600 •• 

Further problems are encountered when editing the results for appropri­

ateness of the response. People with reading difficulties, apathetic, or 

disinterested families will probably not complete the questionnaires and 

return them. In most cases, these are the very families the agency is most 

interested in. 

Telephone interviewing is the next type of low cost survey. The major 

difficulty with this method is that families without telephones are automatically 

excluded. Furthermore, the telephone is very impersonal. There are many re­

vealing clues that can be obtained from a personal interview that cannot be 

determined over the telephone. For example, there have been actual cases of 

the respondent assuring the interviewer over the telephone that there 

*An Introduction to Sample Surveys for Government Managers. The Urban 
Institute, Washington, D.C., March 1971. 
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are no problems in the household. A follow-up personal interview with the 

same respondent revealed a barren apartment with an alcoholic husband and 

sick children. Presently, there are no documented maximum lengths for a 

telep~,one survey. Without one-to-one contact there would seem to be limits 

to the length of time a respondent's attention can be held on the telephone. 

Therefore, if resources are available, the optimal and recommended 

approach is the personal interview in the home setting. There are twd 

methods for conducting a personal interview, both of which have drawbacks. 

One is to make an appointment with the family in advance of the interview. 

This can be done by mail so as not to exclude anyone in the sample. The 

other is simply to appear at a door without providing any advanced knowledge 

of the interview to the household. The first approach involving the pre­

contact produces an unusually high rate of families that are not home at the 

time of the scheduled interview. Additionally, when the interview is con­

ducted, the forewarned family is likely to present its best side. The house 

or apartment might be unusually clean and the children wearing good clothes 

while watching television. The interviewer can usually detect clues to a 

deceptive appearance. The second method results in a clearer impression of 

the family situation. However, the interviewer may be under suspicion re­

garding his intentions. All interviewers should have appropriate and complete 

identification ready to assure the respondent that his cause is legitimate. 

Additionally, the one-to-one interview allows for some degree of immediate 

editing of responses and in-depth questioning to clarify vague answers. 

the mid 1970's professional interviewers were receiving between $2.00 and 

$3.00 an hour. 

4.3.6 

In 

TECHNIQUES TO BE USED IN CONJUNCTION WITH THE TARGET POPULATION SURVEY 

Earlier in this section, it was recommended that one or more other needs 

assessment techniques be used in conjunction with the primary needs assessment 

technique. The use of additional techniques can help in corroborating the 

results obtained and can help to give a clearer understanding of the needs of 

the target group. If a target population survey is uued, it is recommended 

that a key respondent survey, a service provider survey, or an analysis of 

secondary data be used as additional techniques to supplement the results of 

the target population survey. 

The following three charts represent. the estimated time frame for ac­

tivities involved in conducting a Statewide needs assessment of a target 

population using the recommended techniques. Each chart enumerates the steps 

to be followed in using that particular assessment technique. There is an 

explanation of each step given in Section Two for each technique. Chart 4.3.1 

lists the steps and time frame in conducting a target population survey. 

Chart 4.3.2 lists the steps and expected time frame for conducting a key 

respondent survey. Chart 4.3.3 lists the steps and approximate time frame 

for reviewing secondary data. Ideally, the three needs assessment techniques 

should be conducted simultaneously to facilitate comparability of results. 
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TARGET POPULATION SURVEY 
SCHEDULE OF WORK TASK 

Identify data .sour :e~ 

Identify services available 

imp"cti~~ on tho ,arroot group 

Rt'!vit:!w of ndvant<lg('s of 
alternative techniques 

Dct .... ln. lDforuUatI 
1. needed bl'- d.d.lol1 .. k.n 

limits of time and' 
money fOl" the evaluation 

Assign person to manage and 
conduc t the needs assessment 

Determine what will be done 
with the survey results 

Develop a list 
desired from the survey 

~:!~~~ f~~' 
Select sampling method 

Design the survey instrument 

Select interviewers 

Test the survey instrument 

Refine the survey instrument 

Conduct t.he survey 

Collect data, code, edlt 
and compile information 

AnalyZe! infomation 

Keport information 
and anC)lysis 

-~:~:re reoulta wlth 
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KEY RESPONDENT SURVEY 
SGHEIlULE OF WORK TASK 

Identify data sources 

Identify services available 

Idcntify alld indcx l .. "o',,'nn 
inl1l3cting on the tarv.~t group 

Review of ndvantages or 
81 terna t 1 ve technique 

Uctcrmlnt! what infonnation 
is needed by decision makers 

Determine 1 tmlts of time and 
money for the aSSC!lsmcnt 

Assign person to manage and 
conduct the assessment 

Determine \~hat will be done 
with the survey results 

Develop a list of information 
desi red from the survey 

Idtmtify key respondents 

Select samples o~ ~ey 
respondents foY;: .lnl;:C: '.Lt:WLII~ 

Select a sampling method 

Design the survey instruracnt 

SelE'et interviewers 

Test the survey instrument 

R(1fine the sur'i;!Y instrument 

. Conduc t the survey 

Colleot d.t., oode, .d1c 
and co.pile lnfo .. at100 

Analyze information 

~~~O!~aivs!s 
Comp.:lrc rcsul ts with 
(lther technIques 
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SEGONlloIl\\' DATA ANALYSIS 
SCllEDULl, OF HORK TASKS 

Identify da La sources 

ldcnt try services available 

Review udv~mtagcs of 
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Ul'lCrminl! whnt information 
is nct!dcd by decision makers 

Chart 4.3.3 

MONTllS 

11 I 2 13 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 It I~ 

T 

,-~m~o~n~"'Y~f~o~r_t~I~lc~a~ss~c~s~s=m=en~t:-____ -1r--;_ L~--~--4---+---~--~-1r--1r--i 
Dctt!rminc limits of time and --= 
Assign respons'l'h'Ol1 
I • 'of 

, coda, edit 
and cotlpUe 

Analyze information 

Report of information 
and analysis 

I 

l rl 

~~oth~~rt~cchnO~llq~U.S' ________ +-~~~-+-1 __ +-~;--+ __ }li~~;-; 

I 

4.3.10 

The major emphasis of this section has been on the variables to be 

considered in developing a needs assessment technique for use on a State-

wide basia. It should again be pointed out that the variables are simHar 

in nature at different levels of effort in the needs assessment process. 

Cities, counties, and regional planning districts will have to consider the 

same constraints to conducting a needs assessment of their citizenry as 

would be considered at the State level. 

In essence, the needs assessment works in reverse. It is important to 

first determine the information desired of the assessment and then decide which 

method will provide the de~~red results within the constraints of time, funds, 

and staff. 

The recommended procedures for conducting a Statewide needs assessment 

includes using another technique for arriving at conclusions of need to be 

used in conjunction with the target population survey. In addition to the 

target population survey, the review of secondary data, or a service pro-

vider survey, and a key respondent survey are alternative techniques. Time 

frames for conducting the assessment should heavily influence the determination 

of which technique should be employed. 

The recommended Statewide needs assessment techniques should provide the 

most valid results within the identified constraints. It should be emphasized 

that the important ingredient to implementation of any technique is planning. 
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The results of a needs assessment, regardless of the scale effort attempted, 

should provide dsta on program utilization as well as information on members of 

the at risk populat.'O:ln who are not receiving a service. What the results of the 

assessment will provide, who they will effect, and who wants and/or needs to 

know the results are three important considerations of any needs assessment. 

The purpose of this section is to examine an~ discuss these important considera­

tions. 

Information that is collected and anlyzed from the needs assessment should 

provide justification for new programs and services that are designed to meet 

newly identified needs, as w~~l as identifying those needs which are being ade­

quately met by already existing services. In addition, data collection should 

construct the foundation for adequate funding to maintain programs presently 

meeting needs, as well as supporting the need for additional funding to provide 

new programs and services. 

Presently, services and programs designed for meeting needs are funded in 

an attempt to reach the most people of the target group for the least amount 

of money. This situation of providing services at a minimal expense appears 

to be a goo.e management practice. However, the needs assessment may identify 

the fact that needs are not completely, adequately, or effectively being met 

under s~ch conditions. 

Historically, service providers have placed in the position of stretching 

their limited financial resources to cover an increasing service population. 

The alternative to such a situation might be to provide a unit of service that 

produces the desired result and then establish the funding. Through the needs 

assessment mechanism, more adequate and effici.ent service deliv.ery can be ob­

tained. The long range implications of continuing to ineffectively meet or ignore 

needs deserve s1!rious consideration. If the needs of a specific client popula­

tion are not met as soon after they are .identified as possibillo, those same needs 
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are likely to increase at a geometric progression as does the population. The 

decisions anu policies affecting a particular target group Cdn have far-reaching 

ramifications 011 the future decisions of the policy makers of different targut 

groups. The theory of nee~.:J asseS31Dent attempts to avoid creating or contribu­

ting to the fU<.<lre existence, inCidence, and degree of needs which are rne 

results of present decisions. 

The results of the needs assessment activity should provide demograph~c, 

social, and economic characteristics of the target group. These recuTring 

traits should be carefully analyzed wherl considering the needs of the target 

population. Accurate collection of utilization data by the service population 

1n addition to information on i.ndividuals in the target group not receiving a 

servic~ should be an anticipdted outcome of needs assessment. The collection of 

this type of information should be an on80ing process that will help to es­

tablish a ranking of needs priorities. These priori.tles could then be identi­

fied easily by the public who deserve to know In what direction the policie~ 

of their government are headed. 

In addition to the justification for funding and new programs, the identifi­

cation of characteristics, and the ranking of priorities, needs assessment Pl'O­

vides an opportunity for program evaluation. The opportunity for program 

evaluation is rarely afforded a service population. There is a fine distinc­

tion between needs assessment and program evaluation that should be maintained. 

Needs assessment considers individuals beyond those included in the service 

population and is broader in scope than the limited vision of programmatic 

evaluations. 

The results of a needs assessment will affect a variety of persona regard­

less of the scope of the effort undertaken. The tacget population whose needs 

have been assessed have the most to gain from' the needs assessment. The po-

4.4.2 

tential of identified n""ds being addressed is greatly increased by the needs 

assessment. In addition to the target pepulation; the general public and 

society itself will feel the benefits of the needs as~~ssment. Efficient allo­

cation of tax dollars coupled with public understanding of needs provides the 

foundation for a good ~orking relationship be~ween any decision making unit and 

its constituency. The analysis of needs in terms of financial cost and social 

cost can help to celieve the intensity of identified needs in the future. The 

nature of interrelated needs provides the opportunity for them to be addressed 

jn e geometrical progression. Adequately meeting a particular neec of a spe­

cific target group can potentially relieve other needs of the group. An exal\';ple 

of this could be the timely implementation of programs for youth employment 

~hich might relieve some of the problems of juvenile delinquency. 

The final and perhaps the most important consideration given to the infor­

mation collected by needs asses'sment is who needs to know the results and why. 

Decision makers at the hig~est level of the jurisdiction where the needs sssess­

ment was implemented can exert the most influence based on the information. The 

key rlecision makers are generally elected to a political office tir appointed to 

a position of authority. At this level, legislation can be formulated to respond 

to needs identified by the assessment. It should be kept in mind that these 

key decision makers can only represent those who have access, or are allol"ed to 

have access, to them. The resulUa of the needs assessment should therefore also 

be available to any decision maker at any level who has the potential to address 

the identified needs of the target population with services, programs, polici"s 

or legislation. For example, agency directors, committee chairpersons and 

commission members are in a position to dictate policy and program implementa­

tion. 
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,he public itself deserves to know the results of a needs assessment that 

has been initiated by their service delivery and decision making system. There 

is an increasing demand from the public for hard program evaluations and needs 

assessments addressing the ills of our social system. There are several basic 

ideals of American society which include getting one's money's worth, realizing 

a profit, and efficient spending of limited funds, that continue to influence 

service delivery in the public sector. The overriding consideration of tne needs 

assessment is to be able to make more rational allocations of resoarces to 

address social problems and need based on scientifically gathered evidence rather 

than on fad, opinion, or faith. 

4.4.4 

This document is the fourth in a series of documents published by the 

Virginia Commission for Children and Youth focusin~ on the benefits of needs 

assessment activities in a human services delivery system. The previous docu-

ments each concI!ntrated on a particular activity in the needs assessment process. 

This document has dealt most specifically with the problem of designing and 

implementing a needs assessment method. 

There are numerous recommendations contained in this handbook for alterna­

tive methods for conducting a needs a~sessment. The following list is some of 

the critical c<>"ilsiderations in selecting and implementing a needs assessment 

technique: 

A. Review the current situation and capabilities using the criteria 
discussed with each technique in Section 11 of this handbook. 
Realistically appraise the situation and the need for information 
and the ability to undertake alternative techniques. 

B. A thorough understanding of the service delivery system for the 
target population is necessary. 

1) what services are available 
2) how many unita 
3) to whom 
4) geographical location 
5) at what cost 
6) how evaluated 

C. Prepare a detailed plan for conducting the assesw.~ent. 

1) tasks 
2) schedule 
3) responsibilities 
4) costs 

D. Collect information using a structured and tested instrument. 
Collect only relevant information. Know in advance how the 
information will be used, by whom, and when. 
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E. Provide fe"dback to all participants. Present the results of the needs 
assessment to citizens, agencies, and staff and allow for comments. 

These are the guiding principles in conducting an effective needs assessment. 

Technical suggestions r~garding sampling, interviewing, and time frames are 

contained throughout 'the manual. 

The potential benefits to be derived from the needs assessment activities 

by the planning process cannot be over-emphasized. Regardless of the method 

employed to identify the needs of a specific segment of the population, (he 

results should influence the meeting of identified needs through the resource 

allocation process. 
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