Questions to Guide a Needs Assessment
[image: S:\Center Photos\Standard Logo\noaa-logo.png]Questions to Guide                                          A Needs Assessment



This document contains guiding questions for each of the twelve steps in the Online Guide to Needs Assessment. The purpose of this document is for you to be able to select and edit the questions and customize them for your needs assessment purposes.



Step 1: Define the Issue and Target Population

  Current State 
1. What is the problem or issue that the project is intended to impact? 
2. What is the current situation in terms of the issue and those affecting it? 
3. In the coastal community, region, or state (or geographically affected area), is this issue or problem of high priority or concern among stakeholders (i.e., likely to have greater traction)?
4. Why does the problem exist (i.e., is there a documented cause or is there evidence suggesting the cause)? 

  Opinions
5. What are stakeholder opinions about the problem, its causes, and potential solutions?
6. What do stakeholders consider valuable concerning the problem (an indicator of what will have greater traction)?
7. Who do stakeholders believe have the ability to impact this problem? 

  Solutions
8. What do experts, advisory groups, and others suggest as ways to end or diminish the problem? 
9. Do potential solutions connect to actions or decisions of specific groups or individuals?
10. What would the solved or acceptably diminished problem look like? 

  Organizational Priorities and Capabilities
11. How consistent are the issue and target population with your organizational priorities (and those of partners, if applicable)?
12. How committed is management to using the results of the needs assessment to inform planning decisions? 
13. How closely does the purpose of the needs assessment fit within the scope that is achievable given the available skills, number of assigned staff members, and time? What are strengths? What are concerns? Can they be satisfactorily addressed? 
14. If the needs assessment is part of a high profile project, how sensitive is the needs assessment to the organization’s stakeholder values and priorities?




Step 2: Establish a Planning Team

1. Who has insight into and understanding of the issue?
2. Who has insight into and understanding of target population perspectives?
3. Who has expertise to support data collection, instrument design, and content and statistical analysis?
4. Who has understanding of behavior change models?
5. Who has expertise with facilitation and communication? 
6. Who is or will be directly affected by the project?
7. Who has decision-making authority or influence?
8. Who has resources that may be needed?
9. Who will be implementing the resulting project? 
10. Who can fill two or more roles above?



Step 3: Gather Existing Data and Information

1. Which questions from Step 1 need to be informed by this step, Gather Existing Data and Information? 
2. What reports, articles, or media coverage will provide insight into these questions? 
3. Are there existing needs assessments that address similar issues or a similar target population that may serve as models? 
4. Who might possess useful information that may not be reported or published?
5. What does the literature reveal about efforts to address this issue that may be useful in this situation?


Step 4: Characterize the Target Population*

1. Is there more than one distinct target population? 
2. For each target population, what is known about the causes of the problem? 
3. What is known about the accuracy of the information? Identify strengths and weaknesses in the information. 

       *Use the Characterization Checklist on the next page to summarize this information.


[bookmark: Editing][bookmark: _GoBack]




	
Characterization Checklist


	
Target Population
	
What Is Known?
Summary
	
Level of Confidence
1 = low, 5 = high

	 1. Knowledge
	
	

	 What level of knowledge do they have about the issue?
	
	

	 What kind of understanding do they have of current events related to the issue?
	
	

	 How familiar are they with terminology and concepts related to the issue?
	
	

	 2. Skills & Abilities
	
	

	 What kind of skills, experience, or prior training do they have related to the issue?
	
	

	 3. Incentives
	
	

	 What are the consequences of action or inaction (i.e., are they rewarded or penalized or does nothing happen)?
	
	

	 4. Support
	
	

	 What factors affect their ability to access, attend, or utilize training or tools or techniques?
	
	

	 Do current policies encourage or discourage desired behavior? 
	
	

	 Does management agree that this is a problem?
	
	

	 How does management react to employee actions and decisions?
	
	

	 5. Motivation
	
	

	 What level of value do they place on actions and decisions affecting the issue?
	
	

	 Do they believe or expect that it is within their ability to take action or make meaningful decisions affecting the issue? 
	
	

	 What do they value that is linked to the issue (i.e., what are they most concerned about)?
	
	

	 6. Opinions
	
	

	 What attitudes and biases do they have about the issue? 
	
	

	 What are their perspectives about the problem, their relation to it, and its causes and solutions? 
	
	

	 7. Cultural Characteristics
	
	

	 What are the distinct cultural factors that affect their actions and decisions, which in turn influence the issue?
	
	



Step 5: Identify the Data to Collect

1. What information is lacking?
2. Of the information on the characterization checklist (characterization_checklist.doc) rated at a medium or low confidence level, which, if any, are priorities?
3. Generally, how elaborate or time consuming are the development of instruments and the implementation of the methods being considered at this point?
4. How much time, resources, and expertise are available for the remaining steps?
5. Given the answers to the questions above, which information should move forward into data collection design?
6. If more than one target population is identified, how many solutions is the organization prepared to address—is there a reason to focus on one target population? Does this affect which questions are asked?
7. If the target population is a subset of those involved in the problem, are partners able and willing to address other populations? How does this affect the data collected? 


Step 6: Select the Data Collection Methods

1. Which methods will gather the needed information? Consult the table of common methods (common_methods.doc) for examples. 
2. Which methods would the target population be most receptive to? 
3. What techniques can be used to encourage participation? Study the methods to encourage participation (Ideas for Maximizing Response.doc as modal) to maximize the response rate. 
4. Does the planning team have access to the expertise necessary to use the selected methods?
5. What are the time and cost implications for the selected approach?


Step 7: Determine an Appropriate Sampling Strategy

1. Is someone with expertise available to help design a sound sampling strategy?
2. Is sampling bias an issue of concern? How can the bias be minimized? 
3. Should a probability or non-probability approach be taken?
4. How many people are needed to establish a representative sample?
5. Is special permission needed to sample a certain number of people or a specific population? What are the policies of the academic institution or the Office of Management and Budget (http://www.cio.noaa.gov/Policy_Programs/pra.html)?






Step 8: Design and Pilot the Data Collection Instrument

1. What arrangements need to be made to pilot the instrument? With whom and why? How far in advance?
2. What is the protocol for the piloting process?
3. Based on the needs for information, are the questions the right type and are they asked the right way)?
4. Have the questions been checked by someone with “fresh eyes” to avoid common mistakes? 
5. What kind of expertise is needed to be able to analyze the type of data collected?
6. What recommendations from the pilot checklist (pilot_checklist_step8.doc) should be considered?


Step 9: Gather and Record Data

  Collect Data
1. If more than one person is collecting data, is there a protocol established to ensure consistency?
2. Have pre- and post-data collection procedures (e.g., appointments for interviews and follow-up with participants) been addressed?
3. Who will do the data gathering? Will they need training? Are they familiar with the content area or with data collection?

  Record Data
4. Given the strengths and limitations of recording techniques, how will the data be captured and recorded? Is this specified in the protocol as well as the logistics associated with setting up the collection instrument or collection event? 
5. Who will format questionnaires, surveys, and other data collection instruments used by facilitators, interviewers, or participants so they are easy to complete?
6. How will data collection be standardized?
7. How will the data be recorded during observations or interviews?

  Short-term Data Storage
8. Is there a central location for data storage? Do the collectors know where to enter the data?
9. Where will the collected data be stored and who is responsible for doing it?

  Planning for Analysis
10. Is there expertise to prepare the data for analysis (e.g., coding or creating code books)?
11. Will the prepared data lend itself to easy input into and analysis by a data analysis software program?
12. If data are analyzed manually, is there expertise to do this? 







Step 10: Analyze Data

1. Are the perspectives and information needs of stakeholders clear, especially those who will make decisions based on the results?
2. Is there an opportunity to incorporate both quantitative and qualitative data into the needs assessment to create a more complete picture?
3. For quantitative data, is a description or summary of the data from the sample population (i.e., descriptive statistics) sufficient, or will it be necessary to generalize the conclusions to a broader population (i.e., inferential statistics)?
4. Is there expertise or software to conduct the needed types of quantitative analysis?
5. For qualitative data, if there is more than one person coding the data, is there consistency? 
6. Is there expertise or software to conduct the desired type of coding or content analysis?
7. Is there access to a professional that can help with data analysis?
8. Given the needs for analysis and the capacity to conduct analysis, are the data that will be analyzed prioritized so that the most pressing questions are answered?


Step 11: Manage Data

1. Who will make backup copies of all data? Where will they be stored and who will be responsible for them?
2. Where will a master copy of the original data be stored? 
3. Will the raw data be retained? Where and how will they be stored?
4. What metadata (information about the data) need to be recorded?
5. If data were contracted, who owns the data?
6. How long should data be kept beyond the life of the project?
7. What is the protocol for allowing access to the data (e.g., other project teams requesting the data for their own needs assessment)? 


Step 12: Synthesize and Report the Information

1. How detailed and technical does the report need to be for the intended audience?
2. What questions of the needs assessment are most important to the audience?
3. Are the key findings summarized and easy to find?
4. In what format does the audience prefer to receive and process information?
5. How important are aesthetics and visuals to the audience?
6. How quickly does the audience need the information?
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