Needs Assessment 
“Needs Assessment clarifies what the problem is and why it exists, before creating solutions” (Source Hooper 1999)

What is a needs assessment? 

Needs assessments are used to explore or prove specific needs and to identify areas of unmet need within a specific target group. Needs assessments are typically used for the following reasons: 

To investigate whether there is a need: 

An organisation may have some anecdotal evidence of the need for their project and its services but have no substantial evidence. In many cases, this is a process of investigating whether the problem aimed to be solved does in fact exist.

To explore the nature of the need: 

Organisations may be aware that there are needs within the communitiy but may not know what the specific needs are:

To identify appropriate ways of meeting the need: Organisations may be aware of a specific need but need to identify appropriate ways of meeting these needs. 

To map existing provision: A mapping exercise of existing services in the locality will provide information on unmet needs when incorporated in to the needs assessment. Also finding out what provision/ services already exist is crucial when building partnerships, sign posting & ensure services are not duplicated. 

Elements of a Needs Assessment 

Needs assessments can be looked at on a number of different levels. The following elements could be looked at

· Collection of national data identifying young peoples needs 

· Collection of hard statistical data about a geographical areas

· Collection of qualitative data about opportunities for young people in your area

· Information on the needs of young people with whom you are in contact with

· Information about what young people want & need from your service  

Research questions typically associated with a needs assessment research:

· What is the nature of the need our organisation is hoping to provide for?

· Are there particular groups of people that are most effected by the issue our organisation is hoping to do something about? (i.e. are there some people more in need of thee service we are thinking of providing than others) 

· What are the causes of the issue our organisation is hoping to tackle?

· Is the need being met by any other organisation?

· What resources exist in our community to tackle this issue?

· What is the most appropriate way of meeting the need?

Gathering Evidence of Needs 

Planning for surveys and questionnaires

Designing Questions 
The difference between open and closed questions.

Open questions are questions that allow for any kind of response for example :
Where do you go if you need to get advice? 
Closed questions are ones in which there are a limited number of possible responses you can give. In other words, these are often questions in which the researcher has asked a yes/ no question or has provided a list of possible answers e.g. 
Have you used the local housing advice centre?

 Yes

 No 


Where would you go to for help if you had a housing problem?

Friend

Family member 

Teacher

Connexions adviser 

Youth worker 
Off the Record

Citizens Advice 

Homeless persons unit 

Housing advice centre 

Other 

Types of Closed questions 

Lists are questions in which the respondent is given a list of possible responses and they are asked to indicate (tick) the response that apply to them. For example:
Which of the following services provided by Off the Record have you use in the last three months:
Information Sessions 

Advice sessions 
Young Carers Group

Young Fathers project 

Counselling  Sessions
Cateory   A category question is one in which respondents are given a set of categories to choose from. This form of questions is often used for questions about age.

Which of the following age groups do you fall into?
11- 14

 15 – 17
  18 –21 
22 – 25 

Beware of over lapping categories for example 15 – 17 and 17 – 21.

How do you respond if you are 17?

Ranking 

The respondent is asked to place something in order of rank . For example:
We have a number of suggestions for developing the advice service in the next  few years. To help us decide which of these suggestions should be a priority, please look through the following lists of suggestions and select 3 that most appeal to you;  then rank these ideas in order of importance; put 1 beside the idea that is most important to you a 2  beside the idea that is next most important and so forth.

Get more young people involved in the planning of the service

Provide more advice sessions 

Provide more in depth services (e.g.  more representation at court etc.)
Help more young people become advice workers
Provide more advice sessions in other places 

Provide information to help change the rules and law causing the problems 

Scaling 
This involves the respondent deciding where they fall on a scale this may be a scale of satisfaction or a scale of agreement or a scale of virtually anything. For example:
Think back to your last visit to the information and advice drop in sessions. How satisfied or dissatisfied were you with the quality of advice you were given:
Very dissatisfied

 dissatisfied

 satisfied 

very satisfied  
There are various formats you can use for attitude scales. For example, you can present this question in the following format.

Think back to your last visit to the information and advice drop in centre. On a scale of 1 to 4 how satisfied or dissatisfied were you with the quality of the advice you were given? (Where 1 is very dissatisfied and 4 is satisfied) 
 Please circle the number that applies to you

 Very dissatisfied
 1
2
3
4

 very satisfied 

Another common way of attitude scaling is to present a set of statements and ask for a level of agreement or disagreement with particular statements. For example :
Please say whether you agree or disagree with the following statements:

	
	Strongly agree
	Agree 
	disagree
	Strongly agree

	It is important that the same person deals with  a case from beginning to end
	
	
	
	

	The advice provided  by the advice service needs to be accurate and expert
	
	
	
	

	An organisation should deal with all  types of cases as far as possible
	
	
	
	

	It is essential that an advice agency has links with other Youth Support organisations
	
	
	
	


A further way of attitude scaling is to present respondents with a set of statements that reflect various levels of something (in this case ability to participate in decisions) and ask them to select the statement that most applies to  them. 

Take a minute to think about how easy or difficult you find it to participate in decisions made about Off the Record. I’m going to read you a set of statements. Can you tell me which of the following statements most applies to you?
1 = I find it impossible to participate in decisions about Off the Record

2 = I find that it is sometimes possible to participate in decisions about Off the Record

3 = I find that it is usually possible to participate in decisions about Off the Record

4 = I find that it is always possible to participate in decisions about Off the Record 

Scales are extremely useful. Please note that you generally get a far richer data (far more information) using a scale question rather than a yes / no  question.For example the question:
Are you satisfied with the service provided by Off the Record
 Yes 

No  ?

.. will give you some useful information but you will get far more useful information  by asking

 How satisfied or dissatisfied were you with the service provided by Off the Record?

 Very dissatisfied
  Dissatisfied
 Satisfied
 Very Satisfied

Question Wording 
 What Makes a Good Question?

· A good question is necessary to the research

· Clear, understandable and completely unambiguous

· Simple and only asks  for one piece of information at a time

· In everyday language

· Interesting to respondents

· Direct to the respondent- do not ask one person to answer for another 
· Asked in a neutral way

· Takes into account the feelings of the respondents

Designing a questionnaire is not simply a matter of asking for the information you want and automatically getting the information you need; rather, it is an interaction between two people. You should always bear in mind the respondents may be reluctant to reveal private or self incriminating information. We need to make it as easy as possible for the respondent to provide an honest answer to each question. This means making sure each question is clear and unambiguous. It also means avoiding humiliating, or baffling them patronising them or making them feel wrong.

What Makes a Bad Question?

You should try to avoid the following:
Vague or ambiguous questions

 It is essential that respondents understand the question and understand it the way that you intend it to be understood. If you have chosen to design a self completion questionnaire, where the respondent writes answers to questions without there being an interviewer present to clarify any questions, it is particularly important to avoid ambiguity. When reviewing your first draft of the questionnaire look out for words that could possibly be misunderstood for example:
Neighbourhood: does this mean the surrounding streets, the borough or the whole of the city?.

Family:  does this mean the extended family or the immediate family?
You: does this mean you, your family or your organisation?
Try to be as specific as possible: avoid phrases such as:
How often do you use your local advice centre?
Rarely  

sometimes 

often 

This is a vague question and will only give you a vague idea of how often the respondent visits the advice centre and which centre they go to. It is better to be precise.
How often do you go to Plymton Off the Record ?
Once per month or less

2- 3 times per month

once a week 



more than once per week 
In addition to being vigilant about your own use of words, it is also good practice to test your questionnaire on some willing representatives from the group(s) you plan to target. 

Questions that contain assumptions

A question such as, ‘what qualifications did you leave school with? assumes that the respondent left school with at least some qualifications. This question also assumes that the respondents can remember all the subjects they studied at school, so make sure you include ‘don’t know’ and ‘not applicable’ response categories even if you think the answer is something everyone should know or is applicable to everyone.
Assumptions can be quite subtle for example ‘how satisfied are you with the services provided by the advice centre’ assumes the respondent is at least a little bit satisfied with the service provided. This may not be the case. It is better to ask ‘how satisfied or dissatisfied are you with the services provided by the advice centre. The question above how often do you go to Plymton Off the Record assumes the respondent does go to Plymton Off the Record.
Leading Questions

A leading question is one that is structured in a way that it encourages respondents to answer in a particular way. For example:

Do you agree that the local young people should have the right to express their views at Children’s Trust Board meetings? 
A non leading question would be do you agree or disagree that local young people have the right to express their views at Children’s trust Board meetings? 
Double- Barreled Questions

It’s best to only ask one thing per question and avoid using double – barreled questions such as

Did you find the advice point accessible and confidential?

Yes 

No 

If the respondent answers yes to the question it will be unclear whether they found the advice point accessible or confidential or both.

Questions that force respondents to give low prestige responses

People don’t like admitting that they don’t know something that they think they should know or admitting to buying cheap goods reading trashy newspapers or having awful jobs etc. This is known as ‘prestige basis’.
This can be a particular problem with regard to awareness questions – questions that exist to test respondent’s knowledge or awareness. There is no easy way round this problem apart from making the participant feel ok about giving a low prestige response.
For example :
Not everyone is aware of the benefit available to carers. Are you aware that carers can apply for disability living allowance?

Yes


 No 

Questions on Sensitive Topics

These are direct questions that might embarrass or offend the respondent. For example, a direct question such as ‘how old are you may cause embarrassment. It is more sensitive to ask respondents which age group they belong to. Use your common sense- ask yourself if you would find the question offensive, if not ask someone you know if they would find it offensive or embarrassing.

Ordinal Basis 
Many questionnaire’s contain attitude scales such as:
Please rate the overall quality of the food provided

Very poor
  poor  

satisfactory 

good

 excellent.

Most respondents will select the middle option ‘satisfactory’ simply because people don’t like to feel that their attitudes are extreme; they prefer to sit o the fence. In some situations this is fine, but often respondents have an opinion and it would be useful to know which side of the fence they fall. If this is the case, don’t provide them with a middle option. In other words, give an even number of response categories such as six or ten.  For example on a scale of 1 to 6 how would you rate the overall quality of the food where 0 is very poor and 6 is excellent.

Please circle your answer

 Very poor  
 1
2
3 
4 
5 
6 
 excellent .

Similarly, in the case of telephone or face to face interviews, if respondents are given a list of things or ideas and asked to select one, respondents are likely to choose the first or the last simply because there are the most memorable items. The solution is to start the list in a different place for each respondent so that no item in the list benefits from being first or last on the list.
Questionnaires for Young People 

Keep the number of questions limited and focused or potential participants will be put off

Do not expect young people to spend more than 10 minutes completing questionnaires 

Closed questions (such as tick boxes are easy to answer, but the options given may hide subtle differences unless they have been carefully piloted 

Consider the use of language and literacy levels, including knowledge of English

Consider whether some respondents might benefit from working with an intermediary to complete the questionnaire 

Young people appreciate good design, so think about the overall look and layout of the questionnaire, ensuring that fun designs do not look patronizing

Sometimes offering incentives - such as a prize draw or gift vouchers- may encourage more young people to participate

Do not forget to brief young people at the start and let them know what you intend to do with the results. You should follow this up with timely feedback once the research is complete and always provide them with feedback.

When developing your questionnaires it’s a good idea to pilot them with young people to check the relevance of questions and their wording
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