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Praise for This Book
“Kaufman and Guerra-López have written the ultimate needs assessment text.  A practical guide 

that’s fully comprehensive, full of tools, yet written in a style easily understood by anyone under-

taking such a task for any institution.”

Steven J. Kelly 

Partner, KNO Worldwide

“Kaufman and Guerra-López offer exceptional guidance for any organization seeking long-term 

success. Their comprehensive focus on the process of designing and implementing organizational 

strategy from Mega to Micro elements is clearly and effectively presented. Any organization or 

enterprise will benefit greatly from following the guidance provided by these experienced, world-

class scholars.” 

John V. Lombardi 

President Emeritus, University of Florida

“Needs Assessment for Organizational Success is a guide book for pragmatic professionals who 

want to know how to achieve desired goals, while also containing sound philosophical bases for 

those who want to understand the principles underlying successful goal-setting and organizational 

guidance.  Written by two world-class experts, this book provides the reader with an invaluable 

insight into organizational direction and success.”

Caesar Naples 

Vice Chancellor Emeritus, The California State University

“This book is an excellent and comprehensive development of the life work of Roger Kaufman, 

arguably the father of modern needs assessment. The text lays out his fundamental methodology 

for needs assessment, namely defining a ‘need’ as a noun and showing how to quantify the gap 

between actual and desired results. It integrates Kaufman’s notable contribution, the Organiza-

tional Elements Model, which introduced the concept of a Mega level that explicitly incorporated 

a link to societal good in strategic planning. The authors provide a plethora of tools for those who 

wish to implement these ideas to seek organizational success.”

William Swart, PhD 

Professor of Marketing and Supply Chain Management, East Carolina University
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typical learning needs assessment, this new book focuses on four levels of needs, a shift that’s 

required in today’s environment. Written in an easy-to-read format with practical tools, this is a 
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Jack J. Phillips, PhD 

Chairman, ROI Institute

“Kaufman and Guerra-López take us into the world of needs assessment in their new book, 

Needs Assessment for Organizational Success. They give us the tools and resources required 
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public and private sectors. For clear and practical techniques, add this book to your performance 

improvement library.” 

Dr. Roger M. Addison, CPT 

Chief Performance Officer, Addison Consulting 
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Frances Hesselbein 

President & CEO, The Frances Hesselbein Leadership Institute 
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on the path finding Mega planning. The new book is pragmatic, practical, and sensible. It is a 

blueprint for any organization that seeks to add value to all stakeholders and then be able to 

prove it.”

Peter Sharp 

Company Director, Canberra Australia  
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“Successful managers know that front-end analysis of needs and gaps is a necessary component 

of organizational success.  Yet impulsive, over-confident decision making has been found to be 

one of the major barriers to organizational success.  This book provides the reader with careful, 

smart, and efficient evidence-based approaches to needs assessment.  Roger Kaufman and Ingrid 

Guerra-Lopez have been thought leaders in this area for many years and this book distills the 

learning of many different kinds of organizations about a number of needs analysis methods.” 

Dr. Richard Clark 

Professor of Educational Psychology and Technology, Rossier School of Education 

Professor of Clinical Research in Surgery, Keck School of Medicine 

University of Southern California

“Kaufman and Guerra-López provide a simple statement of the Mega Planning Model by pulling 

together Quasi needs assessment, while the vital signs for the organization make it easy to 

connect and allow flexibility. They also provide improved tools and approaches that fill out the 

many requirements of the planning process, while neatly separating the assessor, ‘what can we 

expect?’ from the evaluator, ‘what did we get?’ Mega Planning asks us to create something of 

truly lasting value with everything we undertake.”

Dr. Ronald Forbes 

Leaderskill Group Pty Ltd

“The authors provide proven evidence-based concepts, methods, and tools for measurably 

improving organizational success, in both the public and private sectors. It works, and works well.”
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Preface
Successful needs assessment is all about the choices you make. Choose wisely, and success is 

all but certain. Make another choice and failure is guaranteed. 

While this book will be a valuable resource for anyone interested in an evidence-based 

approach to improve organizational performance, it is written specifically for performance 

improvement professionals (including workplace learning and development professionals) who 

want to make good decisions that lead to productive results. 

These internal and external organizational players and stakeholders are individuals involved 

in organizational planning and include those who manage or administer any needs assessment, 

change, evaluation, or any other related initiatives intended to improve organizational performance. 

The book will also be a valuable resource for those who support, manage, or make direct 

decisions about an organization’s overall strategic direction, including executives, administrators, 

members of a company’s leadership team, or even external performance consulting professionals.

Primary Focus on Strategic Alignment
The intended audience and scope of this book is broad; it purposefully does not deal with the full 

range of specific data collection methodology or approaches since many good resources already 

exist on this topic. Rather, this book focuses on the job of building a properly aligned needs 

assessment framework that will ensure you:

•	make the right long-, short,- and mid-term needs assessment choices

•	are heading in the right direction

•	arrive at your intended destination

•	properly align results at various organizational levels

•	identify real problems (such as gaps in results), not just symptoms

•	develop valid and reliable criteria for selecting the most effective and efficient 
solutions and interventions

•	link everything done, produced, or delivered (both inside and out) by your organization

•	fully track performance gaps (from needs assessment through evaluation) using well-
designed and implemented performance dashboards.
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Four Levels of Needs Assessment
In addition to its singular focus on building an effective needs assessment framework, this book 

offers a unique, four-level system to categorize needs assessment efforts: Mega, Macro, Micro, 

and Quasi. These various levels are outlined below:

•	Mega Needs Assessment: A strategic needs assessment that incorporates a systemic 
perspective of the organization, society, and their gaps in results.

•	Macro Needs Assessment: A tactical needs assessment that begins with a primary 
focus on organizational gaps in results, independent of its external/societal context.

•	Micro Needs Assessment: An operational needs assessment that focuses primarily on 
internal performance gaps of individuals, teams, or departments within an organization.

•	Quasi Needs Assessment: In contrast to the previously mentioned needs assessment, 
this level does not focus on performance results. Rather this needs assessment 
focuses on identifying gaps in means (for example training or other solutions). 
Training needs assessment is an example of a Quasi needs assessment.

Making the Most of This Book
While the book is constructed to allow you to pick and choose which chapters or sections are 

most applicable or useful to your particular needs, it is strongly recommended that you read 

all the chapters to gain full understanding and value from the book. Still, if you wish to take a 

piecemeal approach, then use the job aid on the following page to determine the chapters that 

will be most useful to you.

Other Reader Notes

Recurring Case Study
Beginning in chapter 3 we offer a recurring narrative using a fictional organization, Bewell Insur-

ance Company (BIC), intended to illustrate the concepts discussed in this book. In this narrative 

BIC is facing an important change with new legislation that mandates health insurance for all 

United States citizens. This will have an impact at all levels of the organization; in particular, 

the chief operating officer has asked to help the executive team figure out how to maintain BIC’s 

leadership in the industry, especially in terms of profitability.
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Readers in other industries (for example, education, military, nonprofit) will also find relevant 

performance issues in this case study, and are encouraged to read through the case study carefully.

If you are: Then read:
Interested in understanding the performance improvement process and 
how needs assessment supports continuous performance improvement

All chapters

Interested in learning about foundational concepts in performance 
driven needs assessments

Chapter 1: Needs Assessment and 
Performance Improvement
Chapter 2: Basic Tools for a  
Useful Assessment

Concerned with identifying strategic needs that takes into account 
external environmental (for example, societal) factors and consequences

Chapter 3: Performing a Mega-Level  
Needs Assessment

Concerned with identifying tactical needs that take into account the 
entire organization

Chapter 4: Performing a Macro-Level  
Needs Assessment

Concerned with identifying operational needs that take into account 
only individuals, teams, and other subsystems of the organization

Chapter 5: Performing a Micro-Level  
Needs Assessment

Concerned with identifying gaps that relate to specific solutions,  
such as training

Chapter 6: Performing a Quasi Needs 
Assessment 

Interested in maximizing solution alternatives and assuring selected 
solutions address root causes of gaps, rather than only symptoms

Chapter 7: Linking Analysis and Solutions  
to Make Recommendations

Interested in continual improvement by linking needs assessment  
and evaluation

Chapter 8: Linking Needs Assessment  
to Evaluation

Interested in how to keep track of trends in performance gaps, and what 
contributes to their reduction versus maintenance

Chapter 9: Performance Dashboards: 
Monitoring Performance Gaps

Interested in questionnaires as one of many data collection tools used 
for needs assessment

Chapter 10: Gap Assessment Tools

Interested in exercises that will help you and your stakeholders enter 
into useful dialog and actions related to needs assessment, particularly 
at the Mega level

Chapter 11: Tool Kit

Chapter by Chapter Notes
Below is an outline of the primary topics covered in each chapter. 

•	Chapter 1—Needs Assessment and Performance Improvement: Foundational 
concepts in performance driven needs assessments. 

•	Chapter 2—Basic Tools for a Useful Assessment: Using the Organizational 
Elements Model as a needs assessment framework.

•	Chapter 3—Performing a Mega-Level Needs Assessment: Describes  
the process for conducting a Mega-level needs assessment and other  
important considerations. 

•	Chapter 4—Performing a Macro-Level Needs Assessment: Describes  
the process for conducting a Macro-level needs assessment and other  
important considerations.
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•	Chapter 5—Performing a Micro-Level Needs Assessment: Describes  
the process for conducting a Micro-level needs assessment and other  
important considerations.

•	Chapter 6—Performing a Quasi Needs Assessment: Describes the process for 
conducting a Quasi-level needs assessment and other important considerations.

•	Chapter 7—Linking Analysis and Solutions to Make Recommendations: 
Describes how to link needs assessment, analysis, and recommendations, providing 
various analysis tools.

•	Chapter 8—Linking Needs Assessment to Evaluation: Describes how to link 
needs assessment and evaluation for continuous improvement.

•	Chapter 9—Performance Dashboards: Monitoring Performance Gaps:  
Describes key uses in the design, implementation and use of performance dash-
boards, and the data that emerge from them.

•	Chapter 10—Gap Assessment Tools: Provides examples of specific data collection 
tools focused on gaps, and discusses ways to use these tools, as well as how to 
interpret and use findings.

•	 Chapter 11—Tool Kit: Provides a series of practical tools for use in meetings, 
presentations, and various communications with needs assessment and  
planning stakeholders.

This book is about success: yours, your associates’, your organization’s, and how those 

contribute to a better society. It is pragmatic, sensible, and useful.  
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Chapter 1 
Needs Assessment  

and Performance Improvement
What’s in This Chapter?

•	 How to clearly justify your organization’s direction 

•	 Understanding your assessment choices and how to relate means and ends

•	 Defining “needs” as a gap in results, not a methods, means, or 	
resource discrepancy

•	 The relationship between needs assessment and evaluation

•	 How to ensure stakeholder participation and buy-in

Finding Your Way
It is important to make certain that you and your organization are headed in the right direction; 

this means that you have justified exactly where you are headed and you know how to tell when 

you have arrived. Finding the right direction is absolutely vital. This chapter provides the basic 

concepts and tools to assure that when you do needs assessment, you have valid and reliable 

data upon which to make, and justify, decisions.  

The precise definition of words and concepts are absolutely vital, and even if some words 

sound familiar, we provide unique definitions for many. It is more than semantics and being 

precise is central to your success. 
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Introduction: Setting the Right Destination
Most journeys we take are considered successful if we arrive at the right place, at the right time, 

and in good condition. The “right place” is vital. Identifying where you should head and justifying 

why you should get there will provide you with the critical data upon which to do planning, 

design, development, implementation, and monitoring and evaluation. Likewise, performance is 

not merely about what we do or how we do it, it is first and foremost about accomplishments (or 

“arriving” at a desired and appropriate destination).

When we talk about improving performance, we are talking about improving our accom-

plishments, the results of what we do and how we do it. It does us little good to improve what 

we do and how we do it, if it doesn’t improve the results we want to accomplish. First, we define 

the results we want to accomplish; and then we consider what we should do and how, in order 

to accomplish them. And that is where needs assessment comes in. It provides concrete data on 

where you should head, why you should go there, and how to tell when you have arrived. Here 

are some journey tips and thoughts to consider.

Avoid flaws in conventional thinking and models. If there is a universal mistake in 

how organizations decide how to improve their effectiveness and efficiency, it’s that they tend 

to start development without a proper review to:

•	Ensure that their objectives (including visions and missions) are still appropriate 	
and have enough specificity so that people can appropriately plan to meet them.

•	Provide rigorous and clear criteria for management, development, evaluation, and 
continual improvement. Conventional practice for organizational improvement denies 
itself the data about where the organization should be going, how to know when it is 
having success, and how to manage improvement in the organization.  

An analogy might be if an airliner left its home airport with no better guidance than “to 

have a good trip to San Diego,” without a practical, tangible, and agreed upon navigation plan 

for getting there. Conventional practice values quick action under the guise of decisiveness, and 

often, quick action leads to costly mistakes. Quick action in and of itself is not a bad thing, if it 

doesn’t entail picking solutions before understanding problems and opportunities.  

Start with a needs assessment to provide the data for front-end alignment to en-

sure you’re going to the right place. The first action proposed in this book is a pragmatic 

needs assessment. The approach in this book will remedy the problems lurking in current ap-

proaches by focusing on useful ends defined in measurable performance terms. If someone 

didn’t challenge the status quo in measurable terms, we would still be living on a flat earth. This 
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book defers approaches, methods, means, activities, and tools until all organizational effective-

ness and improvement partners can measurably articulate, justify, and communicate where to 

head and why go there. This approach avoids “solutions in search of problems” and starting out 

a journey with vague notions of where to head (for example, “be world class,” “excellence,” 

“delighted customers,” “become number one”).

A serious organization measurably determines where it is and should be headed, and then 

concerns itself with arriving on time and in good condition. Then it decides on how to get there. 

All three are important, but first and foremost we define “where to head.”  

The sensible road map for a successful journey—for measurably improving what your orga-

nization contributes—is based on the general performance improvement process: Assessment, 

Analysis, Design, Development, Implementation, and Evaluation (AADDIE) (Guerra, 2003), de-

picted in Figure 1.1. This is a more responsive framework than the conventional ADDIE frame-

work because it doesn’t assume that one knows what to analyze, but first assesses where one 

should head.

The major emphasis of this book is on needs assessment, causal and other types of analyses, 

as well as the ongoing linkage from needs assessment to evaluation and continual improvement.

Choosing the proper destination for organizational improvement and organizational effec-

tiveness involves change, choices, and consequences (Kaufman, 2006). Change is inevitable 

and it is a matter of whether you become the master of change or the victim of it. This leads to 

choices: Do you choose to create a new and better future or just react to it? And then there are 

consequences of your choices about the change. Do you measurably add value to your organiza-

tion or do you subtract value?  

The choices are yours and your organization’s to make and the consequences are yours 

to realize. Hesitant to make choices? Not making a decision is a decision (Greenwald, 1973). 

When facing uncertainty, which seems to always be with us, management expert Peter Drucker 

advises us, “If you can’t predict the future, create it.” This approach to needs assessment will 

allow you to define and create the better future for you and your organization. And that means 

tangibly defining and delivering success; success that you can prove.

Defining and arriving at the right place (at the right time and in the right condition) is 

facilitated by needs assessments. We’ll define what that is and then tell you about the underlying 

concepts and tools that can help you deliver organizational improvement and success.
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Figure 1.1	 AADDIE Model

Implementation
•	 Prepare for change
•	 Implement solutions and manage change

Development
•	 Produce solution/means based on design specifications
•	 Formatively evaluate and modify solution/means

Design •	 Select or derive solutions/means based on solution criteria

Analysis
•	 Identify causes for gaps
•	 Identify solution criteria based on gaps

Assessment
•	 Identify gaps in results (What Is vs. What Should Be)
•	 Prioritize gaps based on the costs and consequences

Evaluation  
and Continual 
 Improvement

•	 Formatively evaluate progress and revise as required
•	 Summatively evaluate impact and continue to revise as required 

Ends vs. Means
Measurable performance improvement starts with identifying the ends we want to accomplish 

(not the means we prefer) and then determining our current position with regards to those 

ends. The distinction between ends and means cannot be overstated.

•	Ends are results, impacts, and consequences. They are what happens after we use 
and do something.  

•	Means are the ways we achieve ends. They are the how-to-do it.  

Both are important, related, and different. Ends define where we should finish and the 

means (the right means) get us there. Figure 1.2 further defines these two important elements.
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Figure 1.2	 Differentiating Ends vs. Means

ENDS are the results, impacts, or accomplishments we get 
 from applying the means. They are what is achieved.

MEANS are the way in which we do something. They are 
 processes, activities, resources, methods or techniques 
 we use to deliver a result.

What’s the Difference?

MEANS

MEAN

N
D
S

E
N
D

Source: Kaufman, R. (2011). The Manager’s Pocket Guide to Mega Thinking and Planning. Amherst,  MA: HRD Press.

What Is a Need?
If we are going to assess needs, and use them to set our direction and planning to achieve 

organizational success, let’s define some terms. First, let’s define: What is a need? A need is a 

gap between current results (and consequences) and desired results and consequences.

Figure 1.3 illustrates this definition of a need as a gap between current and desired results 

and the consequences of that gap.

The Inherent Conflict of Language 
Ordinary language usage provides a challenge for conducting a useful needs assessment. 

Common usage of “need” often takes us to solutions—we need more money, we need more 

time, we need more people, we need to outsource, we need to reorganize—and this always 

leads us to selecting and applying solutions (more time, more money, etc.) before we know the 

problem and before we know what results we should deliver. Thus, without thinking, people 



Chapter 1

6

unknowingly jump into solutions before defining and justifying a problem (a problem is a need—a 

gap in results—chosen for reduction or elimination). This book has an emphasis on results and 

relevant evidence. The quick way for you to be successful at needs assessment—and maintain 

a strategic focus—is to act on the realization that need is a noun: a gap between current 

results and desired results. It is not a verb.

Figure 1.3	 Definition of Need

Needs, Ends, Means

• First select the NEEDS, then (and only then):

• Identify and select the means, solutions, or processes to close 
   the gap in results. 

Needs

Current 
Results

Desired
Results

ENDS ENDS
MEANS

Source: Kaufman, R. (2011). The Manager’s Pocket Guide to Mega Thinking and Planning. Amherst, MA: HRD Press.

If we use need as a noun, we will be able to justify both useful objectives as well as what 

we do and deliver. We will be able to provide valid rationale and evidence for everything we use, 

do, produce, and deliver. It is the only sensible way we can demonstrate value added. 

By jumping into a solution (a means, methods, intervention, technique, or tool) through 

the use of need as a verb, disagreements often begin about what people want, rather than 

focusing stakeholders on what must be accomplished. We can argue almost endlessly about 

which means is better—training, Six Sigma, benchmarking, technology—if we don’t define 

which gap in results a favored means will close. To reduce conflict and the practice of selecting 



Needs Assessment for Organizational Success

7

solutions in search of problems, go back to basics: First define the needs (as gaps in results) and 

then consider and select the means to close those gaps in results. 

The Need Word
Need is an overused word. Just listen to everyday conversation, including perhaps yours. And 

the way the word is used conventionally in needs assessment often leads one to means before 

defining and justifying the ends to be accomplished. People confuse needs and wants (ends and 

means) all the time. And the consequences of getting these confused are not pretty. Ever hear a 

family member say things like:

I need a new car.

I need more time.

I need him/her.

I need more technology.

I need more people.

I need a new dress/suit.

I need to go to the mall.

I need more money.

The difference between ends and means is clear, but it becomes blurred when we use need 

as a verb. When you use need as a verb, it is very demanding and takes away your choices. There 

are no longer options, just the solution (more money, more training, more benchmarking, new 

technology) that have been pre-selected. Thus, people are constantly picking solutions before 

they know the problems.

Now that we have a definition of need—a gap in results—we have the basis for starting to 

determine the objectives for our organization; for everything we use, do, produce, and deliver in 

terms of adding value outside our organization; for defining and justifying the right place for us 

to head and arrive. The tool for this is needs assessment.

What Is a Needs Assessment?
A needs assessment identifies gaps between current and desired results—not means—and 

places those in priority order on the basis of the costs to meet the needs as compared to the 
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costs to ignore the needs. These gaps are called needs, and needs chosen for resolution can also 

be referred to as problems. By defining need as the gap between current and required results, 

we have the basis for justifying not only where we should head but also the evidence for proving 

the costs of meeting the need—getting to the ‘right’ destination—as well as the costs for 

ignoring the need. We have to operate in an environment of trust, and trust is best built through 

objective evidence. 

Defining need as a gap in results provides a triple bonus:

•	You determine “what should be,” which is derived on the basis of performance data; 
this becomes your objectives.

•	You have the basic criteria for evaluation; you only have to compare the new distance 
between What Is and What Should Be based on the needs identified and justified. 

•	You have the basis for unimpeachable proposals because you can provide both the 
conventional “cost to meet the need” with the “costs to ignore the need.”

 Taking this approach has an additional organizational political benefit. If you provide such 

data in a proposal and it is turned down by the person making the project decision, then any 

responsibility for failure and the consequences shifts away from you.

Needs Are Not Wants, and Means Are Not Ends
It is critical to understand that there is a wide range of perceptions about what is called a need 

or a needs assessment. In fact, many so-called needs are not needs at all, but preferred wants. 

Likewise, many so-called needs assessments are not needs assessments, but rather a survey of 

wants. For example, picking training as a solution, and then asking your employees to come up 

with 10 reasons why they need training or in what areas they would like training is not a needs 

assessment. This is an example of how to justify preferred solutions through incomplete data (in 

this case, popular wants) without first collecting evidence about real gaps, actual causal factors, 

and a range of relevant options.

Needs Assessment vs. Needs (or Performance) Analysis
Variations of this process have also been referred to as performance analysis (International 

Society for Performance Improvement, 2011; Pershing, 2006), or assumed to be part of a front-

end analysis (Harless, 1975), or a figuring things out (FTO) study (Zemke and Kramlinger, 1982). 



Needs Assessment for Organizational Success

9

However, we caution about blurring assessment with analysis, as one seeks to identify gaps 

in results, while the other seeks to understand the root causes and essential elements of such 

gaps. If we refer to a basic Webster’s definition of analysis, we find that analysis is described as 

the process of studying the nature of something or determining its essential features and their 

relations. In this sense, both needs assessment and needs analysis are part of an essential and 

preliminary stage in any learning and performance improvement effort. 

Needs assessment provides data about gaps in results, and therefore sets up the evaluation 

framework to be used when evaluating the solutions that were implemented to close such gaps 

(Guerra-López, 2008). Needs analysis should come after a needs assessment in order to provide data 

about the causal factors of the gaps, and therefore critical input about what solution alternatives 

should be considered to close such gaps. Indeed analysis is an important and supporting aspect 

of evaluation—and all performance improvement phases—as one should always seek to better 

understand gaps between What Is and What Should Be (or what was intended). 

Training Needs Assessment Caveat 
It is also worth noting the distinction between a performance-based needs assessment and a 

training needs assessment. The purpose of a training needs assessment is to identify “the things 

we must know before we train….” (Rossett, 1987, p. 14), which suggests we already know 

training is the solution to the performance problem. From a performance perspective, needs 

assessments can be conducted at various levels of organizational results, including strategic 

(external impact), tactical (overall organizational results), and operational (internal deliverables), 

independently of any pre-imposed solution(s). 

Within an instructional context, needs assessments could be conducted at the learner level, 

either looking at gaps in knowledge, or preferably, looking at gaps in human performance and 

behaviors first, and then seeking to identify the relevant gaps in knowledge so as to better 

target desired results. This is echoed by Dick, Carey, and Carey (2009), who suggest that needs 

assessment, in the context of instructional design, begins by asking what learners must be able 

to do or perform, rather than what they must know (Guerra-López in Richey, 2012). 

It is also worth noting that although sometimes the terms needs assessments and evalua-

tions are used interchangeably, they are quite different.  
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Needs Assessment and Evaluation—	
Related but Different
While assessors and evaluators may share data collection techniques, the types of questions they 

seek to answer differ. In this sense, the roles of assessor and evaluator differ in purpose or 

function, rather than importance and methods. Needs assessors help define, justify, and create 

the future by providing hard and soft data for the identification of performance-based vision, 

aligned missions, and building-block objectives, as well as the gaps between current and desired 

results. Additionally, they help identify the best solutions for closing these gaps, and thereby 

ultimately reaching the organizational vision. 

 On the other hand, evaluators help to determine whether we did in fact reach the future 

we set out to create during the needs assessment process. One of the primary ways they do this 

is by determining the effectiveness and efficiency of the implemented programs and solutions, 

as well as the causal factors associated with any gaps between expected and accomplished 

results. Measurably improving organizational and individual performance depends heavily on 

these two roles and processes. 

While both assessors and evaluators collect data with regards to the current results of 

process or activity, evaluators collect data to determine whether current results match the 

results expected from solutions (such as new programs, new technologies, new processes, 

training, or any other means we select to help us achieve our objectives) that have already been 

implemented. The assessor, in contrast, seeks to anticipate the expected return-on-investment 

of potential interventions before they are implemented by collecting data both about current 

results (What Is) as well as the potential results (What Should Be). With this data, decision 

makers are able choose among competing alternatives (Guerra-López, 2008).  

Stakeholder Participation and Buy-In
Any successful organizational improvement effort is dependent on the involvement and buy-in 

of its organizational partners. Needs assessment is no different. You will want to include repre-

sentatives of all relevant stakeholder groups in your needs assessment. If the very same people 

charged with defining and accomplishing the results that the organization commits to deliver 

are not part of the process, they will doubtfully be a willing partner after the fact. Moreover, the 
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needs assessment findings and recommendations will likely be met with skepticism and resent-

ment, which only leads to failed improvement efforts.

While not every stakeholder has to be physically present in needs assessment activities, 

it is critical that they feel their interests are well represented and considered in the process. A 

comprehensive and representative stakeholder group should be identified for revisions, feed-

back, and approval. A subset of this group should form a more active core work group that will 

collaborate closely with those needs assessors.

As you read through each of the needs assessment levels, keep in mind that all efforts are 

to be carried out as a needs assessment and planning team.

Needs assessment ensures that you are headed in the right direction, provides the criteria for 

designing and delivering success, and provides the criteria for determining if you were successful.

Chapter Summary
Organizational improvement and organizational success relies on defining and justifying where 

we are headed and how to know when we arrive. Needs are gaps in results, not in processes, 

methods, or means. Needs assessments identify the gaps between current results and their 

consequences and desired results and their consequences. They also will provide important 

data so we can identify the costs of meeting the needs as compared to the costs to ignore 

them. Needs assessments are not the same thing as needs analysis, performance analysis, 

or evaluation. In the next chapter we will introduce the basic tools you require to begin your 

needs assessment.
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Basic Tools for a Useful Needs Assessment

What’s in This Chapter?
•	 A detailed description of the Organizational Elements Model (OEM): a template 

for planning, design, development, and success 

•	 The most common missing ingredient from a needs assessment 	
(societal value added)

•	 How to align internal and external results and consequences

The Organizational Elements Model (OEM)
Every organization, whether or not it recognizes it, is a means to societal ends. As performance 

improvement expert Dale Brethower cautions us, If you are not adding value to society, you are 

probably subtracting value.

Organizational success depends on adding value to all internal stakeholders and those ex-

ternal to the organization. This is vital, and the missing variable on most approaches to needs as-

sessment and indeed strategic planning (Davis, 2005). Every organization, if it intends to survive 

and thrive, has to add value to its external clients, including society. It is not only good business, 

but ethical as well (Moore, 2010). No sensible organization wants to hurt, harm, disable, or kill 

their clients—neglected, irritated, hurt, or dead people are not usually repeat customers. One 

thing that can make an organization go out of business, lose market share, or damage its public 

image is to harm its clients, and most organizations care very much about safety. Many years 

ago, Ford Motor Company lost major market share when it was reported that the Pinto (1971–

1980), one of its most popular models, had a major death rate from some crashes.1 In 1982, on 

1. http://money.cnn.com/galleries/2007/autos/0708/gallery.questionable_cars/3.html	



14

Chapter 2

the other hand, Johnson & Johnson immediately recalled all packages of Tylenol when a tainted 

package was discovered in Seattle. They replaced it in a tamper-proof form and regained and 

even added to market share. Social responsibility paid off.2 Increasing emphasis worldwide is 

now on environmentally sustainable products and earth-friendly materials. Safety is increasingly 

a central concern. 

The Organizational Elements Model (OEM) provides guidance and direction for serious per-

formance improvement. It has five levels, three related to ends and two to means. Figure 2.1 

illustrates the results chain for needs and its alignment to means. A needs assessment is best 

done at each organizational results level: Mega, Macro, and Micro.

Figure 2.1	 Results Chain of the OEM

Results chain that shows the relationships and alignment 
among the Organizational Elements

Societal Consequences and Contributions
(Mega)

Organizational Contributions
(Macro)

Activities
(Processes)

Resources
(Inputs)

Organizational Accomplishments and Contributions
(Micros)

Ends

Means

Source: Kaufman, R. (2011). The Manager’s Pocket Guide to Mega Thinking and Planning. Amherst, MA: HRD Press.

2. http://www.brainmass.com/homework-help/business/marketing/255690
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The Five Organizational Elements
The five organizational elements—Mega, Macro, Micro, Processes, and Inputs—must be defined 

with rigor and precision, and they must also relate one to the others so whatever you use, do, 

produce, and deliver will add value to our external clients and society. This primary (but not 

exclusive) attention to Mega—societal value added—is vital, critical, and missing from most 

other approaches to needs assessment and planning. 

The Organizational Elements must be linked and aligned if we are to deliver organizational 

improvement and success. Doing so enables you to ensure that everything you use (Inputs) and 

do (Processes) as well as individual results (Micro) and organizational contributions (Outputs) 

deliver useful societal results (Mega); all in the value chain are both served well and well served. 

Table 2.1 shows how the organizational elements link and align.

Table 2.1	 How the OEM Links to Needs Assessment and Key Stakeholders  
	 at Each Level

Organizational  
Element

Examples Needs 
Assessment 

Level

Type of 
Planning

Key 
Stakeholder

Outcomes: Societal 
results and consequences

Quality of life, health, 	
self-sufficiency, gainfully 
employed graduates

Mega Strategic 
planning

Clients, client’s 
clients, community, 
society

Outputs: Organizational 
results

Profits, sales, patients 
discharged, graduates

Macro Tactical 
planning

Organization itself

Products: En-route 
results or building blocks 
note there may be multiple 
levels of products)

Competent employees, courses 
completed, assembled vehicles, 
medical procedures completed, 
accomplished/met standards

Micro Operational 
planning

Individual 
and groups of 
employees or 
performers

Processes: Interventions, 
solutions, methods

Teaching, training, learning, 
manufacturing, selling, 
managing, marketing

Quasi Action 
planning

Individual 
and groups of 
employees or 
performers

Inputs: Resources Funding, employees, 
equipment, regulations, 
standards

Quasi Resource 
planning

Individual 
and groups of 
employees or 
performers

The OEM also provides a framework for critical questions to answer about our needs as-

sessment and indeed all planning, management, implementation, and evaluation. Below are the 

questions every organization must ask and answer, and the level of planning and name of the type 

of result (Kaufman, 1998).
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Finding Useful Direction and Purposes 
•	Do you commit to deliver organizational contributions that add measurable value 	
to both your external clients and society? (Mega/Outcomes)

•	Do you commit to deliver organizational contributions that have the quality required 
by your external clients? (Macro/Outputs)

•	Do you commit to deliver internal results that have the quality required by your 
internal partners? (Micro/Products)

•	Do you commit to have efficient internal process, programs, projects, 	
and activities? (Processes)

•	Do you commit to ensure and deliver the quality and appropriateness of the human, 
capital, and physical resources required? (Inputs)

These are the important questions that will allow you to align everything you use, do, 

produce, and deliver to add measurable value within and outside of your organization. Each 

organizational element is dependent on all others. If one systematically and rigorously answers 

each of the questions, the chances of success are dramatically increased. If any one element is 

omitted or not defined rigorously and measurably (see chapter 1) then the operations get sloppy 

and success is not likely.

Some additional examples for each element are illustrated in Table 2.2.

Why the OEM Is Important to Organizations
When organizations do not align each of the organizational elements, it renders their approach 

incomplete. It is vital for any useful needs assessment to identify the relevant gaps between 

What Is and What Should Be for each of the results-referenced organizational elements:

•	Mega/Outcomes

•	Macro/Outputs

•	Micro/Products
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Table 2.2 	 Additional Examples for Each of the Organizational Elements
M

eg
a

•	 All persons are self-sufficient and self-reliant—not under the care, custody, or control of another person, 
agency, or substance including the health and well-being 

•	 Organizations (including clients and customers) are successful over time including ROI for investors, 	
increased stock value over time* 

•	 Eliminated disabling illness due to environmental pollution
•	 Eliminated disabling fatalities
•	 Positive quality of life
•	 No welfare recipients (and thus their consumption is less than their production)
•	 Zero disabling crime
•	 Continued profit over time (5 years and beyond)
•	 Created jobs that add value over time
•	 School completer is self-sufficient and self-reliant

M
ac

ro

•	 Revenue
•	 Profit
•	 Sales
•	 Patient discharged
•	 Graduate
•	 Brand recognition
•	 Intellectual capital outputs (e.g. patents, licenses, etc.)
•	 Total market value added to the organization

M
ic

ro

•	 Production quota met
•	 Competent personnel (as a result of training, for example)
•	 Course successfully completed
•	 Operation completed
•	 Test or course passed

Pr
oc

es
se

s

•	 Organizational development
•	 Management techniques
•	 Operating production line
•	 360 feedback
•	 Training
•	 Six Sigma
•	 Examining patient

•	 Strategic (or tactical or  operational) planning
•	 Assessing needs
•	 Course development
•	 Budgeting 
•	 Communication practices
•	 Use of interpersonal skills

In
pu

ts

•	 Money
•	 People
•	 Equipment
•	 Facilities
•	 Existing goals
•	 Existing policies
•	 Time
•	 Resources
•	 Individual values
•	 Laws
•	 Current economic conditions
•	 Curriculum

•	 Regulations
•	 History
•	 Organizational culture
•	 Current problems
•	 Existing materials
•	 Current staff and their skills, knowledges, attitudes, 	
and abilities

•	 Characteristics of current and potential clients
•	 Predicted client desires and requirements

*Note: The words “over time” are critical. Success over time indicates that what it delivers to external clients is safe and useful 

and that is also reflected in continuing profits and no successful liability lawsuits against them.
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Consequences of Micro-Only Focus
Suppose you focus only on a commitment to: 

•	deliver internal results that have the quality required by your internal partners 	
(Micro/Products)

•	have efficient internal process, programs, projects, and activities (Processes)

•	ensure and deliver the quality and appropriateness of the human, capital, and 
physical resources required (Inputs).

By following this path your assumption is that whatever Products (for example, mastery 

of a skill as a result of training, development of a widget, completion of a task) delivered as a 

result will lead to organizational success. That is a big and dangerous assumption. For example, 

research shows us that less than 10 percent of what is learned in training transfers to the job 

(Clark and Estes, 2002).  

One should ask: “If I get results at this Micro level, what value will it add to the Macro 

level, and then what value will it add to the Mega level?” Without this formal link, we might 

have splinters of results for diverse individuals and small groups that never get synthesized or 

integrated to add value both within the organization and outside of it. Would you want that for 

your own organization? What impact would that ultimately have on the health of the organization, 

and each of its members? Wouldn’t you want to ensure your organization is healthy so that it can 

continue to add value to your customers, to the community, and to you? 

Be aware, most conventional organizational improvement efforts limit themselves to a 

Micro focus and thus endanger the entire organization if those results don’t add value to the 

entire organization and external clients. Listing the dangers of this conventional approach is not 

difficult; just imagine the waste in human, capital, and physical resources, as well as the self-

defeating work environment it creates.

Consequences of Macro-Only Focus

Most organizations have themselves as their primary client and beneficiary, but forget that in the 

long term, their customers and society have to benefit in order for the organization to continue to 

benefit. So suppose you focus only on a commitment to: 

•	deliver organizational contributions that have the quality required by your external 
clients (Macro/Outputs)
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•	deliver internal results that have the quality required by your internal partners 	
(Micro/Products)

•	have efficient internal process, programs, projects, and activities (Processes)

•	ensure and deliver the quality and appropriateness of the human, capital, and 
physical resources required (Inputs).

While Mega results are about the measurable benefits contributed to society by your 

organization (for example, improved quality of life), Macro results are indicated by the measurable 

benefits the organization reaps from what is delivered to society (for example, profits, revenue, 

and market share). Keep in mind, however, that the only way to sustain organizational benefits 

(Macro) is by assuring societal contributions (Mega).

This Macro-level scope is wider than most organizational improvement efforts but still has 

some major risks. You must ask the question: Does what the organization delivers, even if the 

immediate client is satisfied, add value to our shared society? For example: How many satisfied 

customers (in the short run) resulted from asbestos insulation to only regret their choice a few 

years later? How many people were happy with fast food cooked in saturated fats, only to 

battle health problems later? How many people were happy with business practices in Wall 

Street until the stock market crash in 2008? Adding measurable value to our society is not to be 

assumed, it should be included in the needs assessment so sensible organizational contributions 

can be defined and justified.

When you examine the stated objectives of major (and your own) organizations, you will 

see that at best, they focus on their well-being (be the best, show a profit, highest market share, 

and so forth); but interestingly, these statements of purposes for organizations lack precision 

and rigor on how to measure their accomplishments (Kaufman, Stith, and Kaufman, 1992). That 

is, they are vague and provide inadequate guidance for the organization as to where it’s headed 

and how to know when goals are reached.

These statements also lack what value the organization will add to our shared society, the 

assumption being that just as long as the organization is making money (or getting funded, for 

a public organization) it is doing well. And that limitation is the organization’s Achilles’ heel 

(Kaufman, 2010). If an organization doesn’t add value to both its external clients and our shared 

society it will, sooner or later, falter (Davis, 2005). 

Interestingly, and sadly for most organizations, the conventional wisdom is about a focus 

on the “bottom line” and most business cases limit themselves to the Macro/Output level 
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(Bernardez, 2009). That does not have to be. This point cannot be stressed enough. Making money 

is not a bad thing, but using it as the only and ultimate goal is not strategic. Most business-case 

models, unfortunately, stop at Macro. In a for-profit organization, making money is a consequence 

of adding value to external clients and our shared society. If the organization is driven by Mega/

societal focus, it will, as a consequence, do well at the Macro/organizational level.

Results of Adding Mega/Outcomes to Focus
While most organizations ignore it, assume it, or disdain it, any organization that intends to 

thrive must add value to all stakeholders, including our shared society (Moore, Ellsworth, and 

Kaufman, 2011). A secret to organizational improvement and success is adding a focus on 

external clients and society to its overall purpose; adding and integrating Mega.

We all depend on other organizations and individuals to look after our survival, well-being, 

and quality of life. When we buy and use a car, fly in an airplane, get on a bus, eat in a restaurant, 

or buy groceries, we want to assume that our health and safety comes first—before their profits. 

When we go to a dentist, undergo surgery, or buy medicine, we want to be assured of our safety, 

survival, and quality of life. When we buy appliances, install new equipment, and buy electronics 

and cell phones, we want to be assured of our safety, survival, and quality of life when using 

them. Exploding airplanes, cars, and appliances are not what we or anybody else wants.

So, when we are designing and delivering anything to our external clients, should they not 

expect the same from us? Should not what we use, do, produce, and deliver add measurable 

value to them and to our shared world? Contributing measurable societal value added, as we 

have noted earlier, is not only practical and ethical, but also a basic requirement for strategic 

organizations. Not doing so is a death sentence for organizations.

Results of Adding Societal Focus
Unique to the approach in this book is including a focus on societal value added for all 

stakeholders. When we view our work and contributions from a system view, then all parts 

working independently and together must add value for all. By a primary (but not exclusive) focus 

on society—Mega—that obligation will be fulfilled.

As we will see in chapter 3, the societal level of results is defined by an Ideal Vision. This 

Ideal Vision defines the perfect future we wish to reach, and provides long-term guidance for 
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how the organization adds value to external clients and society. Figure 2.2 illustrates the foun-

dational role that the Ideal Vision serves in creating direction and establishing the organization’s 

mission, functions, tasks, and means.  

This societal focus—in measurable performance terms—is missing from most formula-

tions (Moore, Ellsworth, and Kaufman, 2008, 2011; Moore, 2010). Most of those who do include 

a societal value added do it reactively, that is, they may identify if what they are doing happens 

to have a positive impact on society. That reactive mode is a good start, but not good enough; it 

does not purposely, efficiently, and effectively drive what the organizations uses, does, produc-

es, and delivers inside and outside of itself. We urge that your approach to needs assessment 

identifies the gaps between current and desired results so that a performance bridge can and 

will be built to improve our shared world, and guarantee your organization’s long-term survival 

Figure 2.2	 Alignment Between Ideal Vision, Mission, and Functions

Alignment of Mega, Macro and Micro

Ideal Vision

Organization’s Mission

Organizational 
functions & tasks 

Development, Operations, 
Evaluation/Continual 

Improvement

Missions derive from the Ideal Vision. An organization selects what portion of 
the Ideal Vision it commits to deliver and more ever closer to it. 

Mega

Macro

Micro

Source: Kaufman, R. (2011). The Manager’s Pocket Guide to Mega Thinking and Planning. Amherst, MA: HRD Press.
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and well-being. It is proactive and moves to improve our world using our organizations as a ve-

hicle in a mutually beneficial way (Bernardez, 2005; 2009; Bernardez, et al., in press). If it is not 

adding value to our external clients and society, what do you have in mind? When making deci-

sions, you should ask this question: Will this add value to all internal and external stakeholders? 

If not, revisit your decision criteria.

Societal Focus and Making Money Are Not at Odds
We expect everyone we deal with to put our health and safety number one on their priority list. 

And we should do the same for them. Think for a moment about the organizations that you do 

business with regularly, both in work and in life. Are you willing to allow any to put their profits 

or conventional objectives, above your survival, health, and well-being? Your grocery store? Your 

school? Your child’s school? Your family physician? Your auto manufacturer?

We demand of any organization we deal with that they put us—our survival, self-sufficiency, 

and safety—ahead of anything on their agenda. And the same goes for your job and your orga-

nization: Others depend upon you putting them at the top of your priority list. Doing so is both 

practical and ethical.  

If you don’t add value to our shared world and our clients, you might be subtracting value. You 

only have to look at the wreckage of selfish organizations worldwide in the last 30 years to see that 

greed sooner or later catches up with them. Actually, most people are a bit surprised, at first, to 

find that they already contribute to Mega—and contribute much more than they initially thought. 

Our success hinges on relating everything we use, do, produce, and deliver and relying on 

it all to add value to our shared society. If we don’t, we develop only a part of something and 

are missing a large part of its potential contribution.

OEM and Levels of Needs Assessment
Figure 2.3 provides a conceptual view of the different levels of needs assessment. In order for 

you to use the right level of needs assessment for your situation, it is important to understand 

when to use them. Table 2.3 provides a job aid for needs assessment selection that links the 

various levels of needs assessments to the conditions that are associated with each of them, 

along with a comparison of other well-known front-end models. It also attempts to highlight 

their link to an analysis function that is part of a complete front-end approach. 
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You will notice that the OEM is the only framework that has an explicit focus on external 

contributions to external clients and society (Mega). As you move down the OEM levels, we find 

that Rummler’s Anatomy of Performance (AOP) is another useful framework that encompasses 

all the levels beneath it (Rummler, 2004). Rummler saw the organization as an adapting and 

processing system that must align processes, jobs, and performers to organizational objectives. 

The link to the external system was implicit in what he called the organizational context (for 

example, regulations, industry, suppliers, etc.) and ultimate value-added deliverable to external 

clients. However, there was no formal reference to the organization’s survival and long-term 

success to its contributions to society. The further down the organizational levels you get, the 

more models we find that incorporate them as a focus in their approach. It is important to note 

that these are all useful models, for their intended purposes. Much of the utility of these, or any, 

tools depends on whether they are used for the right purpose and implemented in a thoughtful 

way. What we want to highlight is that you must understand the boundaries of each of the 

models to select the most useful for your situation.

It is also important to note that any of these models could be used in conjunction with one an-

other or modified for the application of one comprehensive model. For example, the OEM and AOP 

Figure 2.3	 OEM Levels of Needs Assessment

Organizational Elements Model

What Should Be

What Is

Quasi Needs AssessmentsNeeds Assessments 

Mega/Outcomes

Internal Needs
Assessments

External Needs 
Assessment

InputsProcessesMicro/ProductsMacro/Outputs

Source: Kaufman, R. (2006). Changes, Choices, and Consequences: A Guide to Mega Thinking and Planning. Amherst, 	

MA: HRD Press.

Note: We will continue to use this figure of the OEM to demonstrate specific links to all levels of needs assessment and planning. 
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Needs Assessment for Organizational Success

Figure 2.4	 Needs Assessment Selection Algorithm

Yes

Do we 
want to ensure 

that we add value 
to both the organization 

as well as external 
clients and society?

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

Do we only want 
to ensure that we 
add value to the 

organization?

Do we only want 
to ensure that we 

add value for 
individual and/or 

small groups?

Do we want to 
improve the 

efficiency of what 
we do?

Implement a Mega 
Needs Assessment

(Chapter 3)

Implement a Macro 
Needs Assessment

(Chapter 4)

Implement a Micro 
Needs Assessment

(Chapter 5)

Implement a Quasi 
Needs Assessment

(Chapter 6)

Align all levels 
of needs: Mega, 
Macro, Micro, 

Quasi

No

No. Stop wasting 
your time.



26

Chapter 2

have been successfully integrated to leverage both sets of strengths, particularly the OEM’s strate-

gic societal focus, with the AOP’s articulated process for linking all other organizational subsystems, 

such as critical business issues, critical job issues, and critical process issues.  

Likewise, it is not difficult to imagine that integrating any of the needs assessment models 

with any specific model that more heavily focuses on analysis would offer a powerful tool for 

assessing and analysis performance gaps.

Figure 2.4 (on the previous page) provides an algorithm to help you select the appropriate 

level of needs assessment, directing your attention to the respective chapter of this book.

Each of the Organizational Elements are equally important and must be linked and aligned. 

While most planning and needs assessment approaches focus on one or two—but omit Mega—

all must be formally, rigorously, and measurably considered. Organizational success depends on 

adding measurable value both within and outside of the organization and this must be done by 

all who commit to success.

Chapter Summary
In this chapter, you learned about the OEM, and its role as a framework for conducting needs 

assessments that systemically link all organizational levels, as well as aligning internal and 

external results and consequences. We also discussed the importance of starting with societal 

value added as the anchor for conducting needs assessments, and the potential risks of assuming 

external value added.
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Chapter 3  
Performing a Mega-Level Needs Assessment

What’s in This Chapter?
•	 Why you should include societal value added in needs assessment and planning

•	 How to conduct an “organizational front-end aligned” Mega-level 	
needs assessment

•	 Determining your vision and mission by identifying an Ideal Vision and related 
Vital Signs

•	 Prioritizing needs—gaps in results—and costs 

Why do some organizations get into trouble? One basic reason they fail, along with professionals’ 

attempts at performance improvement, is the failure to link everything to useful external results and 

impacts. In automotive terms, what is suggested here is more like front-end alignment than front-end 

analysis. As one of the fathers of measurable objectives once noted, “If you don’t know where you are 

headed, you might end up someplace else” (Mager, 1997).

Mega-level needs assessment provides the essential “front-end alignment” that ensures 

that everything an organization and performance improvement professionals do is linked—from 

resources to activities to products to delivery to external impact: linking Inputs, Processes, 

Products, Outputs, and Outcomes.

Let’s see what is really involved in doing a needs assessment at the Mega level, which 

identifies and justifies what value should be added to our organization as well as to our shared 

world. Central to a Mega-level needs assessment is the Organizational Elements Model, Figure 

3.1. The case study scenario that follows the model illustration demonstrates this concept.
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Figure 3.1	 Organizational Elements Model

Organizational Elements Model

What Should Be

What Is

Quasi Needs AssessmentsNeeds Assessments 

Mega/Outcomes

Internal Needs
Assessments

External Needs 
Assessment

InputsProcessesMicro/ProductsMacro/Outputs

Source: Kaufman, R., 2006.

Case Study Scenario
The Bewell Insurance Company (BIC) employs approximately 5,000 employees. The health-

care provider has a reputation for being a leader in the marketplace because of its customer 

focus, but also having higher rates than competitors. In addition, the healthcare industry 

is about to experience a radical change for group customers, individual members, and em-

ployees because of a National Health Reform. Soon, all individuals will be mandated to 

have health insurance, either through their employer or by using the newly formed Health-

care Exchange. The healthcare industry will have more of a retail focus. As a result, it is 

imperative that BIC acts strategically to not only grow business and maintain the existing 

business, but also maintain its reputation as a healthcare provider that puts the health and 

well-being of its subscribers first and demonstrates superior health results.

BIC’s vice president has just contacted you to assist in identifying strategies 

for capitalizing on relevant new legislation and ensuring that BIC’s current and future 

customers continue to be satisfied with products and services that meet their health and 

quality of life needs.

How do you proceed?
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Why Conduct a Mega-Level Assessment 
A Mega-level needs assessment is a process for identifying and resolving gaps between the 

desired and actual accomplishments and contributions of an organization, as measured by the 

usefulness and value of those accomplishments to the organization’s external clients and our 

shared society. Relevant accomplishments at this level, for any type of organization, may relate 

to economic and personal security, public health, safety, environmental impact, quality of life, 

and survival.

Societal value added—measurable value added—is required for success. Unique to the 

approach in this book is the focus on societal value added for all stakeholders. When we view 

our work and contributions through a system view, then all parts of the organization are working 

independently and together to achieve a common purpose—they must add value for all. By a 

primary (but not exclusive) focus on society—Mega—that obligation will be fulfilled. Doing so 

is both practical and ethical (Moore, 2010). As we explained in chapter 2, this societal focus is 

missing from most formulations, which is why we urge that your approach identifies the gaps 

between current and desired results. This proactive approach works to the benefit of all.

A systemic needs assessment is then ideally conducted at each level, in sequence, from 

Mega to Macro to Micro, as shown in Figure 3.2.

The five levels of organizational elements—Mega, Macro, Micro, Processes, and Inputs—

must be defined with rigor and precision, and they must also relate one to the others so what-

ever you use, do, produce, and deliver will add value to your external clients and society. This 

primary (but not exclusive) attention to Mega—societal value added—is vital, measurable, and 

missing from most other approaches to needs assessment and planning. The Ideal Vision, de-

scribed later in this chapter, provides the variables that compose Mega, and those variables 

should be included in any needs assessment.

When to Use Mega-Level Assessment 
While the Mega level is always relevant and should be the basis for all organizational improve-

ment efforts, a Mega-level needs assessment is particularly appropriate when the organization 

finds itself in any of the following scenarios:

•	recognizes that what they use, do, produce, and deliver should be aligned and add 
measurable value to internal and external clients, including society
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•	has a primary focus on creating the world we want for future generations

•	wants to ensure long-term survival and profitability or funding

•	is engaged in a strategic planning process

•	adopts an ongoing strategic thinking culture  

•	is faced with significant change, threat, or opportunity.

For example, in the BIC scenario, the organization is facing a significant change with the new 

legislature, which essentially changes the marketplace for healthcare providers. This change is 

significant enough to warrant a careful look at the organization’s vision, strategic direction, and 

relevant gaps between where they are and where they want to go.

Figure 3.2	 Link Between Mega, Macro, and Micro Needs Assessments

The elements from the Ideal Vision, based on needs, are selected to 
form the Mission Objective and then the Functions.

Ideal Vision
*
**
*
***
*

Mega

Macro

Micro

Mission
Objective 

Functions & Tasks

Methods, Means, Resources 

Implementation & Continuous
Improvement 

Needs Assessment
What Is  What Should Be

Needs Assessment
What Is  What Should Be

Needs Assessment
What Is  What Should Be

Key
*      Selected
**    Partnership with others
***  Responsibility of others but 
        required for mission success

Source: Based on Kaufman, R., 2000, 2006, and 2011.
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Process for Conducting  
The scope of a needs assessment at this level requires a focus on identifying gaps in terms of 

the contribution to the survival, self-sufficiency, and quality of life of the organization’s external 

clients and society. Figure 3.3 provides an overview of the process for conducting a Mega-level 

needs assessment. You will recognize that it follows the same general steps as those presented 

in chapter 2, with Mega-level contextualization. 

Figure 3.3	 Mega-Level Needs Assessment Process

1. Identify Ideal 
Vision, 
indicators, and 
targets.

2. Identify current 
status with 
regards to 
Ideal Vision.

3. Determine 
gaps between 
desired and 
current state.

4. Prioritize gaps 
based on 
costs and 
consequences 
of closing vs. 
ignoring them.

5. Derive mission 
objective and 
functional 
objectives 
for your 
organization.

6. Derive 
recommenda-
tions for 
closing gaps      
(analysis).

Step 1—Identify Ideal Vision and Associated Indicators (or Vital Signs and Targets) 
A vision states the kind of world we want to create together, for future generations using 

organizations and individuals as the vehicle.

Mega is defined by an Ideal Vision. An Ideal Vision is ideal; it defines where we should be 

headed even though we might not get there tomorrow, next month, next year, or in the next 

decade. It is a worthy destination to set for any conscientious and truly strategic organization.

The Ideal Vision: There will be no losses of life, elimination,  
or reduction of levels of well-being, survival, self-sufficiency,  
or quality of life from any source. 

While not every organization will be responsible, either alone or with others, for all of the Ideal 

Vision, each organization identifies which variables it commits to deliver and move ever-closer 
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toward through its product or service. The vision does not imply that an organization change its line 

of work (unless of course it truly doesn’t add value to its clients and society); rather, it implies the 

direction an organization should strive for through its products or service if it is to be truly valued 

by its clients and society.  

A product or service that that is worthwhile should not only add financial value to the 

organization, but should also add value to the survival and quality of life of its internal and 

external clients. What else would make your customers loyal to your organization? Would you 

continue to buy cars from an automotive company that sold vehicles that were defective and 

dangerous? Would you continue to eat at a restaurant where you got food poisoning? Would you 

continue to bank at a financial institution that adds hidden fees, and engages in discriminatory 

lending practices based on gender, age, race, or other irrelevant variables?

Everything we use, do, produce, and deliver must add value at the 
societal level (a “system approach”). 

Organizational Vital Signs

In much the same way as our physicians check our blood pressure, weight, and blood chemistry 

to determine our overall health and what we might do to improve it, the elements in the Ideal 

Vision may be used to check the health of one’s organization. Ideal Vision indicators—Vital 

Signs—of success are broken down into two levels.  

First level—basic survival for all people:

•	Zero pollution—there is no permanent destruction of our environment.

•	No deaths or permanent disabilities result from what is delivered.

•	No starvation and/or malnutrition resulting in death or incapacity.

•	No partner or spouse abuse resulting in death or incapacitating physical 	
or psychological damage.

•	No disease or disabilities resulting in death or incapacity. 

•	No substance abuse resulting in death or incapacity.

•	No murder, rape, crimes of violence, robbery, fraud, or destruction of property.

•	No war, riot, or terrorism, or civil unrest resulting in death or incapacity of 
individuals or groups.
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•	No accidents resulting in death or incapacity.

•	Citizens achieve and maintain a positive qualify of life.

Second level—organizational survival that will result from meeting level one 

Vital Signs (Ideal Outcomes):

•	There is continued funding or profits based on measurable and demonstrated 
positive return on investment.

•	No successful lawsuits sustained against the organization for defective or 
inappropriate products or services.

•	Programs, projects, activities, and operations meet all performance objectives while 
not violating first-tier requirements.

These are indeed ideal. We might not deliver them all now or even soon, but this list 

provides a common guiding star for our strategic planning and ethical compass toward which 

we may continually move. The Vital Signs are best taken together rather than in a splintered way 

so that the relationships can be made clear.  

This is not the conventional wisdom. The old paradigm was “the business of business is 

business” and “what’s good for our company is good for the world.” Or “the bottom line is our 

most important concern” and “we look after the business, and the government looks after the 

people.” This is self-absorbed, and totally out of touch with reality. We only have to look at 

the wreckage of organizations (big ones) that have failed by following the conventional models 

or approaches: Lehman Brothers, Washington Mutual, WorldCom, General Motors, CIT, Enron, 

Conseco, Chrysler, Pacific Gas and Electric, Financial Corporation of America, UAL-United Air 

Lines, Delta Air Lines, Tribune Company, Swiss Air, Woolworths, and more, possibly including 

entire cities, counties, and countries that face default.

Each failing organization neglected to put the survival and self-sufficiency of their clients 

and our shared society at the center of its planning and needs assessment. They followed 

incomplete models and “false prophets.”

You can and should do better. Your career and your organization’s survival depend on it, just 

as you depend on this from all organizations and people with which you deal. This has become 

so important that more and more major organizations are moving toward Mega.

It is vital to our success that we look beyond the conventional boundaries of planning 

and doing, look beyond “the usual business case” or “the quarterly profits”—beyond any one 



Chapter 3

34

organization, division, department, or group. Our success hinges on our relating everything we 

use, do, produce, and deliver on adding value to our shared society—our world, our universe. 

If we don’t, we develop only a part of the whole and not the entire whole.  

When making decisions, ask, “Will this add value to all internal and external stakeholders?” 

If not, revisit your decision criteria. Remember, all organizations share the Ideal Vision and 

the Vital Signs. A responsive organization will select, on the basis of the results of a needs 

assessment, what Vital Signs they commit to address and move ever closer to meeting. 

The chapter 11 Tool Kit provides exercises to use to clarify and 
come to agreement on the Ideal Vision and Vital Signs and their 
role in needs assessment and planning.

Vision and Mission Options—All Related to Mega

We recommend that the mission of any organization is based on the Vital Signs indicators chosen 

(based on needs and priorities). The other option is to first derive an “organizational vision” that is 

also based on the selected Vital Signs.  

What if an organization wants to derive its own vision? It is conventional in much of the 

literature that each organization should have its own vision and mission. We urge that for 

simplicity’s sake that all organizations strive toward the one Ideal Vision presented earlier in 

this chapter, and its associated Vital Signs as a common guiding star. Some planners are more 

comfortable with creating their own vision that is more of a targeted version of the Ideal Vision. 

If this is the case, then the “organizational vision” should be based on results at the Mega level, 

and should best target those Vital Signs that the organization has selected as relevant to them. 

Regardless of choosing the ideal vision or tailoring one’s own organizational vision, ensure that 

each links to societal needs and requirements.

Creating Your Organization’s Vision

You may recall from previous chapters that stakeholders are an integral part of a needs assess-

ment process; they must feel that they are active stakeholders, as they should be. To create the 

organization’s vision you must have their participation, inputs, and buy-in. The Mega rationale 

previously provided in this book will be useful to that end.

For example, to determine the vision for the Bewell Insurance Company (BIC) (refer to the 

scenario at the beginning of this chapter), coordinate a meeting (or perhaps multiple meetings) 
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with a representative group of stakeholders who are affected by BIC’s accomplishments and how 

it operates, such as:

•	top executive team and key board members

•	representative group of current clients

•	representative group of the community

•	representative group of strategic partners, including representative employees.

These individuals will become the needs assessment and planning team. Their first task 

will be to essentially define the organization’s mission. In other words, they will establish What 

Should Be.

 The mission will be determined through facilitated discussions until a consensus is reached 

about what elements and Vital Signs from the Ideal Vision truly represent the added-value future 

toward which the organization wants to contribute. It will provide a measurable statement of 

where the organization is headed, how it will know what progress it is making, and what to 

change and what to revise as they move from What Is to What Should Be.

Back to our example, for BIC, the relevant primary elements might be:

•	Disease: As a healthcare provider, they have direct influence on disease treatment 
and avoidance. They provide not only medical treatment for disease, but have the 
ability to influence behavior through information and services related to healthy living.

•	Substance abuse: As other diseases, BIC cannot only provide products that support 
proper treatment of substance abuse, but can also provide information and services 
that help identify early warning signs and prevent substance abuse (for example, its 
Parent and Adolescent Drug Prevention Program).

•	Physical abuse: Under the new legislation, screening for domestic abuse for women 
will be made available free of charge.

•	Accidents: Here as well, BIC provides preventive informational programs for 
customers. Also, it has direct influence on avoiding unnecessary accidents for BIC 
employees in their own workplace.

•	Because of what BIC uses, does, produces, and delivers there will be no successful 
lawsuits stemming from what the organization provides. This is an indicator of 
organizational health and sustainability.

•	Discrimination based on irrelevant factors: BIC enforces policies that ensure that 
health plan coverage rules are equitably enforced across gender, age, race, ethnicity, 
and other irrelevant factors. Likewise, it can do so in its hiring practices. 
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Specific indicators for each of these ideal vision elements, and their ideal targets might look 

like those shown in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1	 Sample Indicators for BIC Scenario

Ideal Vision Element Indicators (and Ideal Targets)
Disease •	 No customers are diagnosed with avoidable crippling diseases.

Substance abuse •	 No customers abuse substances.

Physical abuse •	 No customers are physically abused.

Accidents •	 No employees are injured due to avoidable accidents in the workplace.

Successful lawsuits •	 There are no adverse legal judgments.

Discrimination based on irrelevant factors •	 There are no complaints of discrimination.

The organizational vision for BIC might read something like this:

BIC will create a future where no customers are diagnosed with avoidable crippling diseases, 

including substance abuse, and are not discriminated against on the basis of irrelevant variables. 

Its employees will enjoy a good quality of life through fair compensation and a healthy and safe 

work environment.

Because they all point in the same direction, Ideal Visions tend to have similar characteristics 

across organizations, and consistently include the types of indicators you saw in the Ideal Vision 

and the Vital Signs described above (Figure 3.1). Table 3.2 provides examples from different sectors.

Vital Signs

Notice each organizational mission listed above is focused on Mega elements found in the Ideal 

Vision and Vital Signs. Examples include graduate self-sufficiency, error-free life-saving treat-

ments, and unbiased access to financial and local development opportunities for all. There is no 

emphasis on “how” the visions will be achieved. Where references are made to core elements of 

an organization (such as “life-saving innovations”), a qualifier that relates it back to a Mega result 

can also be found. While all of the focus should be placed on results, it is important to note that 

the needs assessment partners must feel ownership over their vision. Sometimes, this means be-

ing able to recognize key attributes of their organizational identity in that vision. What is critical 

is that when it comes to establishing measurable indicators of the Ideal Vision, that they are valid 

indicators of Mega results.
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As you can see, the Ideal Vision is quite relevant and a practical basis for any organizational 

mission that is truly strategic; it will ensure the organization’s long-term survival based on adding 

value to its external customers and society.

Here is an overview of how to create a vision for your organization:

•	Form a needs assessment partnership that includes top executives and decision 
makers, clients, strategic business partners, community partners.

•	Coordinate a retreat-type working meeting with needs assessment partners,	
in an interruption-free environment.

•	Facilitate a participatory discussion that helps the partners define their vision in 
measurable results terms, rechanneling discussions of “means” for another time 
(including methods-means analysis, to be discussed in chapter 7). Get agreement 
on what parts of the Ideal Vision and Vital Signs they and the organization commit 
to deliver. This agreement should be based on needs assessment data for each of 
the Vital Signs.

•	Define measurable indicators and ideal targets for the organization mission results.

Step 2—Identify Current Status as Related to Ideal Vision
The essence of this process is collecting data on the same variables that were selected as 

essential to the organization’s vision, based on the Ideal Vision and Vital Signs. 

 It is not unusual for some of that data to not currently exist, or not yet be feasible to collect. 

In these cases, it is possible that the specific indicator can be further subdivided into other 

Table 3.2	 Examples of Organizational Missions Based on the Ideal Vision

Institution Mission
Financial Ensure the continued success of our organization while measurably improving the quality of 

life of the community by providing customers with unbiased access to accurate, responsive, 
and responsible financial solutions, without regard to irrelevant variables such as race, color, 
religion, ethnic background, gender, and sexual orientation.

Medical We will be the most innovative and dependable healthcare system in the country through our 
primary concern for the health and well-being of our patients, record of error-free treatment, 
and life-saving innovations within the financial resources of our patients.

Educational We will prepare students to become self-sufficient and self-reliant contributing members	
of society.

Non-Governmental 
Organization (NGO)

Assure the attainment of local development that benefits all citizens, ensuring fair participa-
tion across genders, generations, and ethnic groups.
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relevant metrics that measure different dimensions of that indicator. In some cases, those metrics 

will be picked because they are relevant and the organization already collects that data, or because 

they can be found in some public or private domain.

For example, two of the variables that BIC selected as relevant to their vision were disease 

and drug abuse. See Table 3.3 for how these might be further subdivided.

While in the previous step, the partners set ideal targets for those indicators, here, the 

partners (or a technical subgroup) will lead the data collection effort to determine the current 

status of those indicators. In other words, establish the What Is. Because the data is not likely 

to be readily available, this step is not likely to be completed during the retreat used to identify 

the Ideal Vision.  

Table 3.3	 Breakdown of Mega-Level Indicators for BIC

Ideal Vision Vital 
Signs Element

Indicators  
(and Ideal Targets)

Subdivided Into

•	 Disease •	 No customers are diagnosed with 
avoidable crippling diseases.

•	 Number of female customers of target age 
who are screened regularly for breast cancer

•	 Number of male customers of target age who 
are regularly screened for prostate cancer

•	 Number of customers who are subscribed to 
our nutrition and exercise program who are 
morbidly obese

•	 Drug Abuse •	 No customers abuse substances. •	 Number of professionally treated customers 
that are reportedly drug-free after three years.

•	 Physical abuse •	 No customers are physically 
abused.

•	 Number of women who are screened for 
physical abuse

•	 Number of women who are reportedly out 
of physically abusive conditions beyond a 
two-year period

Determining Current Status

The data you collect must be directly related to the indicators you identified for measuring the 

Ideal Vision. The data can be:

•	Hard: Independently verifiable facts and figures; examples include profit over time, 
diagnosed diseases, or lawsuits. 

•	Soft: Personal perceptions of individuals; for example, perceived needs, opinions, 
beliefs, or values.
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The Internet and advances in technologies allow us to link to reports, documents, data-

bases, experts, and other sources not previously possible. For example, social indicators such 

as those related to quality of life (average income levels, divorce rates, crime levels, and the 

like) can often be found in Chambers of Commerce archives, census reports, police records, and 

community quality of life reports, many of which are available electronically. Others, such as 

those related to the environment (pollution, corporate toxic waste, to name a couple), could be 

obtained from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), as well as from studies published in 

scientific journals. A number of other government agencies and research institutions, nationally 

and internationally, also publish a series of official studies and reports that could prove to be 

valuable sources of data.

In many cases, you can find the data that you are looking for within the organization itself. 

Existing records about past and current performance may already be available, but collected by 

different parties in your organization and for different reasons. Be sure to thoroughly search for 

these potential sources, as it could save valuable time, money, and other resources. If data do 

not exist, note that and realize that future work should collect it.

Then, use the appropriate data collection tools considering the type of data you are 

seeking, and the source of that data. For example, if you are looking for individuals’ anonymous 

self-reports of drug abuse, then an anonymous online questionnaire might be appropriate. If, 

however, you are looking for formal reports of discrimination, doing an extant data review of 

existing documentation of discrimination complaints would be more appropriate.

There are plenty of useful data collection books and other resources, so data collection 

details will not be covered here; however, we do provide an overview of methodological consid-

erations in chapter 8. Additionally, Guerra-López (2007, 2008) provides concrete information on 

data collection and analysis methodology. The product of the data collection effort for the BIC 

might look something like what is illustrated in Table 3.4.

Step 3—Determine Gap Between Desired and Current State
This step in essence clarifies the difference between What Should Be and What Is with regard to 

the Ideal Vision. Take a look at Table 3.5 for an example of these gaps, based on the BIC scenario.

We want to clarify the total gaps between ideal and real. This is important because we do 

not want establish fictitious targets that are not based on reality—that is like building a tall and 

heavy structure over quicksand. All planning, design, and development must be based on solid 

ground if it is going to be useful.  
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Table 3.4 	 Current Status as Compared to the Ideal Vision and Vital Signs

BIC Vital Signs:  
What Should Be

Current Status Signs: What Is

•	 No customers are 
diagnosed with avoidable 
crippling diseases.

•	 87% of our female customers of target age are screened regularly for breast cancer.
•	 79% of our male customers of target age are regularly screened for prostate cancer.
•	 Of those customers who take advantage of our nutrition and exercise program, 32% 
report they are clinically obese.

•	 No customers abuse 
substances.

•	 Of those receiving treatment, 72% are reportedly drug-free after three years.

•	 No customers are 
physically abused.

•	 80% of women registering for physical abuse screening actually get screened.
•	 68% of women are reportedly out of physically abusive conditions beyond a 	
two-year period.

•	 No employees are victims 
of unavoidable accidents 
in the workplace.

•	 Four employees suffered injuries due to avoidable accidents on the job last year.

•	 There are no complaints 	
of discrimination.

•	 Two lawsuits were filed by customers for discrimination in the last three years.

This does not mean that your organization is committing to reaching 100 percent of anything 

at the end of this month, quarter, year, or even next year. We are primarily using this as a basis for 

clarifying reality to all needs assessment and planning partners and strategically addressing these 

gaps over time. Typical strategic planning—real strategic planning—has a horizon of at least 10 

years. Even then, success is not necessarily determined by a yes or no answer to closing gaps, 

rather, by successive approximations toward that desired destination. Later in this chapter we will 

discuss the process for establishing the mission objective and subsequent functional aims based 

on this realistic, and sometimes difficult, view of real gaps.

Finally, another benefit of clarifying the gaps this way is that when the mission objective is 

communicated to the rest of the organization and the world, closing these gaps will not seem 

out of reach. In other words, to an organizational member responsible for preventing injuries in 

the BIC workplace, a reduction of four seems like a more feasible accomplishment than reaching 

an absolute “zero” point. Psychologically, this will be challenging enough to keep them moving 

forward, but not so unreachable that it renders them immobile with skepticism.
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Table 3.5	 BIC Mega-Level Gaps

BIC Vital Signs:  
What Should Be

Current Status: What Is Gap

•	 No customers are 
diagnosed with avoidable 
crippling diseases.

•	 87% of our female customers of 
target age are screened regularly 	
for breast cancer.

•	 79% of our male customers of 	
target age are regularly screened 	
for prostate cancer.	

•	 Of those customers who take 
advantage of our nutrition and 
exercise program, 32% report 	
they are clinically obese.

•	 13% (based on wanting 100% of 	
them to be screened regularly, and 
increase chances of early detection 	
and treatment)

•	 21% (based on an ideal target of 100% 
of customers getting regularly screened)

•	 32% (based on an ideal target of no 
customers being morbidly obese; 
obesity leads to many otherwise 
avoidable diseases.)

•	 No customers abuse 
substances

•	 Of those receiving treatment, 	
72% are reportedly drug-free after 
three years.

•	 28% (based on an ideal target of 	
100% successfully in recovery from 	
drug abuse)

•	 No customers are 
physically abused.

•	 80% of women registering for 
physical abuse screening actually 	
get screened.

•	 68% of women are reportedly out of 
physically abusive conditions beyond 
a two-year period.

•	 20% (based on an ideal target of 100% 
for screening follow-through)

•	 32% (based on an ideal target of 100% 
for permanent abuse recovery)

•	 No employees are victims 	
of unavoidable accidents in 
the workplace.

•	 Four employees suffered injuries due 
to avoidable accidents on the job 
last year.

•	 Four injuries (based on an ideal 	
target of no avoidable accidents 	
in the BIC workplace)

•	 There are no complaints 	
of discrimination.

•	 Two lawsuits filed by customers for 
discrimination in the last three years.

•	 Two lawsuits (based on an ideal target 
of no lawsuits for discrimination)

Step 4— Prioritize Gaps Based on Cost and Consequences of Closing Gaps  
vs. Ignoring Them

Not all gaps are of the same importance or urgency. Those considered most important, and in 

some cases, most urgent, should be addressed first. The planning partners will have to make 

decisions about which to address first. Needs assessors can support those decisions by clarifying 

the relative importance of those gaps in a facilitated discussion with planning partners based on 

a series of criteria, including:

•	Magnitude: Some gaps will be larger than others and could be perceived to be of 
high priority. Of course, this doesn’t mean that the largest gaps are by default more 
critical than others.  

•	Costs and consequences: The costs (financial and nonfinancial) of one gap might be 
greater than for others, even its magnitude isn’t as big as others. In our BIC example, 
we have a gap of “four accidents in the workplace,” and while the magnitude or 
size of this gap is not as large as the 28 percent gap in customers who successfully 
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recover from drug abuse, it does not make it any less important. In both cases, 
people’s lives are at stake. So both bring a great human cost and consequence.

•	Organizational resources and capital (financial and nonfinancial): While we would 
not recommend that these criteria take precedence of costs, consequences, and 
magnitude, the realities in which the organizational partners live with force us to 
consider these elements, including political will. At the very least, the prioritization 
discussion should include some reference to this as a matter of context or climate.   

Be open to other criteria that the needs assessment and planning partners may consider 

important. Our experience tells us that most useful criteria will fall under “costs and conse-

quences.” However, being receptive to needs assessment and planning partners’ ideas is impor-

tant for buy-in and continued active participation.

Priority Categories

Some general categories of priority order could include:

•	High priority: Carries large costs and consequences associated with ignoring the 
need at this point in time.

•	Moderate priority: Carries some costs and consequences associated with ignoring 
the need at this point in time.

•	Low priority: Carries minimal costs and consequences associated with ignoring the 
need at this or at a later time.

The end result of a prioritization session for BIC might look something like Table 3.6. 

While the BIC needs assessment and planning partners considered all of these important, the 

discussion led them to believe that the health-related issues were most critical and central to 

their “reason for being” as a healthcare provider. They then agreed to address these gaps as an 

integral part of their strategy and tactics.  

Addressing these gaps as a central part of organizational strategy is different from having 

a corporate social responsibility initiative that consists of side charitable programs. While these 

charitable programs have the potential to offer much wanted help to those who are unfortunate 

or unlucky, they are not necessarily integrated into the strategic direction and mission of the 

organization, and thus may not affect how it does business for the improvement of its customers 

and society. 

For example, a tobacco company that has a charitable food program that feeds the hungry 

on the weekends as part of a corporate social responsibility initiative can continue to produce 
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tobacco that contributes to the death of millions of people and still not be responsive to Mega. If, 

however, the company integrated the health and well-being of its customers as a core element 

of their strategy, this would imply changes to their products and processes. The company’s 

research and development team might be charged with coming up with a tobacco-based product 

that had zero negative impact on the health and well-being of consumers.

Table 3.6	 Gaps and Their Levels of Priority

Gap Priority Level
•	 13% (based on wanting 100% of them to be screened regularly, and increase chances of 
early detection and treatment)

•	 High

•	 21% (based on an ideal target of 100% of customers getting regularly screened) •	 High

•	 32% (based on an ideal target of no customers being morbidly obese; obesity leads to many 
otherwise avoidable diseases.)

•	 High

•	 28% (based on an ideal target of 100% successfully in recovery from drug abuse) •	 High

•	 20% (based on an ideal target of 100% for screening follow-through) •	 High

•	 32% (based on an ideal target of 100% for permanent abuse recovery) •	 High

•	 Four injuries (based on an ideal target of no avoidable accidents in the BIC workplace) •	 High

•	 Two lawsuits (based on an ideal target of no lawsuits for discrimination) •	 Moderate

Step 5—Derive Mission Objective and Function Objectives
While the Ideal Vision and Vital Signs describe the ideal future, the mission objective describes a 

tangible, responsive, and feasible aspect of it. A mission objective specifies an achievable target 

accomplishment within a specific time period that will meet the identified needs. Your mission 

objective is based on the Ideal Vision and Vital Signs; however, it has specific measurable 

criteria that your organization can accomplish within your target deadline and commit to move 

closer toward in the future. This is usually where much conventional strategic planning starts, 

with some important differences: 1) there are no specific and measurable accomplishments 

targeted; and 2) if there are, they are not usually grounded on a Mega-level needs assessment.

Again, in collaboration with your partners, you should facilitate a meeting where they will 

decide how close to the Ideal Vision and Vital Signs needs the organization will come in the future, 

perhaps starting with a 10-year horizon, then a five-year target, then a three-year, and then next 

year. (Interestingly, General Motors research noted that they have a 40-year planning horizon.)

To clarify, having a 10-year horizon as an anchor for a mission objective does not imply that 

this objective could not become obsolete before that 10-year mark. Its purpose is to provide a 
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strategic anchor for more mid- and short-term objectives that are directed toward and linked to 

a long-term strategic aim. As we will see in chapter 8, needs should be tracked on an ongoing 

basis quite feasibly with the aid of automated performance dashboards. As you see the trends 

from year to year, it is quite possible that the gaps will be closed sooner than expected, or 

perhaps emerging needs or external circumstances will require a change in organizational 

direction. See the sidebar (above) to review the BIC planning partners’ mission objective with a 

10-year horizon.

If this is a 10-year based mission, Figure 3.4 represents what the intervals might be for the 

preceding years.

Definition of Function Objectives

Function objectives are elements of your mission objective that you can accomplish as the focus 

of your organization’s business plan. They are at the Macro and Micro level and when added up 

and accomplished, result in the attainment of the mission objective.  

By the end of fiscal year 2023, the Bewell Insurance Company will remain as leaders in 

the industry by demonstrating perfect customer health records. To accomplish our mission, 

we will reduce the incidence of avoidable diseases through at least a 13 percent increase 

in early cancer detection though early screening compliance among women of target age, 

and at least 21 percent among men of target age. This decrease will continue until 100 per-

cent is reached. We will also reduce heart and other obesity-related disease by a reduction 

of at least 32 percent in the number of customers who are morbidly obese. We will also 

deliver a reduction in drug abuse by increasing the number of successfully treated clients 

by at least 28 percent. BIC also commits to an increase of at least 20 percent in physical 

abuse screening for women, as well as an increase of at least 32 percent for successful re-

covery from physically abusive conditions. We will reduce the number of injuries suffered 

on the job by at least four per year until zero is reached. We will accomplish this in part by 

ensuring a safe work environment for our employees that will be evidenced by zero injuries 

in the workplace. We will consistently reduce adjudicated incidents of discrimination until 

the number reaches zero and remains at zero.
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Figure 3.4	 One-Year Intervals of Achievement Based on 10-Year Horizon
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Function objectives help us break down the mission objective into more focused pieces that 

will become the realm of various departments, groups, and individuals of the organization. In 

this sense, they will help establish results-oriented realms of responsibility and accountability 

that are directly linked to the organization’s vision and mission. They also become the basis 

for tactical, operational, action, and resource planning. For example, some building-block 

objectives for the BIC might target the following intentions:

Macro level:  

•	Increase market share.

•	Increase profitability.

•	Increase customer satisfaction.

•	Increase revenue.

•	Increase customer retention. 

•	Increase new customer acquisition. 
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Micro level:

•	All sales and service representatives will accomplish absolute customer satisfaction.

•	All sales and service representatives will demonstrate competence in handling 
customer changes to their coverage related to the new legislation.

•	All sales and service representatives track regular cancer screening compliance for 
customers of target age during service calls and provide accurate information about 
coverage and BIC-sponsored early screening events and information.

The measurable target is not included here, because as we mentioned earlier, setting use-

ful targets depends on the gap between ideal and current targets. That gap becomes the actual 

target we shoot for in the types of objectives listed above, following a similar process we used 

to create the mission objective.

Step 6—Derive Recommendations for Closing Gaps Based on Analysis
Useful recommendations are a byproduct of conducting a thorough, yet practical, set of analyses 

that include: 

•	Causal analysis: An analysis that looks at the root causes of the gaps identified during 
the needs assessment. These causes will provide the basic foundation for identifying 
solution criteria. In order for a solution to be considered, it should meet the basic 
solution criteria.

•	Methods-means analysis: An analysis that provides a comparison and contrast among 
the various solutions under consideration, based on the criteria they meet, along with 
additional pros and cons for each of those solutions.

•	Cost-consequences analysis: An analysis that looks at the costs and consequences of 
a given decision. The decision could be whether or not to close a gap, or whether to 
select one solution alternative or another. All decisions and actions (and lack thereof) 
come with a set of costs and consequences.

•	SWOT analysis: An analysis of an organization’s strengths, weaknesses, 
opportunities, and threats, with regard to a specific set of objectives. It is important to 
note that an organization’s SWOT analysis is most useful when focused on a specific 
set of objectives, rather than an approach that is more general, as the SWOTs might 
be different for two different sets of objectives, even within one organization.

Chapter 7 provides a detailed description of each of these analyses and how to use them to 

make effective recommendations.
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Challenges of Conducting a Mega-Level 	
Needs Assessment 
While the benefits of conducting a Mega-level needs assessment have been discussed through-

out this and previous chapters, it is also important to consider some major challenges.

One of the challenges that will have to be overcome is conventional wisdom and current 

practice. Conventional wisdom would have us do business as usual, which at best focuses on 

Macro-level results such as profitability, and at worst focuses on resources and processes. To be 

profitable on an ongoing basis, needs assessment and planning partners must understand that 

sustained profitability is directly related to the value added to customers and society. Help them 

see this link and provide relevant examples that will help serve as evidence.

Another challenge is getting buy-in from all relevant stakeholders. While Mega will seem 

obvious and pragmatic to some, it will seem too far removed from the “everyday stressors” to 

others. Again, this is a matter of helping everyone see the relevance of Mega. Each stakeholder 

group has its own set of priorities and it is important that you effectively link those priorities to a 

Mega-level needs assessment. And perhaps through the discussion, you can also point out some 

additional benefits that were not previously considered.

Finally, follow-through is important. It does little good to go through the challenges of con-

ducting a Mega-level needs assessment if the recommendations are never implemented and no 

real organizational change occurs. High-performing and long-standing organizations are not at 

the top because they are lucky, they stay at the top because they have the foresight and disci-

pline to do all the things that they should do in order to stay there; they maintain their focus on 

adding value to their customers and society. Change can be difficult, but it is inevitable. We can 

either be the victims of it, or the creators.

Conducting a useful needs assessment depends upon the precision and rigor of what you 

do and how you do it. Everything that is used, done, produced, and delivered must be linked and 

aligned to Mega. To guide this, use the Organizational Elements Model and apply the Vital Signs 

for the criteria for identifying, justifying, and selecting needs—gaps in results—to be addressed.
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Chapter Summary
In this chapter we discussed the importance of including societal value added in needs assessment 

and planning. We then presented the process for a Mega-level needs assessment and discussed 

each step in detail, including how to define visions and missions based on prioritized gaps.
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Chapter 4
Performing a Macro-Level Needs Assessment

What’s in This Chapter?
•	 A holistic approach to Macro-level needs assessment 

•	 Why and when Macro-level needs assessment should be conducted

•	 A step-by-step guide to conducting a Macro-level needs assessment 

•	 Updating objectives using data from the Macro-level needs assessment

•	 Dealing with implementation challenges

•	 Reinforces that starting at the Macro-level assumes that objectives link 	
to Mega results and consequences

•	 In hypothetical example, walks through the steps and decisions for conduction

Organizational Elements Model

What Should Be

What Is

Quasi Needs AssessmentsNeeds Assessments 

Mega/Outcomes

Internal Needs
Assessments

External Needs 
Assessment

InputsProcessesMicro/ProductsMacro/Outputs
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As you recall from chapter 3, Bewell Insurance Company (BIC) is facing an important 

change with new legislation that mandates health insurance for all United States citizens. 

This will have an impact at all levels of the organization; in particular, the chief operating 

officer’s concern is to figure out how to maintain BIC’s leadership in the industry, especially 

in terms of profitability.

Why Conduct a Macro-Level Assessment
A Macro-level needs assessment is a process for identifying and resolving gaps between the 

desired and actual accomplishments of an organization, as measured by organizational outputs, 

regardless of the value those outputs provide to external clients and society. Relevant accomplish-

ments at this level for a company may relate to market share, revenue, sales, profits, and customer 

satisfaction. For a healthcare system, you might also add patient discharge. For an educational 

organization, it might include graduation rates, performance on national and state standardized 

tests, enrollment rates, retention rates, and perhaps secured funding, if it is tied to performance.

Recall that while Mega results are about the measurable benefits contributed to society by 

your organization (for example, improved quality of life, or longer productive life), Macro results 

are indicated by the measurable benefits the organization reaps from society, (for example, prof-

its, revenue, market share). Again, the only way to sustain organizational benefits (Macro) is by 

assuring societal contributions (Mega).

A Macro-level needs assessment is helpful in ensuring that organizational efforts are linked 

to organizational and societal needs. While not a truly strategic approach (actually a tactical 

approach), it has the potential to improve the effectiveness and efficiency of the organization 

by aligning Products, Processes, and Inputs to organizational Outputs. Strategic effectiveness 

can only be influenced if a Mega-level needs assessment is conducted prior to the Macro-level 

needs assessment.  

When to Use a Macro-Level Assessment
Like Mega, the Macro level is always relevant and should be considered for all organizational 

improvement efforts, a Macro-level needs assessment is particularly appropriate when the orga-

nization faces any of the following scenarios:
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•	recognizes that what they use, do, produce, and deliver should be aligned and add 
value to internal and external clients (including society)

•	can safely assume (rather than ensure as in a Mega needs assessment) that what it 
delivers to internal and societal clients adds value to them

•	wants to ensure profitability in the short-term 

•	is engaged in a tactical planning process.

For example, if we had started at the Macro-level needs assessment for the BIC scenario 

described in chapter 3, rather than starting by defining an Ideal Vision, we would have started 

by looking at their current mission. The assumption—a risky assumption—would have been 

that BIC’s mission is directly linked to customer needs and well-being, and is therefore already 

making a positive contribution to its customers and society.  

Process for Conducting
As with all needs assessments, you will want to form a needs assessment team. The team should 

include representation from all groups who could either affect or be affected by the Macro-level 

needs assessment. This would include high-level executives, mid-level management, employees, 

and customers (see Figure 4.1).

Figure 4.1	 Macro-Level Needs Assessment Process

1. Identify 
desired 
criteria/
requirements 
linking Mega, 
Macro, and 
Micro gaps.

2. Identify current 
status with 
regards to 
desired 
criteria/
requirements.

3. Determine 
gaps between 
desired and 
current state.

4. Prioritize gaps 
based on 
costs and 
consequences 
of closing vs. 
ignoring them.

5. Update or 
derive new 
requirements.

6. Derive 
recommenda-
tions for 
closing gaps 
(analysis).
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Step 1—Identify Macro Objectives, Indicators, and Targets
Macro objectives are usually defined by an organizational mission. However, these missions 

are not always stated in terms of results. Often, they include references to “being the best” or 

“using all our resources” or “trying hard” and other fuzzy phrases that say nothing about what 

the organization commits to deliver, or wants to accomplish. Part of your task is to “translate” 

these good intentions into measurable results the organization commits to deliver. Without clear 

results, there is little accountability and much inefficiency.

At this point, you will want to convene a meeting with your needs assessment and planning 

partners with the goal of defining, or clarifying, the organizational mission and the relevant 

indicators that help track its progress. For example, let’s take the BIC mission objective from the 

previous chapter:

By the end of fiscal year 2023, the Bewell Insurance Company will remain as leaders in 

the industry by demonstrating perfect customer health records. To accomplish our mission, 

we will reduce the incidence of avoidable diseases (each year until the ideal is reached) 

through at least a 13 percent increase in early cancer detection though early screening 

compliance among women of target age, and at least 21 percent among men of target age. 

We will also reduce heart, and other obesity-related disease by a reduction of at least 32 

percent in the number of customers who are morbidly obese. We will also seek a reduc-

tion in drug abuse by increasing the number of successfully treated clients by at least 28 

percent. BIC also commits to an increase of at least 20 percent in physical abuse screening 

for women as well as an increase of at least 32 percent in their successful recovery from 

physically abusive conditions. We will reduce the number of injuries suffered on the job by 

four per year until zero is reached. We will accomplish this in part by ensuring a safe work 

environment for our employees that will be evidenced by zero injuries in the workplace. We 

will consistently reduce adjudicated incidents of discrimination until the number reaches 

zero and remains at zero.

In this case, we know that the mission is already aligned to Mega, as we can see that it 

includes Ideal Vision and Vital Signs indicators (if your organizational mission is not linked to 

Mega, be sure to help your planning partners make that link, even if a formal Mega-level needs 
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assessment will not be carried out at this point). In any case, there is also reference to “remain 

as leaders in the industry.” But what does that mean? This is what has to be translated into a 

series of Macro-level results and indicators.

Facilitate a meeting with your needs assessment partners that helps them collectively 

agree on what results and indicators would provide evidence that BIC was indeed the industry 

leader. We recommend that you think carefully about what information would be required in 

order to have a productive meeting.

The product of this meeting might look something like what is illustrated in Table 4.1.

Table 4.1	 Measurable Indicators for BIC’s Mission Objective 

Mission Element Dimensions Measurable Indicator

•	 Leader in industry •	 Market domination •	 Market share 

•	 Profitable •	 Net profit 
•	 Net profit margin

•	 Big revenue •	 Gross revenue
•	 Net revenue

•	 Low expenses •	 Fixed expenses 
•	 Variable expenses

•	 Satisfied customers •	 Customer satisfaction 	
survey scores

•	 Customer complaints

Once measurable indicators have been identified for the mission, the discussion should 

focus on targets. The needs assessment partners will likely require information to help them 

come up with appropriate targets; for example, industry standards, historical BIC performance 

data, and so on. However, since these indicators were just identified, it is possible that at this 

point, not all the necessary context is available to establish useful targets and another meeting 

might be required.

Be sure to remind everyone that setting high and challenging objectives based on the best 

industry standards (and perhaps beyond, if they are serious about being leaders) is a critical 

aspect of this step, providing them context and highlighting that final targets will come after 

data is collected about the organization’s current status (What Is) with regards to the Macro 

objectives. Also keep in mind that unlike the Mega level, where the horizon will be long-term, 

Macro time horizons are shorter-term and tend to be in the one- to five-year range.
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Step 2—Identify Current Status as It Relates to Organizational Mission
As with all needs assessments, this is the step where we collect data on What Is. Carefully consider 

the indicators you identified and select the most appropriate sources. These might include:

•	market analyses

•	stock market reported performance of your organization and others in the industry

•	industry reports

•	legislated standards

•	strategic plans

•	customer surveys and complaint records

•	consulting reports.

As we mentioned in chapter 3, there may be a wealth of information right in your own 

organization. Be sure to check its availability before spending additional resources to collect the 

same data all over again.

Also, it is important to consider the appropriateness of the data collection instruments 

you will use in light of the type of data you will collect, as well as the source of that data. For 

instance, if you are looking for profit margins, do not include it as a question in some sort of 

internal survey questionnaire. Profit margin is hard data—independently verifiable—and will 

already be documented and tracked by the organization. All that would be required in that 

situation is a document review. (See Guerra-López, 2007; 2008 for more detailed guidance on 

data collection and analysis methodology).

For our BIC example, a sample piece of the final product of the data collection effort is 

illustrated in Table 4.2. 

Table 4.2	 Current Status of Macro Indicators as Compared to Desired Targets

Macro: What Should Be Current Status: What Is

•	 At least 40% market share •	 30% market share

•	 At least 35% net profit margin •	 23% in net profit margin

•	 At least $950 million in gross revenue •	 $790 million in gross revenue

•	 100% customer satisfaction •	 92% customer satisfaction level from survey scores



55

Needs Assessment for Organizational Success

Step 3—Determine Gaps Between Desired and Current State
In this step we articulate the precise gap between What Should Be and What Is at the Macro 

level. This is something that can be done as part of the analysis stage, prior to conducting a 

follow-up meeting with the entire Macro-level needs assessment and planning partners. Here, 

these measurable gaps will become the basis for formulating or updating specific organizational 

objectives, and later, in step 6, getting into the gap analysis, so that proper solutions, interventions, 

and other methods or means can be selected (see Table 4.3).

Now that the BIC needs assessment partners have identified real gaps in results based on 

actual data about valid indicators of our macro intentions, it is time to prioritize them.

Table 4.3	 BIC Macro-Level Gaps

Ideal Vision: What Should Be Current Status:  
What Is

Gap

•	 At least 40% market share •	 30% market share •	 10% market share

•	 At least 35% net profit margin •	 23% in net profit margin •	 12% net profit margin

•	 At least $950 million in gross revenue •	 $790 million •	 $160 million

•	 100% customer satisfaction •	 92% customer satisfaction •	 8% in customer satisfaction levels

Step 4—Prioritize Gaps Based on Costs and Consequences of Closing vs. Ignoring Them 
As we have previously discussed, not all gaps have the same sense of urgency, and it may 

not be feasible to address them all at the present time. The purpose of prioritizing them is to 

identify which are the most critical to address right now, which might guide our organizational 

plans for the next year or two. The needs assessment and planning partners will have to make 

the actual decision.  

You will support those decisions through a facilitated discussion with needs assessment 

and planning partners based on the type of criteria we established for a Mega-level needs 

assessment. In fact these are relevant for any needs assessment, at any level:

•	Magnitude: This refers to the size of the gap.

•	Costs and consequences: The costs (financial and non-financial) of a gap might be 
greater than for others, even if their magnitude isn’t as big as others.  

•	Organizational resources and capital (financial and non-financial): While not the 
criterion with the heaviest weight, the prioritization discussion should include some 
reference of this as a matter of context or climate.   
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Solicit other important criteria from needs assessment and planning partners that are 

particularly relevant to their organization. While you want to be open to their criteria, be sure 

to steer them toward results-oriented criteria rather than any focus on particular means and 

methods. As before, the following priority levels will be relevant:

•	 High priority: Carries large costs and consequences associated with ignoring the 
need at this point in time.

•	Moderate priority: Carries some costs and consequences associated with ignoring 
the need at this point in time.

•	Low priority: Carries minimal costs and consequences associated with ignoring the 
need at this or at a later time.

The end result of that prioritization session for BIC might look something like Table 4.4 and 

expanded on further in the BIC example that follows.

Table 4.4	 Gaps and Their Levels of Priority

Gap Priority Level
•	 10% market share •	 Medium

•	 12% net profit margin •	 High

•	 $160 million revenue •	 Medium

•	 8% customer satisfaction   •	 High

This costs-consequences data will assist management in allocation of resources for each 

need area. Detailed models for quantifying costs and consequences for planning (and during the 

evaluation phase) are available. One popular one is provided by Phillips (1997) for estimating 

return-on-investment (up through but not formally including Mega) and another developed by 

Bernardez (2005) that quantifies costs and consequences for the entire OEM.
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BIC needs assessment partners decided one of the highest priorities for the organization 

is to increase their customer satisfaction score, as this was central to influencing other 

critical indicators. For example, they agreed that increased customer satisfaction would 

positively affect customer retention, which would also have an impact on their revenue, 

and perhaps even help the control costs spent on new customer acquisition, which is a 

more costly proposition than retaining current customers. There was also a high priority 

placed on addressing the net profit margin, as profitability was one of the original areas 

that the VP of human resources raised as an increasing concern. Focus on the net profit 

margin, they considered, would directly help the organization focus on efficiency. While 

they felt that increasing revenue and market share was important to the organization, 

they recognized that those would likely be a byproduct of focusing first and foremost on 

customer satisfaction. 

The partners estimated the costs to ignore or not close the gaps in results as shown 

in Table 4.5.

Table 4.5	 Gaps, Their Priority Levels, and Possible Risks

Gap Priority Level Possible Risk of Not Meeting
•	 10% market share •	 Medium •	 Possible reduction of share value of 7%

•	 12% net profit margin •	 High •	 Loss in share value and market share of 13%

•	 $160 million revenue •	 Medium •	 Possible reduction of share value of 4 to 6%

•	 8% customer satisfaction   •	 High •	 Loss of 12 at market share and reduction of 4 to 7% in 
share value. Also possible penalties of oversight agencies.

Step 5—Update Organizational Objectives
Once these priorities are established and agreed upon by the needs assessment partners, they 

should be stated in terms of specific objectives that are to be the key focus of the organization 

over the next year.  

A careful analysis will now follow as the basis for establishing solution criteria, and finally 

selecting the best methods means to help the organization reach these key objectives.
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BIC’s Macro-level objectives were stated as follows:

•	By the end of fiscal year 2013, BIC will improve their customer 

satisfaction as measured by at least an eight-point increase in customer 

satisfaction scores.

•	By the end of fiscal year 2013, BIC will see an increase in their net  

profit margin of at least 12 percent, as certified by an independent  

auditing report.

Step 6—Derive Recommendations for Closing Gaps (Analysis)
As previously mentioned in chapter 3, recommendations will stem from a series of analyses that 

help us understand why the performance gaps exist, and what criteria should be met in order to 

for a solution to successfully address those gaps. Chapter 7 provides a detailed description of 

each of these analyses and how to use them to make effective recommendations.

Challenges of Conducting a Macro-Level 	
Needs Assessment
It is important to keep in mind that the organization exists in the context of a societal system. If 

the organization does not link its accomplishments to external requirements of value added to 

clients and society, its long-term health and survival may be compromised.  

As with all needs assessment levels, it is always a challenge to get those partners who are 

eager to take action to start by documenting valid organizational needs and foci. What we would 

recommend is to highlight that starting with a needs assessment is taking immediate action, and 

ensures that future actions are well guided and supported.

All needs assessments have the same characteristics of identifying and documenting 	

results gaps between What Is and What Should Be. The different levels of needs assessments 

focus on one of the three levels of the OEM and must be linked and aligned with Mega if 

organizational success is to be designed and delivered.
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Chapter Summary
This chapter presented a holistic approach to a Macro-level needs assessment, including why and 

when one should be conducted. We also discussed a step-by-step process for how to conduct a 

Macro-level needs assessment, which also included guidance on how to update objectives using 

data from a Macro-level needs assessment.
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Performing a Micro-Level Needs Assessment

What’s in This Chapter?
•	 What is a Micro-level needs assessment

•	 How and when to perform a Micro-level assessment 

•	 Overcoming the challenges of conducting a Micro-level assessment

Organizational Elements Model

What Should Be

What Is

Quasi Needs AssessmentsNeeds Assessments 

Mega/Outcomes

Internal Needs
Assessments

External Needs 
Assessment

InputsProcessesMicro/ProductsMacro/Outputs

This chapter provides a third type of needs assessment: one that assumes that needs identi-

fied and closed at this level will add value to organizational contributions as well as make 

societal contributions.
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First, you should understand the concept of conducting Micro-level needs assessment in 

the context of the Organizational Elements Model. Again, we will use the BIC case study as 

starting point:

The new legislative changes in the healthcare industry also have implications for BIC’s 

sales and service professionals. They will be required to be more competent in many 

aspects of the business and also deal with a whole new set of job requirements, while 

maintaining and growing key relationships. Burnout of the sales force tends to take place 

after only a few years on the job, and with higher expectations, the burnout rate is ex-

pected to accelerate.  

BIC’s chief learning officer has just contacted you to help ensure the competence of 

sales and service professionals, including updating job requirements, in the face of all 

the changes.

What do you do?

What Is a Micro-Level Needs Assessment?
A Micro-level needs assessment is a process for identifying and prioritizing gaps between desired 

results versus current results at the individual, group, or department performance level. Essentially, 

these results are the building-block objectives that when taken together, help the organization 

reach its Macro results and, in turn, help the organization deliver on its Mega contributions.

Relevant accomplishments at this level tend to be around those that relate to specific per-

former deliverables, for example, successfully completed service calls, successfully repaired auto-

mobiles, or sales executed. For a healthcare organization, this might include things like recertified 

professionals, evaluations completed, average length of stay, and maintained bed occupancy. For 

an educational institution, relevant results might relate to student test scores in specific subject 

areas, teacher certification or recertification, student attendance, student referrals, and so on.

It is important to note that there might be various levels of Micro, or operational, results 

that work in hierarchies and networks, to equal one or more Macro-level results. We suggest 

that you carefully identify these value chains, so that the Micro-level needs assessment looks 
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at all relevant levels of Micro results. The BIC case study will be continued in this chapter to 

illustrate Micro-level results that are linked to Macro and Mega.

Likewise, you should carefully consider the link of the Micro-level results that will be the 

subject of your Micro needs assessment, to the relevant Macro- and Mega-level results, even 

if conducting formal Macro- and Micro-level needs assessments are beyond the scope of your 

needs assessment.  

We can’t stress enough how important it is to check the value of what you are doing to 

the organization’s effectiveness and its contributions to external customers and society. The 

reason behind this urging is to save you from well-intention failure that can occur. According to 

Deming and Juran (Deming, 1972; 1986; 1990; Juran, 1988), 80 to 90 percent of all performance 

breakdowns are not from problems at the individual or small group (Micro) level but dysfunction 

at the Macro and even Mega levels. And not only can failure come from addressing needs at 

the inappropriate level, it can also be caused by starting at the process level by such tools as a 

“training needs assessment” that usually assumes that training is required. Eighty to 90 percent 

probability of failure is a very high risk.

Conducting a rigorous Micro-level needs assessment can ensure the right focus on the 

right performers and performance. This in turn will help you align the right performance support 

solutions and initiatives—such as training or professional development, incentive programs, 

technology tools—with what your organization uses, does, produces, delivers, and the value 

added to external clients.  

While a Micro-level needs assessment can help us ensure operational effectiveness, we 

reiterate that only a Mega-level needs assessment can help you ensure strategic effectiveness.

When to Use a Micro-Level Needs Assessment
You should use a Micro-level needs assessment when your organization finds itself in any of the 

following scenarios:

•	recognizes that what the organizations uses, does, and produces should be aligned 
with and add value to internal stakeholders

•	assumes (rather than ensures) that what is produced adds value to the organization 
and beyond

•	introduces changes that will have on impact on job requirements and 	
improved performance
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•	is experiencing challenging symptoms related to particular jobs or performers

•	is engaged in operational planning.

Process for Conducting
Your needs assessment team should include representation from all groups who could either 

affect or be affected by the Micro-level needs assessment. This might include mid-level manage-

ment, supervisors, employees, and customers that affect or are affected by the particular per-

formance (or performance objective) in question. You will also want to secure commitment from 

them to help you obtain full access to the data you will require (see Figure 5.1).

Figure 5.1	 Micro-Level Needs Assessment Process

1. Identify 
desired 
criteria/
requirements 
linking Mega, 
Macro, and 
Micro gaps.

2. Identify current 
status with 
regards to 
desired 
criteria/
requirements.

3. Determine 
gaps between 
desired and 
current state.

4. Prioritize gaps 
based on 
costs and 
consequences 
of closing vs. 
ignoring them.

5. Update or 
derive 
performance 
objectives.

6. Derive 
recommenda-
tions for 
closing gaps 
(analysis).

Step 1—Identify Performance Objectives, Indicators, and Targets  

and Alignment to Mega

Performance objectives indicate the required performance and standards of an individual or 

group of performers. As with Mega and Macro levels, objectives are always about accomplish-

ments, not about “how” we do something. For example, objectives for our BIC sales and service 

professionals might look like those listed in the sidebar. Required performance should always 

be defined in terms of specific, observable, and measurable results. Your needs assessment 

team will provide a good source of initial information. Managers and supervisors should help 

you clarify what exact performance objectives are required (best based on needs data), as well 
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as human resource records, external industry standards, and even your top performers (for the 

performance in question). You may get some of this information through a group meeting, or you 

may require individual meetings. 

•	Sales and service professionals acquire at least 20 new accounts per quarter.

•	Sales and service professionals retain at least 98 percent of current accounts 
at all times. 

•	Sales and service professionals acquire at least 20 new accounts per quarter.

•	Sales and service professionals retain at least 98 percent of current accounts 
at all times. 

•	All sales and service professionals meet or exceed their individualized monthly 
sales goals.

•	All sales and service professionals demonstrate competence with new group 
membership rules, as demonstrated by acquiring new industry certification.

•	All sales and service professionals achieve an overall average score of at 
least 4.5 on the 5-point scale customer satisfaction survey.

If you are conducting the needs assessment because a performance problem has been 

detected, or at least symptoms of a performance problem, then those who initially perceived the 

problem will be a primary source of information. Ask questions such as:

•	Why do they believe there is a problem?

•	What evidence has led them to this conclusion?

•	What performance objectives are relevant to the perceived problem?

•	What individuals or groups are being affected?

In the case of BIC, in addition to clarifying performance requirements that will ensure sales 

and service professional competence, there is also an expressed concern about burnout rate. This 

warrants a discussion with needs assessment partners about what constitutes “burnout,” what 

indicators are used to measure burnout and what is a desired, or acceptable, level. You will get 

into the why of the burnout rate in step 6, when a series of analyses are conducted in order to 

make recommendations about how to close the gaps.
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Your efforts to identify desired performance objectives may render both the desired accom-

plishment and the measurable criteria and target from the outset, or you may have to provide ad-

ditional support in terms of helping your needs assessment partners come up with more precise 

and measurable criteria in order to clarify desired performance.

It is possible that a significant change warrants that altogether new performance objectives 

are derived. It is also possible that no significant change has necessarily occurred, but rather 

that there is some suspected discrepancy in performance. Remember, this is not the time to 

get into detailed analysis or discussions around why, rather, this is the time to clarify what 

performance is required.

The specific performance objectives you come up with during this process may or may not 

be exactly what has been used previously as desired performance. However, what you come 

up with now should certainly reflect what you wish desired performance to be from this point 

forward, as this will become the basis for identifying gaps, and subsequently, the best solution 

set. For this reason, we can’t emphasize enough how important it is to obtain full consensus 

from the needs assessment partners on what the desired performance objectives should and 

will be.

Table 5.1 presents an example of how you may depict the specific indicators to be measured, 

for each of the performance objectives relevant to your Micro-level needs assessment.

Table 5.1	 Performance Objectives and Specific Indicators

Performance Objectives Specific Indicators
•	 Sales and service professionals acquire at least 20 new 
accounts per quarter.

•	 Number of new accounts acquired per quarter

•	 Sales and service professionals retain at least 95% 	
of current accounts at all times.

•	 Percent of current active accounts

•	 All sales and service professionals meet or exceed their 
individualized monthly sales goals.

•	 Sales dollars
•	 Sales volume

•	 All sales and service professionals demonstrate 
competence with new group membership rules, as 
demonstrated by acquiring new industry certification.

•	 Sales and service professional certification status
•	 Customer satisfaction scores

•	 All sales and service professional achieve an overall 
average score of at least 4.5 on the 5-point scale 
customer satisfaction survey.

•	 Employee satisfaction scores 
•	 Employee feedback from mentor coaching sessions
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Step 2—Identify Current Status as Related to Your Performance Objectives
As with before, much of the data collection occurs here, with the essential goal of identifying the 

current status of human performance with regards to the performance objectives identified in the 

previous step.  

Data collection is usually conducted by the needs assessors, with the help of some of the 

needs assessment partners who committed to providing access to the necessary information. 

Their commitment will be very useful in ensuring data collection goes as planned, as issues of 

access to data can significantly hinder progress of the needs assessment process.

You would first look at the measurable indicators that were previously identified and collect 

the appropriate data from the appropriate sources, through the appropriate data collection 

methods and instruments.

One of the methods commonly used in this step are observations of typical performers (to 

be compared with top performers), or another standard agreed upon during step 1. You can also 

review current records that document the current levels of a given indicator. For example, sales 

reports would likely reveal sales dollars and sales volumes of the performers in question, while 

a review of current customer satisfaction survey results would be warranted to learn about their 

scores. If you were looking at more specific indicators that warranted direct observation of per-

formers, then you would likely want to develop a customized behavioral observation protocol to 

help collect data on frequency and quality of the target behaviors. 

An overview of methodological considerations is provided in chapter 8. Guerra-López (2008) 

provides concrete information on data collection and analysis methodology.

The final product of this step might be illustrated as shown in Table 5.2 below.

Table 5.2	 Side-by-Side Comparison of What Should Be vs. What Is

Desired Performance: What Should Be Current Status: What Is
•	 At least 20 new accounts acquired per quarter •	 10 new accounts acquired per quarter

•	 At least 95% current active accounts •	 78% current active accounts

•	 At least $500,000 in sales per month
•	 At least 25 units sold per month

•	 $350,000 in sales per month
•	 16 units sold per month

•	 100% sales and service professionals achieve certification •	 90% sales and service professionals achieving 
professional certification

•	 Average score of at least 4.5  out of 5 in customer satisfaction •	 Average score in customer satisfaction is 3.5

•	 Average satisfaction scores of at least 4.5 in quarterly 
employee satisfaction surveys throughout the year

•	 Average sales and service professional 
satisfaction scores are 3 
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Step 3—Determine the Gaps Between Desired and Current States
In this step, you list the full range of gaps between current and desired states. These specific gaps 

will become the basis for the new or updated performance objectives, after they are prioritized.  

You should derive this full list as an input for the prioritization meeting with needs assess-

ment and planning partners (step 4). That list is illustrated as what is shown in Table 5.3.

Table 5.3	 The Gaps Between What Should Be and What Is

Desired Performance:  
What Should Be

Current Status: What Is Gap

•	 At least 20 new accounts acquired 
per quarter

•	 10 new accounts acquired 	
per quarter

•	 10 new accounts per quarter

•	 At least 95% current 	
active accounts

•	 78% current active accounts •	 17% in current active accounts

•	 At least $500,000 in sales 	
per month

•	 25 units sold per month

•	 350,000 in sales per month
•	 16 units sold per month

•	 $150,000 in sales per month
•	 9 units per month

•	 100% sales and service 
professionals achieve certification

•	 90% sales and service professionals 
achieving professional certification

•	 10% in professional certification 

•	 Average score of at least 4.5 out 
of 5 in customer satisfaction 

•	 Average score in customer 
satisfaction is 3.5

•	 1 point in customer 	
satisfaction scores

•	 Average score of at least 4.5 	
out 5 in employee satisfaction

•	 Average score in employee 
satisfaction is 3

•	 1.5 points in employee 	
satisfaction scores

Step 4—Prioritize Gaps Based on Costs and Consequences  

of Closing vs. Ignoring Them

Prioritizing gaps is always part of a needs assessment. While all gaps are likely to be important, 

there will be different levels of importance that help the needs assessment partners determine 

what will be the focus of immediate action, and what will be addressed at a later time. At this 

point, you will want to set up a prioritization meeting with the needs assessment and planning 

partners so that they can make those decisions. As the needs assessor, your efforts are focused 

on supporting their decision-making process, rather than making the decision yourself.  

As before, one of the ways of supporting your partners’ decision-making process is by 

sharing some options in terms of priority levels.

•	Magnitude: This essentially determines the size of the gap.
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•	Costs and consequences: The costs (financial and non-financial) of a gap might be 
greater than for others, even if their magnitude isn’t as big as others. Two levels of 
costs and consequences might relate to Macro and Mega impact. For example, if a 
given performance gap has significant potential impact over Macro objectives and 
strategic aims, then even if relatively small in magnitude, ignoring it could carry a 
significant cost and negative consequences. Chapter 5 provides additional guidance 
on costs-consequences assessment models that will be useful here.

•	Organizational resources and capital (financial and non-financial): While not the 
criterion with the heaviest weight, the prioritization discussion should include some 
reference to this as a matter of context or climate.   

These are some suggestions, and in our experience, most categories of prioritization criteria 

fall under one of these. Still, it is helpful to the needs assessment partners’ buy-in process for 

you to be open to their suggestions. If you see that their additional suggestions fall under one of 

these categories, explain how their suggestions are a good example of one of these categories. It 

is always useful to see their ideas reflected in the work that is being conducted.

As before, the following priority levels will be relevant:

•	High priority: Carries large costs and consequences associated with ignoring the 
need at this point in time.

•	Moderate priority: Carries some costs and consequences associated with ignoring 
the need at this point in time.

•	Low priority: Carries minimal costs and consequences associated with ignoring the 
need at this or at a later time.

The end result of that prioritization session for BIC might look something like Table 5.4 and 

as further illustrated in the BIC example that follows.

Table 5.4	 Gaps and Priority Levels

Gap Priority Level
•	 At least 10 new accounts per quarter •	 Medium

•	 At least 17% in current active accounts •	 High

•	 At least $150,000 in sales per month
•	 9 units per month

•	 High

•	 At least 10% in professional certification •	 High

•	 At least 1 point in customer satisfaction scores •	 High

•	 At least 1.5 points in employee satisfaction scores •	 High



Chapter 5

70

BIC’s needs assessment and planning partners decided focusing on retaining active 

accounts through increased customer satisfaction was absolutely critical to their Macro- 

and Mega-level objectives. This was made apparent through the discussion around costs 

and consequences of ignoring these particular gaps. It also seemed to them that if they 

placed high priority focus on satisfying customers and retaining them, this would have 

natural implications for monthly sales, so potentially, they could leverage a solution set 

(when they get to the methods-means analysis) that could impact these multiple indicators.  

Another high priority area that became quite “obvious,” as one of the needs assess-

ment partners said it, was the job satisfaction of sales and service professionals. If they 

don’t find satisfaction in their work, feel undervalued, and lose motivation to stay in their 

position (or even in the organization), any other solutions implemented to support their 

performance will be useless, as they will not have any stake in the success of those solu-

tions, the department, or the organization.  

Additionally, they have direct contact with customers, and therefore, have the po-

tential to considerably affect Mega- and Macro-level objectives. Moreover, the cost of 

hiring, training, and getting new sales and service professionals to a top-performer level 

represents a significantly higher cost than to provide the support required to maintain a 

high level of satisfaction with the job.  Therefore, the needs assessment partners felt 

that in order for the department and organization to thrive, maintaining sales and service 

professionals’ satisfaction was key.

Finally, they decided that while new account acquisition is certainly important for their 

position, they would have to wait for the new marketing and customer acquisition strategy 

that was being launched as an organization-wide initiative at the request of BIC’s VP, in 

response to the new legislation. Once that was defined, they could proceed to establish 

relevant performance requirements for the sales and service professionals.

Step 5—Update Performance Objectives
The precise performance objectives that will become the target, not only of sales and service 

professionals at BIC, but also of the solution set that will be selected through the analysis 

process (step 6), are as follows:
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•	Sales and service professionals will increase their current active accounts by at least 
17 percent over the next calendar year.

•	Sales and service professionals will increase their sales figures by at least $150,000 per 
month; and increase units sold by nine units per month over the next calendar year.

•	Sales and service professionals professionally certified will increase by at least 10 
percent over the next calendar year.

•	Sales and service professionals will increase their customer satisfaction scores by 1 
point within the next three months, and maintain a 4.5 average at all times thereafter.

Stating the objectives in this way will help ensure clear responsibilities and accountabili-

ties, once recommendations are made (step 6).

Step 6—Make Recommendations for Closing Gaps (Analysis)
Only a causal analysis will enable us to identify the source of performance discrepancies or 

gaps, such as inconsistent performance specifications, lack of positive consequences for ex-

pected behavior, lack of required skills and knowledge to reach performance objectives, and 

others. Refer to chapter 7 for an in-depth look at causal analysis, and other analysis tools that 

will help you recommend the most useful set of solutions.

Challenges of Conducting a Micro-Level 	
Needs Assessment
As with all levels of needs assessments, getting buy-in from all needs assessment partners is 

critical, and not always straightforward. There could be many competing responsibilities that 

are vying for your partners’ attention, and the needs assessment may not always make it to the 

top of the list. Be understanding of this, but also be consistent in keeping them informed, and 

holding them accountable for their contributions to the needs assessment. It is also vital that the 

group understands and commits to adding value at the Macro and Micro levels to avoid failure. 

Access to data can be a challenge as well. While you would expect access to data to be 

relatively straightforward, since the data is being sought to improve organizational performance, 

people can be very wary of granting access to data that they fear might reflect on them 

negatively. Ensure that you gain the trust of those who have, or will help you access, the data. 

Assuring anonymity, whenever possible, can go a long way in helping people feel comfortable 

with sharing information.



Chapter 5

72

Chapter Summary
This chapter defined a Micro-level needs assessment and described when and how to perform 

one, and the related risks of using this level as a starting point. A Micro-level needs assess-

ment has the same characteristics as any needs assessment. It identifies valid gaps in results 

between What Is and What Should Be so that those needs may be placed in priority order based 

on the costs to meet the needs as compared to the costs to ignore the needs. This level of needs 

assessment focuses on individual and small group performance and contributions, while linking 

them to results and contributions at the Macro and Mega levels.
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Performing a Quasi Needs Assessment

What’s in This Chapter?
•	 What is a Quasi needs assessment and when to use it

•	 How to identify and prioritize valid performance criteria and show valid gaps

•	 Updating and developing new criteria and making recommendations

•	 Dealing with typical challenges

Organizational Elements Model

What Should Be

What Is

Quasi Needs AssessmentsNeeds Assessments 

Mega/Outcomes

Internal Needs
Assessments

External Needs 
Assessment

InputsProcessesMicro/ProductsMacro/Outputs

In literature and in conventional practice, tools such as “training needs assessment” are popu-

lar, but starting with one can lead to disappointing results. This is not because the techniques 

are not valuable, but because they start with means and not ends. Training can, if designed and 
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justified correctly, be a vital and important part of any organization’s effectiveness. However, 

training should not be designed and initiated without first ensuring that doing so will meet 

important needs.

First, let’s put Quasi needs assessments in the organizational context. Again, let’s consider 

the case of BIC. Rather than getting a request that focuses on the competence and performance 

requirements for sales and service professionals, the learning and development manager’s 

request deals specifically with how to enhance the current training, so that content related to 

the new legislative requirements could be added to current training, without increasing training 

time and other training-related costs. One of the ideas that she is currently considering is 

increasing online training capabilities, and reducing traditional face-to-face classroom training.

Given this background, how do you proceed?

What Is a Quasi Needs Assessment?
A Quasi needs assessment is a process used to identify gaps in methods and means, such as 

training or organizational development. For example, knowledge is a means to human competence, 

therefore a Quasi needs assessment of knowledge would entail looking at the gaps between 

What Should Be known (as opposed to accomplished) and What Is currently known by performers 

on a specific topic. 

Rossett’s Training Needs Assessment (TNA) is a prime example of a Quasi needs assess-

ment process because it focuses on training (Rossett, 1987). Training is a means, a specific solu-

tion used to address gaps in knowledge, if in fact that is what we should do in order to improve 

performance (something we would only know if we had done a needs assessment at a Micro 

level, at a minimum).  

Mager and Pipe (1999) further distinguish among various types of knowledge gaps, caution-

ing us to consider that not all knowledge gaps require training; some might be well addressed 

through additional information, a job aid, or other more cost-effective solutions. This point will 

be further explored in the next chapter, when we discuss various analysis tools that help us 

identify solution requirements before jumping into solution selection.

Variations of a process improvement approach could also be considered a Quasi needs 

assessment. For example, one approach often taken to improve a process is to begin with 

an articulation of the process goal and deliverable, and then depict the ideal process flow. 
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Subsequently, the current process is depicted and gaps are identified for resolution. As you 

will see later in this chapter, this process improvement approach resembles the Quasi needs 

assessment process.

Instructional, Learner, and Context Analysis
Instructional, learner, and context analysis, and other front-end tasks that are often associated 

with needs assessments, are more specific examples of Quasi needs assessments, particularly 

if you consider that these are specific tasks often carried out in the contexts of training needs 

assessments. We define these as Quasi needs assessments because, while they deal with gaps, 

the gaps are related to means (such as training) and resources (Inputs) and must be rationally or 

explicitly linked to needs assessments at the Mega, Macro, and Micro levels.

A Quasi needs assessment can also be used to identify gaps in resources, perhaps in a 

resource planning process. For example, a Quasi needs assessment of training facilities could 

be used to determine the gaps between the number of training facilities and the required 

capabilities they should possess in order to accommodate the training function. 

A Quasi needs assessment of performance support tools, for example, could be conducted 

to identify gaps between the specific tools performers should have to be able to carry out their 

work, versus what they currently use. Again, the assumption is that the tools considered to be 

required for the job are actually tied to a desired set of accomplishments. This assumption could 

only be confirmed through a needs assessment—at the Mega, Macro, and Micro levels.

In summary, while a Micro-level needs assessment can ensure you focus on real perfor-

mance gaps, which in turn will help you align the right performance support solutions and initia-

tives, a Quasi needs assessment can help ensure the efficiency of these methods and means. 

It will not ensure effectiveness. Ensuring operational effectiveness begins with a Micro-level 

needs assessment, while strategic effectiveness will only be ensured through a Mega-level 

needs assessment.

When to Use a Quasi Needs Assessment
A Quasi-level needs assessment is most appropriate when your organization:

•	recognizes that what the organization uses and does should be aligned
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•	assumes (rather than ensures) that what is used and done within the organization 
adds value to internal stakeholders and beyond

•	is experiencing challenges related to processes or resources

•	is about to implement a new process or resource

•	is engaged in resource planning.

Process for Conducting
Once again, one the most important elements to coordinate from the outset is to identify your 

partners. You will want to form a Quasi needs assessment and planning team that will help review, 

provide feedback, approve, and in some cases, directly participate in the technical aspects of the 

process, such as data collection, or at the very least, help you gain access to the required data.

Your team could include the relevant manager(s), supervisor(s), employees, customers, and 

anyone else who might affect or be affected by the process or resource that is the basis of this 

Quasi needs assessment.

The Quasi needs assessment process is illustrated in Figure 6.1.

Figure 6.1 The Quasi Needs Assessment Process

1. Identify 
desired criteria/
requirements 
linking Mega, 
Macro, and 
Micro gaps.

2. Identify current 
status with 
regards to 
desired 
criteria/
requirements.

3. Determine 
gaps between 
desired and 
current state.

4. Prioritize gaps 
based on 
costs and 
consequences 
of closing vs. 
ignoring them.

5. Update or 
derive new 
requirements.

6.Derive 
recommenda-
tions for 
closing gaps 
(analysis).

Step 1—Identify Desired Criteria/Requirements 
One of the commonalities between a Quasi needs assessment and the ones described for the 

Mega, Macro, and Micro levels is that the starting point is always defining What Should Be. In 
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this case, you and the Quasi needs assessment partners want to clarify the process or resource 

that you would like to optimize, and specify what the ideal criteria for that process or resource 

should be. This What Should Be will be the basis for the identification of Quasi needs or gaps.

A facilitated discussion with the needs assessment partners is perhaps the best vehicle 

for the identification of the desired criteria. It is critical that all partners participate and agree 

on the desired criteria, as this will not only be the foundation for the rest of the Quasi needs 

assessment process, but also the implemented recommendations that will follow.

One of the very critical aspects of this discussion should include the alignment of the target 

process or input to Micro, Macro, and Mega level needs. If you (or some other group in the orga-

nization) have already conducted needs assessments at those levels, and improving this process 

of input was essentially one of the recommendations that stemmed out of those efforts, you are 

starting with solid ground. The chances that improving this process or input will not only improve 

efficiencies, but also contribute toward effectiveness, is pretty strong.

If, however, needs assessments at these other levels have not been conducted, yet you are 

nonetheless tasked with carrying out the Quasi-level needs assessment, you will want to, at the 

very least, take advantage of this discussion to gain formal input and consensus from your part-

ners about which Micro, Macro, and Mega level objectives this process or input is linked to. It is 

important that they take ownership of those linkages; therefore, we recommend that you act as 

a facilitator, rather than a decision maker. This helps ensure accountability is well placed for the 

success of this Quasi-level needs assessment, and perhaps, helps decision makers reconsider 

starting at this level, if no results-driven needs assessments have been previously conducted.

In our BIC scenario, these specifications might include those listed in the sidebar on the 

following page. 

Step 2—Identify Current Status as It Relates to Desired Criteria and Requirements
With the required specifications now defined, you have a good sense of what data sources will 

be useful in gathering data about the current status of those specifications. As with other types 

of needs assessments, be sure to consider the type of data you are interested in prior to selecting 

any preferred data collection approaches. Also, be prepared to consider a variety of sources for 

the information.

For example, if we want to ensure we meet the criterion: “Sales and service professionals’ 

satisfaction with training should not suffer, as indicated by training evaluations,”  we may not 
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only want to look at past training evaluation findings to review current satisfaction with training, 

but we may also want to ask sales and service professionals directly (perhaps through focus 

groups, interviews, or any other data collection methods that are appropriate for the situation). 

One way of leveraging this data collection effort is to also ask about what aspects are most im-

portant for them, how their satisfaction could be ensured (within the guidelines provided in step 

1), and what other general suggestions they may have.  

While the perspective of sales and service professionals should be represented by at least 

one member serving as a Quasi needs assessment partner, getting their input through this 

other approach could go a long way. Table 6.1 illustrates how the final product of step 2 may 

be illustrated.  

•	Training must cover all new legislation-related changes relevant to sales  
and service professionals’ jobs.

•	Training must not eliminate any current content that is central to sales  
and service professionals’ jobs; however, obsolete content areas may  
be eliminated. 

•	Training time must not be higher than that required for current training.

•	Training should be enhanced or supported with the use of on-the-job guides.

•	Training must not add any significant costs for a sustained period of time. 
(Significant is defined as anything greater than 10 percent for an initial period 
of two years. Thereafter, costs should be expected to decrease by at least  
20 percent.)

•	Sales and service professionals should be able to access the training at their 
convenience, during provided windows of time during work hours, without 
any travel or any additional costs incurred.

•	Training capabilities should be enhanced by taking advantage of our 
in-house, state-of-the-art technology resources (including networked 
computers; online learning platforms; modern training facilities, and  
anything else we currently have at our disposal).

•	Sales and service professionals’ satisfaction with training should not suffer, 
as indicated by training evaluations.
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Table 6.1	 Current Status as Compared to Desired Criteria

Desired Criteria: What Should Be Current Status: What Is
•	 Training must cover all new legislation-related changes 
relevant to sales and service professionals’ jobs.

•	 None of the current training reflects the 	
legislative changes.

•	 Training must not eliminate any current content that 
is central to sales and service professionals’ jobs, 
however, obsolete content areas may be eliminated. 

•	 Of the training modules, eight out of 15 across the 
four learning programs available for sales and service 
professionals include at least one learning objective 
that has become obsolete as a result of the legislative 
changes.

•	 Training time must not be higher than that required for 
current training.

•	 Three of the four current training programs for sales 
and service professionals require 12 hours each, while 
one requires eight hours, for a total 44 hours.

•	 Training should be enhanced or supported with the use 
of on-the-job guides.

•	 There are only two job aids and sales and service 
professionals report they do not support performance, 
nor are they consistent with what they learned 	
in training.

•	 Training must not add any significant costs for a 
sustained period of time. (Significant is defined as 
anything greater than 10% for an initial period of two 
years. Thereafter, costs should be expected to decrease 
by at least 20%.)

•	 Average cost for training development per program: 
$500,000.

•	 Average cost for training facilitation per program 	
per cohort:  $115,000.

•	 Sales and service professionals should be able to 
access the training at their convenience, during 
provided windows of time during work hours, without 
any travel or any additional costs incurred.

•	 Sales and service professionals currently have 
to physically attend training when it is available. 
Availability is determined by training plans based 
on department capabilities rather than convenience 
for trainees. This causes some to miss training, and 
sometimes wait a year to be able to take it again.

•	 Training capabilities should be enhanced by taking 
advantage of our in-house state-of-the-art technology 
resources (e.g. networked computers; online learning 
platforms; modern training facilities, and anything else 
we currently have at our disposal).

•	 BIC has very extensive and sophisticated technology 
resources used for other purposes but they are not 
leveraged by training. There is only one pilot module 	
for one of the training programs that is offered online, 
and there is low completion compliance for it.

•	 Sales and service professionals’ satisfaction with 
training should not suffer, as indicated by training 
evaluations. 

•	 Trainees are dissatisfied with current delivery 
approach and some of the content, including the 
mandate to take all modules of all programs, 	
even when not directly relevant for their customer 
groups. They are also dissatisfied with current 	
training scheduling.

Step 3—Determine Gaps Between the Desired and Current State
In this step, you clarify the specific gaps for your Quasi needs assessment partners, so that a 

discussion of their prioritization (step 4), can be facilitated. You and your technical team will likely 

want to prepare this table prior to that discussion, as a summary of all the data collection and 

analysis you carried out during steps 2 and 3.

Table 6.2 illustrates how gaps may be summarized and presented to stakeholders.
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Step 4—Prioritize Gaps Based on Costs and Consequences of Closing vs. Ignoring Them 
At this time, you will want convene another meeting with your Quasi needs assessment partners 

in order to present the gaps you have identified, as well as facilitate a discussion around placing 

the identified gaps in priority order.

As always, there are various categories of factors that will help them make a decision 

about how to best prioritize these needs (see step 4 in chapters 3, 4, and 5). These include gap 

magnitude, costs and consequences of closing a gap versus ignoring it, and the organizational 

resources required to close the gap. Remember to solicit additional prioritization criteria from 

your partners, so that they are even more vested in the process; and if you see that their 

additional suggestions fall under one of these categories, explain how their suggestions are a 

good example of one of these categories. It is always useful to see their ideas reflected in the 

work that is being conducted.

One of the most important considerations of costs and consequences is probably around 

how integral is that particular gap to accomplishing results at the Micro, Macro, and/or Mega 

levels. For example, the fact that none of the current training materials reflect the new legislative 

changes carries a significant cost and consequence at the Micro, Macro, and Mega levels. Being 

compliant with the law has a direct impact on the survival of BIC, as it could not only encounter 

a loss of current customers but also of potentially new ones, and it makes itself vulnerable to 

breaking the law and being sued, fined, and/or potentially closed down.

As before, defining clear levels of priority is critical for a transparent process and reaching 

consensus. A suggestion is:

•	High priority: Carries large costs and consequences associated with ignoring the 
need at this point in time.

•	Moderate priority: Carries some costs and consequences associated with ignoring 
the need at this point in time.

•	Low priority: Carries minimal costs and consequences associated with ignoring 
the need at this or at a later time.

The end result of that prioritization session for BIC appears in Table 6.3.
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Table 6.3	 Prioritized Quasi Needs

Gap Priority  
•	 All four training programs will have to be revised to include legislative changes. •	 High

•	 Eight out of the 15 training modules across the four learning programs include at least 
one learning objective that has become obsolete as a result of the legislative changes.

•	 High

•	 No gap identified yet, but training updates will not exceed these times. •	 Medium

•	 Relevant job aids will be developed for each of the training programs, as required, 	
once training is updated.

•	 Medium

•	 No gap identified yet, but training costs will be within these guideless. •	 Medium

•	 All training delivery options will conform to the new criteria. •	 High 

•	 All BIC-owned technology will become multifunctional, and leveraged by training 	
to enhance training delivery and satisfaction.

•	 Medium

•	 All training content will be rated as very useful by sales and service professionals 	
as indicated by training evaluations.

•	 Service and sales professionals will be very satisfied with new training scheduling 	
and availability as indicated by training evaluations.

•	 High 

In the BIC example the discussion of the Quasi needs assessment partners helped clarify 

that ensuring all training materials reflected the law was top priority. This includes both adding 

new content and removing obsolete content.   

Further, there was a heated discussion around costs. It was ultimately considered of top 

priority to get this done within budget restrictions, since the current economic realities  has 

forced training budgets (as well as others in the organization) to be significantly reduced. While 

the learning and development manager made her case to upper management that updating 

training to conform to new legislative requirements presented a significant additional cost to 

training operations, upper management saw this as an opportunity to revamp the sales and 

service training to make it leaner and more efficient. Therefore, only a temporary and modest 

increase (the initial two years) was approved, under the condition that training would become 

more efficient (as illustrated by a 20 percent savings thereafter); hence, the reason for this 

criteria being identified during step 1.

Leveraging current BIC technology requirements might help to this end, but it will not be 

considered of highest importance at this point, unless there it can be accomplished with relative 

ease and convenience or it ends up significantly helping control costs.

Also, maintaining sales and service professional satisfaction with training will be a high 

priority because of the already high burnout rate. The learning and development manager 

stressed that upper management had identified maintaining overall job satisfaction of sales and 
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service professionals as a high priority for the organization, and wanted to ensure that training 

was seen as a driver rather than a barrier to this end. Improving training availability relates to 

satisfaction, as evidenced by feedback from sales and service professionals, therefore it was 

also considered a high priority gap.

Finally, all other criteria for which no formal gap had yet been identified—but that were 

important considerations—would continue to provide general guidance to future efforts, even if 

they had not been formally identified as top priority at this time.

Step 5—Update or Derive New Requirements
In this step, you formally update or derive new requirements, which will guide the selection of 

specific methods-means, and all subsequent focus of work for the training department team in 

charge of this initiative.

In the BIC example, priority requirements for the Legislative Compliance Training Team are 

listed in the sidebar below.

•	All four training programs will have to be revised to include legislative 
changes, including addition of new content and elimination of obsolete 
content, and meet measurable performance criteria.

•	Sales and service professionals will indicate high satisfaction—at least 4.0 
on a 5-point scale)—with training availability and scheduling.

•	Sales and service professionals will indicate high satisfaction—at least 4.0 
on a 5-point scale—of updated training.

Step 6—Derive Recommendations 
While a Quasi needs assessment is focused on means, improving these means will in turn 

depend on you selecting other means to close gaps between desired and current state. In the 

next chapter, we provide an in-depth discussion of a number of analysis tools that will help you 

ensure you select the right solutions.
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Challenges of Conducting a Quasi 	
Needs Assessment
One of the challenges of conducting a Quasi needs assessment is ensuring that improving the 

“how,” or organizational processes and inputs, will ultimately add value to human and organi-

zational performance. As we have discussed throughout this book, this is a big assumption, and 

the best way to ensure that improving methods and means will add value is by first conducing a 

results-driven needs assessment (see chapters 3, 4, and 5).

Another challenge is helping shape the mindsets of your Quasi needs assessment partners 

in such a way that other alternatives are considered, beyond what they are considering to 

“fix” or improve. That is always one of the biggest challenges of starting with means, rather 

than ends…the minute we focus on one solution, we have essentially eliminated all other—

potentially better—options. One way to counter this challenge is to provide alternatives 

that meet the same criteria that were identified as critical during step 1 of the Quasi needs 

assessment process. If Quasi needs assessment partners are able to see that other options meet 

the criteria that are important to them, and can potentially do it cheaper, better, and faster, then 

there is a good chance that they will be open to at least considering these other options.

Chapter Summary
This chapter defined a Quasi needs assessment, and distinguished it from a needs assessment 

at the Mega, Macro, and Micro levels. We also provided guidance on when to use it, and how 

to identify and prioritize valid performance criteria and related gaps. Means, including training 

or human resources development, can be instrumental in defining and delivering organizational 

success. However, it is important to select those means after identifying what gaps in results 

they will close at the Micro, Macro, and Mega levels. If one selects a means before completing 

a proper needs assessment, the costs for doing so can be both damaging to the budget as well 

as to those that initiated the means.  
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Linking Analysis and Solutions  

to Make Useful Recommendations

What’s in This Chapter?
•	 A six-step model for identifying and solving problems: for getting from What Is 	

to What Should Be

•	 A description of various types of analyses and their unique purposes

•	 Guidance for implementation, evaluation, and continuous improvement

Framework for Selecting Solutions: Six-Step 
Problem-Solving Model
This chapter introduces you to a series of analysis tools that help you find the best solutions for 

the needs you have identified as top priorities for the organization to address. One useful tool 

to help us conceptualize the flow of this process is Kaufman’s Six-Step Problem-Solving Model 

(Figure 7.1).

Here’s an overview of the process and the purpose behind each step:

1.	 We define a problem as a need selected for resolution. Needs assessment allows 
us to define the documented and evidence-based needs to be resolved. There 
are various analysis techniques that are also appropriate in helping you verify 
top priority problems, including SWOT analysis and cost-consequences analysis, 
described later in this chapter.
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2.	 Causal factors are identified through a causal analysis. Later in this chapter, we 
will introduce various approaches to conducting a causal analysis.  

3.	 Solution requirements stem out of the causal analysis, and allow you to identify 
what criteria should be met by the solution alternatives you consider.

4.	 You then consider a range of alternative solutions that meet the solution 
requirements listed in step 3, along with pros and cons. A methods-means analysis, 
described later in this chapter, is instrumental in this step.

5.	 You select the solution(s) that ranks the highest, based on a methods-means 
analysis, which determines what meets the criteria at the lowest costs.

6.	 Part of ensuring your solution is and continues to be effective is thoughtful 
implementation, which implies proper change management, and monitoring and 
evaluation that allow you to continuously improve.

The remainder of this chapter provides a detailed discussion of the various analysis tools 

mentioned.

Figure 7.1	 Kaufman’s Six-Step Problem-Solving Model

Identify or   
Verify 
Problem/
Need

1. Identify 
Causal 
Factors

2. Identify 
Solution 
Requirements

3. Identify 
Solution 
Alternatives

4. Select 
Solutions

5. Implement, 
Monitor, 
Evaluate, 
& Improve

6.

Linking and Overlap of Levels of Planning and Doing

Source: Based on Kaufman, R., 2006, 2011. 

Analysis Defined
Webster’s Dictionary describes analysis as the process of studying the nature of something or 

determining its essential features and their relations. While needs assessment helps us identify 

the gaps in results, a causal analysis can help us understand why those gaps exist. It is what we 

learn from that causal analysis that will provide one critical dimension to consider when select-

ing solutions, the methods or means that will help us close those gaps.
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There are, however, other analysis tools that can optimize our decision-making process 

throughout various stages of the needs assessment and performance improvement process. 

Below is an overview of the analysis tools that will be described throughout this chapter:

•	SWOT analysis: the identification and organization of an organization’s strengths, 
weaknesses, opportunities, and threats, with regards to a specific set of objectives. 
It is important to note that an organization’s SWOT analysis is most useful when 
focused on a specific set of objectives, rather than an approach that is more general, 
as the SWOTs might be different for two different sets of objectives, even within 	
one organization.

•	Cost-consequences analysis (CCA): an analysis that looks at the costs and 
consequences of a given decision. The decision could be whether or not to close 
a gap (used in gap prioritization), or whether to select one solution alternative or 
another. All decisions and actions (and lack thereof) come with a set of costs and 
consequences. Costs can be both financial and non-financial.

•	Causal analysis: an analysis that looks at the root causes of the gaps identified during 
the needs assessment. These causes will provide the basic foundation for identifying 
solution criteria. In order for a solution to be considered, it should meet the basic 
solution criteria.

•	Methods-means analysis (MMA): provides a comparison and contrast among the vari-
ous solutions that meet your solution criteria, along with additional pros and cons for 
each of those solutions.

SWOT Analysis
A SWOT analysis is a planning tool that identifies and organizes the strengths, weaknesses, 

opportunities, and threats of an organization. Sometimes it is even used at a project level. Here’s 

a review of the acronym:

•	Strengths: Internal to the organization, these are organizational attributes 	
or characteristics that represent an important advantage.

•	Weaknesses: Internal to the organization, these are organizational attributes 	
or characteristics, or limitations that represent an important disadvantage for 	
the organization. 

•	Opportunities: External to the organization, these are elements in the environment 
that may bring possibilities for improvement.

•	Threats: External to the organization, these are elements in the environment that 
could present important challenges or difficulties for the organization.
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A SWOT analysis begins with clear and valid objectives. If being carried out in the context 

of a Mega or strategic needs assessment and planning process, a SWOT could be used along 

with a CCA to help prioritize the organization’s strategic or societal gaps. Therefore, it would be 

applied after the organization’s Ideal Vision and related gaps have been identified, but prior to 

deriving the organizational mission objective (Kaufman, 2000).

This process can often be conducted in a facilitated discussion setting with strategic stake-

holders and partners, most likely the same group you identified for your Mega-level needs assess-

ment. Depending on the level of analysis and discussion, this may take place in a one- to two-day 

retreat. However, it is certainly possible to use technology (email and a range of web-based 

meeting and communication tools) to conduct a virtual and/or asynchronous variation of this.

Essentially, you would ask the participants to brainstorm specific ideas for each of the 

categories, described above. Be sure to provide clear instructions that include both the specific 

set of organizational objectives (or Mega-level gaps) in question as well as definitions of each 

of these categories. This will enhance communication and discussion efficiency by ensuring that 

everyone knows about what type of ideas are being sought for each category. Brainstorm as 

many ideas as considered important, but usually you’ll be in the range of five to 10. Table 7.1 

below provides a template for visually representing SWOTs, and guiding discussion.

After each of the categories are populated, you may consider relating and ranking them to 

get a clearer understanding of which of these will exert the most influence, and in what ways, on 

your target objectives. We reiterate that this is not the time for specific discussions of methods 

or means. Rather, this provides input to general solution requirements that will be used along 

with other analysis results to later identify the most effective solutions.

Table 7.1	 SWOT Template

Objectives Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities Threats
1. Increase  early 
breast cancer 
detection among 	
our female clients 	
of target age by 	
at least 13% over 	
the next 10 years.

•	 We have been 
offering an early 
breast cancer 
detection program 
for over 10 years 
and have a good 
track record 
for compliance 
(87%).	

•	 We have not 
developed the 
right tactics 
to help us go 
beyond our 87% 
compliance rate 
for over five 
years.	

•	 New legislation will 
make the healthcare 
industry more 
competitive. Focusing 
on measurable value 
added (and providing 
evidence in our 
marketing efforts) to 
our customers could 
be our competitive 
edge.

•	 BIC does not 
have complete 
influence over 
customer 
behavior.

2. Objective 2 etc. etc. etc. etc.

3. Objective 3 etc. etc. etc. etc.
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Cost-Consequences Analysis (CCA)
A cost-consequences analysis looks at the costs and consequences of a given decision. It essen-

tially allows us to identify chains of events that can result in undesirable consequences. The 

decision could be whether or not to close a gap (used in gap prioritization), or whether to select 

one solution or another. These costs can be both financial and non-financial.

A CCA is a powerful tool used to influence decision making. All actions, including not acting 

(for example, ignoring a gap) bring a set of costs and consequences. Decision makers often 

allow the financial costs of doing something to have overwhelming influence in their decisions.  

We suggest that one way to help your needs assessment partners reconsider their decisions 

is to also present them, or help them identify, the costs and consequences associated with not 

doing that very thing, for example, of not addressing an identified gap. Identifying what can 

happen if no action is taken may help decision makers realize that ignoring a gap can sometimes 

have even higher costs. 

If we establish a chain of events all the way to the Mega level of results, it often becomes 

clear how everything we do ultimately links to results at the Micro, Macro, and Mega level, 

including those specific elements of the Ideal Vision introduced in chapter 3.

A CCA may be illustrated as what is shown in Table 7.2. 

Table 7.2	 Example of Cost-Consequences Analysis

Gap
Costs and Consequences  

for Closure
Costs and Consequences  

for Ignoring
•	 10% in professional certification Costs: 

Financial costs of preparing/training 
customers and sales professionals 
for certification process; also, the 
certification exam fee.

Consequences: 
Might set precedence for BIC to 
cover other professional certifica-
tions for other positions.

Costs: 
Financial costs in fees, loss of 
customers, and potential legal action.

Consequences: 
Staff that are not certified could: 
•	 result in industry fines to BIC 
•	 provide erroneous information 	
to our customers 

•	 make poor decisions about 
coverage. 

These consequences could in 	
turn reduce customer satisfaction, 
customer retention, and even 	
be detrimental to the health of 	
our customers. 
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Causal Analysis
A causal analysis looks at the root causes of the gaps identified during the needs assessment. 

These causes will provide the basic foundation for identifying solution criteria. In order for a 

solution to be considered, it should meet the basic solution criteria.

Assessing needs before analyzing them reduces or eliminates the potential risks of assum-

ing that what is being analyzed is the root cause of performance deficiencies.  

Harless states “If, in fact, Performance Technology is ‘goal-driven,’ then it makes sense 

that an early step in the methodology (‘process’) of Performance Technology is to address the 

question: What is the basic business/personal/societal goal relevant to the current situation?” 

(1992, p. 5). A similar approach to this adapted model was described by Rummler (1999). 

Rummler lists and describes a performance improvement approach based on the traditional 

ADDIE model; however, before analysis can be carried out, he proposes that as a first step, the 

problem or opportunity must be defined. Although the specific needs assessment tasks proposed 

by Kaufman are not all incorporated into Rummler’s first step, he does make the distinction 

between the problem definition phase and the analysis phase.  

Similarly, Stolovitch, Keeps, and Rodrigue (1999) also make the distinction between an 

assessment phase and the analysis phase by listing the performance improvement phases as: 

problem or opportunity definition, conducting analysis, designing and developing the interven-

tion, implementing and maintaining the intervention, and evaluating the intervention. 

This distinction allows practitioners the opportunity to identify root problems and the 

appropriate interventions, with a lower probability of bias toward a comfortable method. It is 

critical to validly justify and demonstrate that the recommended solutions are appropriate for 

achieving the client’s objectives (see Dean, 1999; Clark and Estes, 2000; Kaufman and Clark, 

1999; Stolovtich, 2000; Westgaard, 1988).

There are a variety of performance improvement models that include both assessment 

and analysis components, primarily at the Micro level (for example, Harless, 1970; Mager and 

Pipe, 1970; Robinson and Robinson, 1995; and Rothwell, 1996). Another respected model is 

that offered by Rummler (1995), which actually links Macro, Micro, and Process levels with an 

assessment and analysis process. Ultimately, all of these models consistently identify the same 

general category of causal factors affecting human performance in organization around issues 

relating to 1) expectations and standards, 2) work support and tools, 3) motivation and feedback, 

and 4) selection and ability.
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Based on this logic, all things being equal, chances are that instructional solutions would be ap-

propriate for roughly 20 percent of performance problems (Trinner, Greenberry, and Watkins, 1996).  

Perhaps the most quintessential and most widely used analysis models at the performer 

level are Mager and Pipe’s (1970) Performance Analysis Model and Gilbert’s (1978) Behavioral 

Engineering Model. For this reason, an overview and relevant guides are provided below as job 

aids for your analysis.

Gilbert proposed the Behavior Engineering Model, based on what he termed the Third 

Leisurely Theorem, or Management Theorem, which states:

For any given accomplishment, a deficiency in performance always has as its immediate cause 

a deficiency in a behavior repertory, or in the environment that supports the repertory, or in 

both. But its ultimate cause will be found in a deficiency of the management system (p.76).

This two-dimensional (individual and environment) model addresses six elements, catego-

rized under three main groups, which may affect performance. These elements are data, instru-

ments, incentives, knowledge, response capacity, and motives (see Table 7.3). For organiza-

tional settings, Gilbert suggested that addressing the first three factors would most likely lead to 

improved performance, as “the environment is easier to manipulate than people’s repertoires” 

(p.86). In essence, Gilbert considers this model as “an outline of a performance troubleshooting 

sequence,” which should begin with cell 1 of Table 7.3 and proceed to address the elements 

of the remaining cells in a sequential order. This model has served as the foundation for many 

performance improvement strategies and tools.

Mager and Pipe’s Performance Analysis is represented as a flowchart that guides the entire 

performance improvement process by asking a series of questions beginning with a description 

of the performance discrepancy and ending in the selection of an appropriate intervention.  

Following the conventional emphasis on analysis, the authors offer the model as a 

procedure that “shows how to analyze the nature, the importance and the cause of things called 

performance discrepancies” (1970, p.5). A discrepancy can occur between someone’s actual 

performance and the desired performance (analogous to a Micro-level needs assessment). 

Subsequently, one of the first steps in the process is to identify the nature of the discrepancy, 

and then consider its importance (analogous to the process of gap prioritization we presented in 

chapters 3, 4, 5, and 6). If the discrepancy is not important, they suggest it should be ignored. If it 

is important, one should determine if it is due to a genuine skill deficiency, since this is so often 

the most common requests by clients. A series of questions are posed until one can consider 

solutions and compare the size of the remedy with the size of the discrepancy.
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Table 7.3	 The Behavioral Engineering Model

SD Information R Instrumentation Sr Motivation
E 
Environmental  
Supports

Data
•	 Are roles and performance 
expectations clearly defined?

•	 Are employees given relevant 
and frequent feedback 
about the adequacy of their 
performance?

•	 Do they have descriptions 
of what performance is 
expected?

•	 Are there clear and relevant 
guides to adequate 
performance?

Instruments
•	 Do they have 
materials, tools, and 
time to do the job?

•	 Process and procedures 
are clearly defined and 
enhance performance, 
if followed?

•	 Is the work 
environment safe 
and supportive? For 
example, organized, 
safe, clean, etc.?

Incentives
•	 Are there adequate 
financial incentives 
made contingent upon 
performance?

•	 Are nonmonetary incen-
tives made available 
based on performance? 
For example, career 
development opportuni-
ties? Recognition and 
encouragement? Are 
jobs enriched to fulfill 
the needs of employees 
themselves?

P
Person’s repertory  
of behavior

Knowledge
•	 Do they have the right sets 
of skills and knowledge to do 
the job? Do they have proper 
training to do the job?

•	 Are employees placed in the 
right job?

•	 Are employees cross-trained 
to understand each other’s 
jobs?

Capacity
•	 Do employees have 
the innate physical, 
mental, and emotional 
capabilities to do the 
job?

•	 Were they properly 
selected for the 
job, based on their 
demonstrated past 
accomplishments? 

Motives
•	 Do you understand what 
motivates people to work 
or not work? 

•	 Do you know if they have 
the internal desire to do 
the job?

•	 Were they properly 
selected for the job, 	
based on their own 
personal goals?

Source: Based on Gilbert, 1978.

Figure 7.1 is a flowchart depicting this process. Key questions that guide a Mager and Pipe 

approach to causal analysis, based on their 1997 checklist, appear in Table 7.4.

In spite of being one of the most widely used models, it has received two strong criticisms. 

First, the flowchart representation suggests to some that the process is linear, and secondly, 

it fails to place performance in a larger context (Wedman and Graham, 1998). Both of these 

limitations can of course be countered by linking them to a formal needs assessment at the 

Mega, Macro, or Micro level, as described previously in this book. The results of your analysis is 

then presented to your needs assessment and planning partners (preferably in in the context of 

a meeting where you can explain your findings and respond to their questions), providing also a 

series of performance requirements that would be used as the criteria to be used in your MMA 

(described later in this chapter). 
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Consider, for example, if our analysis findings of BIC sales and service professionals’ perfor-

mance gap revealed the following causes, depicted in Table 7.5.

Table 7.5	 Link Between Gap, Causal Factor, and Performance Results

Performance Gap Causal Factors
Performance

Requirement/Intention
•	 There is a gap of 10 new 
accounts acquired per month 
(desired 20, current 10).

•	 Roles and performance specifications 
are not clearly defined.

•	 Sales and service professionals 
are not given relevant and frequent 
feedback about the adequacy of 	
their performance.

•	 Some job aids are obsolete, 
inconsistent, or irrelevant to the job.

•	 Must increase sales and service 
acquisition of at least 10 new accounts 
per month.

•	 Sales and service professionals 
must receive relevant, frequent, 
and corrective feedback about the 
adequacy of their performance.

•	 Job aids must be current and 
directly related to meeting specific 
performance objectives. All job aids 
will be consistent with one another.

Look at it this way: You wouldn’t hire the first person that walked off the street, just because 

they popped into your office. You would first determine what the functions, experiences, and 

educational requirements a new employee would have to fulfill to contribute to the objectives 

of the team, department, organization, and so on. Likewise, the job candidate (solution) that is 

recommended has to meet certain “job qualifications,” and if he meets them all, or at least the 

most important ones (sometimes this is the most practical way to go and still get the job done), 

only then does he get employed (or the solution implemented).

Methods-Means Analysis and Solution Selection
Methods-means analysis (MMA) provides a comparison and contrast among the various 

solutions that meet your solution criteria, along with additional pros and cons for each of 

those solutions (Kaufman, 2000).

A methods-means analysis is best conducted in a work session with your needs assessment 

and planning partners, and could immediately follow your presentation of the causal analysis 

findings and solution criteria.

The process is straightforward:
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1.	 List the solution requirements for a given need. This should have been identified 
as the last part of your causal analysis.

2.	 List potential solutions that meet the criteria. Brainstorm a variety of 
alternatives, using the solution specifications as the parameters for the ideas.

3.	 List pros and cons for each potential solution. For each identified alternative, 
consider the pros and cons. Do the pros outweigh the cons? This question is not 
only about the number of pros versus cons, but also about their importance. There 
may be only one apparent pro weighed against five cons, but if that one pro is, 
for instance, “it directly supports saving lives,” it will likely outweigh the cons 
and costs. In the next step, ranking them, you can compare the alternatives to 
determine whether you can get the same level of pros in an alternative, for 	
perhaps lower costs (again, financial and non-financial).

4.	 Rank order the solutions in terms of their ability to meet most criteria and 
have their pros outweigh their cons. With this information at hand, we are in 
the position to rank the alternatives in order of appropriateness and feasibility. 
What is appropriate and feasible will vary from organization to organization. Your 
partners may also want a list of pertinent criteria that makes sense for their own 
organization and purposes.

5.	 Select the solution (from among alternatives). After ranking, the needs 
assessment partners will ultimately have to decide which alternatives make the 
most sense, and take accountability for the costs and consequences of those 
selected solutions. Your primary role is to facilitate the process, and while you can 
certainly provide your view, the needs assessor does not pick the solutions or make 
ultimate decisions. This is part of establishing accountability for decision makers.

Table 7.6 depicts a methods-means analysis summary template for BIC.

Implementation, Monitoring, Evaluation, 	
and Improvement

Implementation
The success of a given solution in solving a performance problem, or meeting a need, is not 

guaranteed by merely selecting the right solution set, though that is a prerequisite. Also important 

to the success of a selected solution is how well it is implemented. That is, how well the change 

is managed. This is an often neglected step, and one key reason for why the “right” solution can 

fail. Two things that will help you ensure the success of your solutions are:
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Table 7.6	 Methods-Means Analysis (MMA) Template

Gap/Need: There is a gap of 10 new accounts acquired per month (desired 20, current 10).

Solution Requirements Solution Alternatives Pros Cons
•	 Must increase sales and 
service acquisition of at least 
10 new accounts per month.

•	 Sales and service 
professionals must receive 
clear, accomplishment-driven 
expectations.

•	 Sales and service profession-
als must receive relevant, 
frequent, and corrective 
feedback about the adequacy 
of their performance.

•	 Job aids must be current 
and directly related to 
meeting specific performance 
objectives. All job aids will be 
consistent with one another.

Alternative 1: Revamp entire 
performance management 
system for sales and service 
professionals that align 
expectations, on-the-job 
support, evaluation, and 
feedback.

•	 One comprehensive 
solution that could be 
specifically designed 
and deployed to 
focus on new account 
acquisition.

•	 The same 
performance 
management system 
could be designed 
with multiple 
sales and service 
accomplishments in 
mind (leveraging it for 
multiple purposes).

•	 High long-term 
return-on-investment.

•	 Should also improve 
sales and service 
professionals’ morale 
and job satisfaction.

•	 Meets most solution 
requirements.

•	 Currently, we don’t 
have anything 
integrated in place 
because we don’t 
have the expertise. 
We would have to 
pay consultant fees 	
to help us design 
such a system.

•	 Will also require 
training for all of 
those responsible 
for ‘managing’ 
performance with 	
the system.

•	 High up-front 
financial cost.

Alternative 2: Outsource 
customer service roles, 	
and keep ‘sales 
representatives.’

•	 We will have sales 
reps focused solely 
on sales.

•	 Will help control 
costs.

•	 Customer 
relationships could 
be compromised 
since sales 
professionals will 
not be accountable 
for overall customer 
satisfaction with BIC.

•	 Having non-
employees deal with 
our customers takes 
some quality control 
away from us. Could 
negatively impact 
BIC’s image.

Alternative 3:
Outsource aggressive 	
sales training from a sales 
training vendor.

•	 Have current 
relationship with 
external vendor 	
who offers top sales 
professionals as 
trainers.

•	 Not sure if and how 
training will transfer 
well to the job.

•	 Already engaged 
in training updates 
for new legislation 
compliance. This 
might fragment our 
overall development 
program as opposed 
to making it seamless.
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•	create and implement a communication plan

•	create and implement a robust change management plan.

Create and implement a communication plan. Determine target populations that will be 

affected in any way by the changes in the process. Determine how best to communicate with 

each and what each has to know when. Create communication methods and vehicles. Deploy 

communication methods and vehicles and measure the effectiveness of all communications and 

adjust as required.

Create and implement a robust change management plan. Determine what jobs or tasks 

will be changing. Determine how other performance improvement interventions may be affected. 

Identity specific employees who will be directly and indirectly affected by the changes. Determine 

if training, coaching, job aids, or other performance support tools will be required to support the 

effectiveness of the new solution. Ensure that performance management system reflects required 

changes. Ensure managers and other workforce leaders understand how to support performance 

with the new solution(s).

Monitoring, Evaluation, and Continual Improvement
The point of conducting a needs assessment is to measurably improve what the organization 

delivers to external clients. However, improvement is not a one-time deal. The world is continu-

ously changing, and in order for us to remain proactive, we must not only respond to change, but 

also anticipate and even create it.

Continual improvement demands that we know where we are headed (our direction is set 

by a needs assessment), and continually monitor our course from where we are to where we 

want to be. We do this by asking the right questions, collecting useful data on an ongoing basis, 

and then applying that data to make sound decisions about required changes or which current 

initiatives to sustain. There are two major components to continual improvement: monitoring 

and adjusting. Monitoring is about measuring and tracking data relevant to the objectives we 

want reach, and what influence the solutions we implemented are exerting over those objec-

tives. We measure what matters and track its progress. This is essentially what formative evalu-

ation is about. It helps us improve as we travel toward a desired destination, so that we can 

have a more efficient trip. Performance dashboards offer an excellent way to monitor and track 

our objectives. Chapter 9 will discuss they key elements of useful performance dashboards.
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Adjusting is about change. We use the feedback obtained from the monitoring stage to 

create, promote, and facilitate desirable change. With a clear idea of the change we want to 

create in our organizations, we can then ensure a most effective and efficient change process by 

following the same guidelines provided in the previous section.

Summative evaluation, then, allows you to confirm whether or not you reached the desired 

destination. It is essentially the other side of the coin from needs assessment. While needs 

assessment identifies gaps between where we are and where we want to be, summative evalu-

ation determines gaps between where we are and where we said we wanted to be. Chapter 8 

provides a more in-depth discussion on the linkages between needs assessment and evaluation.

Chapter Summary
This chapter introduced the Six-Step Problem-Solving Model as a framework that ties the 

various performance improvement steps. In this context, various types of analysis and models 

were also presented, as compliments to the preliminary needs assessment phase. We also 

introduced guidelines for implementation, evaluation, and continual improvement which will be 

further discussed in the next chapter.
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Linking Needs Assessment to Evaluation

What’s in This Chapter?
•	 A clear definition of evaluation

•	 The relationship between needs assessment and evaluation

•	 The purpose of formative and summative evaluation

•	 How the Impact Evaluation Process and OEM are directly linked

As mentioned in the previous chapter, both needs assessment and evaluation are integral parts 

of continual improvement. Needs assessment helps us set direction; evaluation, in its formative 

sense, helps us track our direction, and in the summative sense, helps us confirm whether or not 

we have arrived and met our objectives while reducing or eliminating our priority needs.

Evaluation: Definition and Purpose
The fundamental purpose of evaluation, from our perspective, is to help us make data-driven 

decisions that lead to improved performance of programs and organizations. Each and every com-

ponent of the evaluation must be aligned with those objectives and expectations that the organi-

zation values, and the decisions that will have to be made as a result of the evaluation findings. 

These decisions are essentially concerned with how to measurably improve performance at all 

levels of the organization: internal deliverables, organizational gains, and societal impact. At its 

core, evaluation is simple: 

•	It compares results with expectations or intentions. 

•	It finds drivers and barriers to expected performance.
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•	It produces action plans for improving the programs and solutions being evaluated 
so that expected performance is achieved or maintained, so that organizational 
objectives and contributions can be realized (Guerra-Lopez, 2008). 

As noted in the previous chapter, there are two main types of evaluations, based on Scriven 

(1967): formative and summative. Formative evaluation typically occurs during the developmental 

stage of a program and can be used to improve the program before it is formally launched and 

during development and implementation. Of course, the formative approach can be used to 

improve all stages of performance improvement from assessment to implementation, and to the 

evaluation itself.  

Summative Evaluation
Summative evaluation occurs after the implementation of a program or solution and usually 

requires some amount of time to have transpired so that the object of evaluation has the 

opportunity to have the full impact required on performance at various levels of the organization. 

It is worth noting that summative evaluation can also be used to improve programs and solutions. 

Stufflebeam and Webster (1980) hold that the objectives-based view of program evaluation is the 

most common type of evaluation.  

Just like with needs assessment, once the results accomplished have been determined, 

the evaluator is well advised to also identify causal factors contributing to such results. These 

data should provide insights as to what the drivers and barriers to the success of the program 

are, thereby providing the basis for recommendations for improving performance. Needs 

assessments are proactive—they define and justify the future to be delivered. Evaluation is 

reactive in that it determines what has been accomplished based on the actions taken and on 

the needs identified and selected.

While there are approaches to evaluation that do not focus on predetermined results or 

objectives, the approach we propose is based on the premise of performance improvement. 

The underlying assumption is that organizations, whether fully articulated or not, expect spe-

cific results and contributions from programs and other solutions; they have to prove that what 

they do and deliver is worth the price. This does not prevent the evaluator or performance 

improvement professional from employing means to help them identify unanticipated results 

and consequences. The worth or merit of programs and solutions is then determined by whether 

or not they delivered desired results, whether these results are worth having in the first place, 
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and whether the benefits of these results outweigh their costs and unintended consequences. 

Evaluation should be used for fixing and improving and never for blaming.

An evaluation, one that asks and answers the right questions, can be used not only to 

determine results, but also to explain why results were found to be such and how to modify that 

which is being evaluated, so that it can meet the intended objectives within the required criteria. 

This is useful not only to identify what went wrong or what could be better, but also to identify 

what should be maintained. Through Appreciative Inquiry, evaluation can help us identify what 

is going right. Appreciative Inquiry is a process that searches for the best in organizations to 

find opportunities for performance improvement and creation (Cooperrider and Srivastva, 1987). 

Here too the efforts are but a means to an end, improving performance.   

Formative Evaluation
Formative evaluation can be designed in such a way that it continuously monitors the align-

ment of a program with its subsystems and suprasystems to facilitate the achievement of its 

ultimate value.

Formative evaluation should start along with the identification, design, development, and 

implementation of the program or solution of interest, and it can even start alongside the needs 

assessment. Some general questions that would guide a formative evaluation include (Guerra-

López, 2007):

•	Are we targeting the right objectives? 

•	Are they based on assessed needs (gaps in results)?

•	Are the criteria measurable and soundly based? 

•	Are we using the right criteria to judge the effectiveness and efficiency 	
of our solution?

•	Did we identify the appropriate program or solution?

•	Did we base our selection on an analysis of alternatives?

•	Did we weigh the pros and cons?

•	Did we weigh the costs and consequences?

•	Is our design useful and relevant?

•	Is the design aligned with the front-end analysis findings (causes for gaps 	
in results)?

•	Is our design appropriate for the ends we want to reach?
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•	Is the development of the program/solution aligned with its intended design?

•	Is our pilot designed to capture the right data required for improvements?

•	Does our prototype meet the requirements of our users?

•	Based on our progress, are there things we use and do that should be revised 
and changed now in order for us to deliver the results we promised?

•	Is the program/solution being implemented appropriately?1

•	Were those affected by the program/solution included in the problem 
identification, solution selection, and every other stage?

•	Were fears and unfounded ideas about the implications of the program/solution 
confronted, clarified, and/or disproved, as appropriate?

•	Is the program/solution being implemented according to initial plans?

•	If the implementation of the program/solution responsive and flexible to the 
current situation (including challenges not previously foreseen)?

Evaluating each stage, and using evaluation data to improve them, will allow evaluators 

and stakeholders to stay on track to reach the short- and long-term objectives of the program 

or solution.   

Linking Needs Assessment and Evaluation

The Impact Evaluation Process 
As we discussed in chapter 2, Kaufman’s Organizational Elements Model provided the 

differentiation between the three basic levels of results, as well as the important distinction 

between means and end. With this as the overarching conceptual framework, in the Impact 

Evaluation Process, the solutions we evaluate are always considered means to an end, with the 

end manifesting itself in three levels of results: Mega, Macro, and Micro. This is essentially the 

idea that any solution must ultimately have a positive impact on the Mega level, but in the short- 

and mid-term, you must begin to align and measure the solutions’ influence over the Micro and 

Macro levels.

1. Incidentally, implementation questions may also be appropriate during the summative evaluation approach, where we don’t only look at the results 
and consequences, but we also look at the factors that may have impacted those results and consequences (e.g. implementation issues). Obviously, 
if our intent is to ensure the effectiveness of the solution, we want to know if we are implementing it effectively before and during implementation, 
not just after the fact.
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Scriven’s consumer-oriented evaluation approach is consistent with this view, in that Scriven 

(1991) argues that rather than accepting a developer’s goals as given, the evaluation must judge 

whether the achievement of the goals would contribute to the welfare of clients and consumers. 

Regardless of the products and outputs, Scriven argues that the evaluators must also identity out-

comes and determine their value as they relate to the consumer’s needs.2

If a needs assessment was conducted, and it was done well, then there should be a high 

probability that the solution selected on the basis of hard data will in fact add positive and 

measurable value to the organization and its customers through its various levels of results. In 

other words, the solution should have been selected in light of needs (gaps in results) prioritized 

(based on the cost and consequences associated with meeting the needs versus ignoring them) 

at the Micro, Macro, and Mega levels, and the pros and cons associated with each alternative 

considered for closing such gaps (recall that the solution alternatives come directly from a need/

causal analysis, the process by which root causes of the identified needs are found). If the 

selected solution was the best alternative for closing the gap, then one summative evaluation 

hypothesis is that the solution should have helped eliminate or reduce such gaps in results or 

performance. The basic evaluation question, from a summative perspective, would then be: Did 

solution x contribute to the reduction or elimination of performance gap y?    

Consistently, Scriven also calls for identifying and ranking the alternative programs or 

solutions that are available based on the relative costs and effects, and in consideration of the 

needs identified through a needs assessment based on societal value added. Additionally, the 

Impact Evaluation Process is also influenced by decision-oriented theory, and Patton’s (1997) 

utilization-focused evaluation, an approach to evaluation concerned with designing evaluations 

that inform decision making.

The Impact Evaluation Process consists of seven elements, that while convey sequence, can 

be considered reiteratively. The basic steps and approach are illustrated in Figure 8.1, and each 

of its seven phases is described in more detail below.

1. Identify Stakeholders and Expectations. The process begins with the evaluator’s 

identification of the key stakeholders involved. Perhaps it may be composed of many of the 

same individuals that were part of your needs assessment team. Recall that the stakeholder 

group includes those who will be making decisions either throughout the evaluation process, or 

directly as a result of the evaluation findings. 

2. It is important to note that Scriven never differentiated needs from wants, as we do in this book.
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Figure 8.1	 The Impact Evaluation Process
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Source: Guerra-López, I, 2007.

Those with the authority to make critical decisions are often the ones who finance the 

evaluation project, but if it is someone else or some other group, they too should be included. 

Also important are those who will be affected by the evaluation—either in the process, or 

potentially as a result of the findings. Including this group will make the implementation of the 

evaluation plan a lot easier, particularly during the data collection stage. You may think of other 

stakeholders who are important to your particular situation. The driving question for identifying 

stakeholders is: Who is (or could be) either affected by the evaluation, or could potentially affect 

the evaluation in a meaningful way?
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It should be noted that each stakeholder group may have its own set of expectations. While 

some of these expectations might overlap, some will be particular to the vantage point and 

respective interests of a given group. Relevant expectation areas include specific evaluation 

questions to be answered, timeframes, final report content and format-related issues, and data 

and observation access, among others. One common element that should tie in these individual 

expectations is the organizational vision, which should be based on external impact on society. 

Otherwise, each stakeholder group might end up pulling in separate directions, leaving the 

organization no better (or worse) than it was before.

This process purports that if the evaluator does not clearly identify the expectations and 

requirements of stakeholders, it is nearly impossible to meet those expectations and require-

ments. Even if a good evaluation, technically speaking, was conducted, it will not add any value 

if it was misaligned to stakeholder expectations and adding value to all internal and external 

stakeholders. Evaluation data and results that are not relevant, and thus not used, waste every-

one’s time and resources.

Thus, it is critical that one understands how a successful evaluation—and evaluator—

will be judged by stakeholders. Here are some general questions that should be answered 

before proceeding: 

•	What decisions do they wish to make as a result of your final deliverable(s)?

•	What is expected of the evaluator?

•	What is expected of the evaluation project?

•	How will your performance as an evaluator be judged? 

•	What will the communication process be? With whom? How often? 	
Through what medium?

•	What will be expected of stakeholders (specifically, what type of support will they 
provide to you: feedback, data collection assistance, administrative, other)?

•	What will be the impact of applying the evaluation results or not applying them?

Also critical is that you align stakeholder expectations with external societal demands. 

While not all stakeholders might see the links as easily, it is your responsibility to clarify those 

linkages. It is not a matter of whether or not such linkages exist for this particular organization; 

instead, it is how well you can, together, clarify and communicate those linkages and conse-

quences. This is the only way all of you can see clearly where you are headed, and how the 

programs or solutions you are evaluating affect that journey: where you were headed and how 

to tell if you arrived.
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These expectations then become the basis for the contract, whether verbal or written, and 

should explicitly articulate what is expected of both the evaluator and stakeholders. If anyone 

feels the expectations are unreasonable, this is the time to discuss and come to a consensus; 

certainly not after the evaluator has completed what in her own mind is a successful evaluation.  

2. Determine Key Decisions and Objectives. Along with the identification of stakehold-

ers, another important early step is to identify the decisions that will have to be made with the 

evaluation findings. Asking the stakeholders to think carefully about these decisions early in 

the process will help the evaluator focus on the important issues, and lead them to useful data 

(Watkins and Guerra, 2003).

For instance, a decision might be whether to roll out a new incentive program to other 

branches of a bank, after its implementation in one of the branches. This decision would be 

based on a number of criteria, one of which might be whether the performance goals were 

reached. Another criterion might be whether the goals were accomplished within the required 

timeframe. Yet another might be whether the benefits of the new incentive program outweighed 

the costs. Was there an unintended effect on other parts of the performance system? As you can 

see, these issues are pertinent to determining the (net) worth of the intervention.

The discussion about the decisions that must be made is should be also be about the 

objectives that must be reached. All organizations have objectives—both external and 

internal—and everything within the organization must contribute toward those objectives 

(Guerra, 2005). The relative worth of any program or solution is primarily contingent on 

whether it is helping or hindering the achievement of organizational performance objectives 

and external contributions.  

While some stakeholders may not provide the evaluator with the specific results they ex-

pect, they will provide clues about the relevant effects they are expecting, even if these are 

about means rather than results. The evaluator’s task here, and throughout the entire process, is 

to be the educator and facilitator, and approach the conversation from the standpoint of…and if 

we were to accomplish that, what would the result be? This line of inquiry should continue until 

key results have been identified.  

Of course one key source of the expected results of an intervention is the actual gaps 

and objectives that were documented through a needs assessment process, and which were 

supposed to have been addressed through this solution. Take a look at a past needs assessment 

report, if there is one. This document should include the initial problem, why this solution 
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was recommended, and what specific objectives it is supposed to meet. With these decisions 

and objectives clarified, the overarching questions that will drive the evaluation process, and 

purpose of the evaluation, should also become clear, articulated, and agreed upon. Figure 8.1 

reflects nested relationships among the seven phases of the Impact Evaluation Process, with 

stakeholders and external impact on society as the basis for everything done in an evaluation. 

The evaluator will not always start out with a clear purpose. Sometimes, the decisions that 

have to be made are more prominent (for example, to continue to fund a program or not), and 

sometimes, they start out with specific questions (What impact is this program having on 

employee retention? What is the return-on-investment of this program?). Whatever the form 

your initial information is in, the evaluation will be more effective if the important details are 

clarified before proceeding.

Sound decisions should be primarily driven by relevant (related to results of interest), reli-

able (trustworthy), and valid (a true measure of what you want to measure) data, and these 

data should come from measurable indicators of the results we want to accomplish, which in 

turn are related to the questions we want to answer. Very similar to what we did during the 

needs assessment phase.

For useful evaluation to take place, specific expectations of the evaluation partners should be 

aligned with the Ideal Vision and a related mission. In a formal needs assessment or evaluation 

process, this would be used as the basis for deriving relevant measurable indicators of quality of 

life and other Ideal Vision elements. It is particularly important that all those involved in actually 

planning, executing, and evaluating at all levels of the organization understand this; however, 

the language used to articulate this Ideal Vision may not always include the details.

Remember, Ideal Vision is about the ideal ultimate destination for our shared society, not 

about what we commit to deliver by the end of next year. As such, its primary purpose is to guide 

the organization and all its members towards a common, long-term, strategic destination. Thus, 

the first general question we want to ask from an evaluation perspective is: How much closer 

to the Ideal Vision and our mission did we get as a result of the solution(s) we implemented? 

From this general question would stem other vision- or strategy-driven evaluation questions. For 

example, How well are we meeting the needs (not just wants) of our clients?

Another general evaluation question to ask at this level is: What mission results did our 

solution(s) help us accomplish? Other specific evaluation questions stem from this level; for 

example: Did the solution we implemented have an impact on our profits? Lastly, there are a 



Chapter 8

110

number of internal building block results that, when properly linked, deliver the mission. These 

internal results are sometimes delivered by individual units, cross-sectional special teams, or 

perhaps individuals.  

For example, if the solution we implemented was intended to increase job satisfaction of 

sales and service professionals at the Bewell Insurance Company (BIC), our evaluation question 

might simply be: Did solution x result in an increase in sales and service professionals’ job 

satisfaction? Relevant indicators might include:

•	decreased undesired turn-over rate by at least 30 percent

•	decreased absenteeism rate by at least 10 percent

•	increased scores of employee satisfaction surveys from a 3.0 average to at least a 4.5

•	decrease/elimination of discrimination lawsuits filed by employees against BIC 	
to zero.

Remember, the specific figures targeted should be derived from a needs assessment 

process, and the means used to achieve them will in great part depend on the causal factors 

that contribute to these indicators being at less than desirable levels. The general question at 

this level would be: Did we accomplish that which we set out to accomplish?

It is essential that we tie stakeholder questions to important results at the various levels. 

There will undoubtedly be questions about means (better, faster, bigger-type questions), and these 

should not be dismissed, but rather linked to those results through useful questions. This could 

be viewed as an opportunity for the evaluator to educate stakeholders about how to create value 

chains. The guiding question, in this case is: If it is faster, what measurable benefit has it added for 

the organization, external stakeholders (including society), and our internal stakeholders as well?

This type of discussion should help the stakeholders come to their own conclusions about 

what is truly important. It is imperative that we help them focus on the results and consequences 

of the solution, as that is what speaks to its effectiveness. The means associated with it speak 

about its efficiency, and that is not enough.  

3. Deriving Measurable and Valid Indicators. Sound decisions are made on the basis 

of relevant, reliable, and valid data related to desired results, and the related questions we 

want to answer (Guerra, 2003). Therefore, the heart of an evaluation will be gathering the data 

required to answer the questions that guide the inquiry. People often end up making judgments 

based on wrong or incomplete data, particularly when they try to force connections between 

inappropriate data and the decisions that must be made. This is the mistake we make when we 
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automatically rely on existing data for answers simply because the data are already there, rather 

than because we have carefully considered whether they are relevant, reliable, valid, and timely.

Indicators are essentially observable phenomena that are linked to something that is not 

directly observed and can provide information that will answer an evaluation question. They 

could also be the measurable criteria that you identified in your objectives (see chapter 2). 

Results are not always neatly and directly observed, and indicators can help us measure those 

results. We collect data on those indicators, in order to answer evaluation questions about 

whether or not some desired result was reached.

Data could include account retention rates, production rates, incident reports, content 

mastered and applied from training or other Human Resource Development (HRD) efforts, 

questionnaire results, observation notes, opinion polls, profit and loss statistics, deaths, injuries, 

bankruptcies, successful lawsuits, awards, and the like. These all meet the definition of data 

(these all could take place in the flow of events under study or they are relevant to the study by 

some chain of logic or rationale). However, all data may not carry the same weight in reaching 

conclusions and some data may be misleading due to bias of one kind or another. Here are some 

criteria to consider (based on Guerra-López, 2008; Guerra-López and Norris-Thomas, 2011):

•	Relevant: directly related to the questions (overarching and specific) 	
we must answer.

•	Reliable: rigorously measured, trustworthy, and consistent over time.

•	Valid: true indicators of the results we want to measure; measures what we should 
be measuring.

•	Complete: Does the data set accurately represent the independently verifiable reality 
that you will use to make decisions?

4. Identifying Data Sources. With a list of specific indicators for which to collect data, 

the evaluator must first determine where she can find those data. People can likely find the data 

that they are looking for right in their own organizations. Existing records about past and current 

performance may already be available, but collected by different parties in the organization and 

for different reasons. The best place to start is here, as it could make the process a lot more 

efficient. Examples include strategic plans, business plans, consulting studies, performance 

reports, financial analysis reports, newsletters, and even past evaluation records.

The Internet and advances in telecommunications and other technologies allow us to link to 

reports, documents, databases, experts, and other sources not previously possible. For example, 

social indicators such as those related to quality of life (average income levels, divorce rates, 
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crime levels, and the like) can often be found in Chambers of Commerce archives, census reports, 

police records, and community quality of life reports, many of which are available electronically. 

Others, such as those related to the environment (pollution, corporate toxic waste, to name a 

couple), could also be obtained from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA), as well as from 

studies published in scientific journals. A number of other government agencies and research 

institutions, nationally and internationally, also publish a series of official studies and reports that 

could prove to be valuable sources of data.

Other sources may include experts, employees, and leadership. There are a number of other 

potential data sources you can use, but the source the evaluator selects will be dependent on 

the type of data she is looking for.  

5. Selecting Data Collection Instruments. The right data collection methods and tools 

are a function of the data required. Likewise, the quality of the data one collects is a function of 

the methods selected. When evaluators limit the data they collect by employing a narrow set of 

observation methods based on the way it has always been done or personal preference, problems 

arise (see Kaufman, Guerra, and Platt, 2006).

The fundamental consideration in selecting appropriate data collection tools is the required 

data itself. If you are after hard data such as sales figures, don’t use a survey to get people’s 

opinions of what these sales figures are. Rather, review relevant sales reports. Conversely, if 

it is people’s attitudes that are required, there are a number of ways to ask them (interviews, 

focus groups, and surveys are some appropriate possibilities). There is extensive literature about 

these and other data collection methods. The evaluator should make the selection based on 

their pros and cons, specifically with regards to important criteria such as appropriateness of 

the instrument for the required data, time, characteristics of sample, comprehensiveness of tool, 

previous experience with tools that are being considered, and feasibility, among others. The 

“secret ingredient” for successfully collecting valid and reliable data is alignment of data type, 

data source, data collection tool, and later data analysis procedures.

6. Selecting Data Analysis Tools. There are a number of quantitative analysis tech-

niques available, but selecting the appropriate technique depends not only on the scale used to 

measure the data, but also on the specific purpose of your analysis. Is your intent to show the 

relative position of an individual in a group (measures of central tendency), for example: Which 

salesperson stands apart from the rest of the team? Or is it to describe the shape of a data set 

(measures of variability), for example: Are the sales figures pretty consistent for this branch, or 

do individual salespeople’s figures vary significantly from one another? Or is it to show relative 
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ranking (measures of central tendency), for example: How do Jane Doe’s performance scores 

stack up against her group?

There is more to evaluation than the data collection. Considerable planning should take 

place prior to the actual data collection, as well as analysis, synthesis, and interpretation of 

the data afterward. The analysis of data in the evaluation effort is the organization of data to 

discover patterns used to support hypotheses, conclusions, or evaluative claims that result from 

the evaluation study in order to provide useful information to make good decisions. 

One basic purpose of using statistics in evaluations is that they enable large amounts of 

data to be sensibly and clearly summarized. Under this category there are two basic measures. 

One is the measure of central tendency, which includes the mean, median, and mode. These 

measures present, in one simple figure, a summary of characteristics of an entire group, such 

as the average sales figures of agents, or the average amount of calls resolved by a customer 

service agent.  

The other category under summary stats is the dispersion, or variance: how much variability 

exists. One of the most used measures of dispersion is the standard deviation. This reveals how 

much each individual score or figure in the group is dispersed. For example, a large standard 

deviation for the average attendance of call center agents means that absenteeism varies greatly 

from person to person in that group of employees. One key insight provided by Deming and Juran 

in quality is that variability is seen in everything we do. Performance improvement depends on 

reducing the variability so that all performers reach the required/desired performance criteria.

Another purpose for statistics is that it allows for the determination of the relationship be-

tween two or more events (such as profit and holidays), or scores or items that represent these 

events. Earlier in this chapter, the importance of synthesis to understand the interdependencies 

between variables was underscored. In analyzing data, the relationship between one or more 

items will likely be important. The term used for this relationship in quantitative techniques is 

correlation, which represents the degree to which the items are related and is expressed in terms 

of a coefficient (ranging from -/+ 0 to 1). A positive correlation between two items means that 

as one item or score increases, so does the other item or score. For example, high achievement 

in school might positively correlate with effective note-taking techniques. A negative correlation 

between two scores (represented by a negative coefficient), on the other hand, means that as one 

item increases, the other decreases.  

One important thing worth mentioning here is that correlation does not mean causation. 

That is, a relationship between two variables does not automatically indicate that a change 
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in one caused a change in the other. One alternate possibility is that a third variable caused a 

change in the two considered. Again, the evaluator is strongly encourage to look at the data in 

the context of the entire performance system, accounting for a complete (or as complete as is 

feasible) list of factors that could have impacted the performance indicators of interest.

Statistics also show how to compare the differences in performance between two groups. 

When performance improves after an HPI intervention, a likely question is: Is the performance of 

the group receiving the intervention different than that of the group who did not?

Qualitative data (sometimes called soft data) is also subject to analytical routines. 

Qualitative observations can be ordered by source and by impact. Checking the frequency of 

qualitative observations will begin to merge qualitative into quantitative data (sometimes called 

hard data). Continually reflecting and searching for patterns within the data even while the data 

collection process is still going on can help evaluators proactively adjust and refocus their data 

collection to render useful information.

Both qualitative and quantitative data sets should be obtained from valid data sources. 

Once that is done, you examine the information obtained to make sure it is relevant to each issue 

or evaluative question in the study. Figure 8.2 shows how hard and soft data may be used to find 

agreement. It should be noted that an additional reason for using soft data is that sometimes 

hard data do not exist for some important dimensions, such as organizational image or quality 

of supervision.

Whatever statistical tools are chosen, the evaluator must be sure that they are the right 

vehicles to answer the evaluation questions. Different questions call for different analyses, as 

do different levels of measurement. Use the right tool for the job.

While data analysis focuses on organizing and summarizing information, in your findings, 

you begin to highlight the most important elements, thereby engaging in the process of turning 

data (the mean is 18) into information (the average number of items sold per day by the sales 

clerk in this store is about 18). Your findings begin to personalize and make meaningful the 

numbers that the analysis rendered, but you are not yet interpreting what that means.  

Interpretation attaches meaning to such organized information in order to draw plausible 

and supportable conclusions. Scriven emphasizes that evaluators must arrive at defensible 

judgments rather than simply measuring objectives. In this sense, data analysis deals with the 

facts, while interpretation is related to value judgments. Because this is an innately subjective 
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process, careful attention and effort should be placed on ensuring fairness, openness, and in 

being as objectively realistic as possible.

Even the most fair and well-meaning evaluators will be biased to some extent; it is the 

nature of being human. Our perceptions are affected by our past experiences, preferences, val-

ues, and habits (such as noticing some details while being unaware of others). Thus, it is helpful 

to clearly articulate our rationale for the interpretations we make by linking them back to the 

findings, which are of course based on the data we analyzed. As stated before, this alignment 

is critical throughout the evaluation process; the data we collected are relevant and valid indi-

cators of the results we want to achieve, which we previously related to important evaluating 

questions, which we want to answer so that stakeholders can make sound decisions about how 

to improve performance.

Figure 8.2	 Using Data

Using Data

“HARD” DATA
Performance-based and 
independently verifiable

“SOFT” DATA
Perceptions are personal and 
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Source: Kaufman, R., 2007.
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7. Communication of Results and Recommendations. The importance of effective com-

munication cannot be overstated. A rigorous evaluation does not speak for itself. The evaluator 

may have indeed implemented a flawless evaluation in theory, but it will be worthless if he or she 

does not communicate the importance and purpose of 1) the evaluation process and associated 

activities throughout, and 2) the data-supported findings and action that must be taken as a result. 

If the evaluator cannot move people into action as a result of the evaluation, the main objective 

has not been met: to create positive (though not necessarily comfortable) change.

Communicating with key stakeholders throughout the evaluation process keeps them aware 

of what the evaluator is doing and why, which in turn increases the amount of trust they place 

in the evaluator and her efforts. In addition, it allows stakeholders the opportunity to participate 

and provide valuable feedback. By the time the final report and debriefing come along, these 

products will not be seen as something imposed on them, but rather as something that they help 

created. With this type of buy-in, resistance to the findings will likely be lower.

Things to consider in the communication include medium, format, language, and timing, 

among others, all of which will be discussed in a later chapter.

Chapter Summary
Change—successful change—is about getting important results and being able to prove that you 

achieved what you set out to achieve. One of your responsibilities is to demonstrate the evidence. 

Evaluation compares your needs—What Is and What Should Be—with your accomplishments. 

Did you accomplish that which you set out to accomplish? Different situations require different 

kinds of evaluation tools and methods and those are provided in this chapter.
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Performance Dashboards:  

Monitoring Performance Gaps
What’s in This Chapter?

•	 A step-by-step plan for creating a performance dashboard

•	 Using dashboards to ensure the capture and monitoring of valid, timely data

•	 How to decide what data to monitor and ignore

•	 How leadership can use needs assessment gap information to make decisions

Managing and Improving Through Measurement
What doesn’t get measured doesn’t get done…or at least it doesn’t get done well. The serious 

and responsible practice of performance improvement requires the use of data to diagnose 

performance gaps. It is equally important to track those gaps, over time, both through periodic 

needs assessments as well as evaluations.

Without accurate and timely performance feedback—provided by ongoing measurement 

and tracking of performance indicators—it becomes nearly impossible to efficiently and ef-

fectively see progress toward closing performance gaps. It becomes equally difficult to make 

intelligent decisions about what to change, how to change, what to leave alone, and what to 

abandon altogether. The feedback provided by performance measurement therefore provides a 

unique and crucial role in the improvement of human and organizational results.

A compass to keep everything on course. Performance measurement provides a compass that 

keeps an organization on course toward a desired destination, while providing the intelligence 
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to make day-to-day decisions about how to best get there. Performance measurement can, 

nevertheless, speak both to effectiveness (Was the target destination reached?) and efficiency 

(Was the destination reached in the most economical way—whether in terms of time, cost, and 

other resources?).

Performance dashboards can facilitate the continuous tracking of performance measures 

required for continuously improving performance from needs assessment to evaluation, and ev-

erything in between. The following discussion on performance dashboards is based on previous 

work by Guerra-López (2008; 2010; 2012).

Performance Dashboards
A performance dashboard goes by several labels, including performance data systems, executive 

dashboards, performance measurement systems, automated performance management 

systems, performance intelligence systems, or automated performance measurement and 

management systems. Regardless of the label, they are a collective set of measures or metrics 

used to gauge performance and in turn manage and improve it. They are computerized, often 

web-based instruments that can support objective and proactive decision making for improving 

performance. The concept of a dashboard was adopted from automobile dashboards, which 

provide drivers with critical data that helps them drive and maintain the automobile safely, 

efficiently, and effectively. 

From a global perspective, this system is a multi-criteria instrument for informing decision 

makers about a variety of different things. For example, it can track current levels of performance, 

the set of factors (for example, those we explored during causal analysis in chapter 7) for poor or 

good performance, and the criteria required for improvement in an efficient and timely manner. 

Performance dashboards can provide multiple views to multiple levels of users so that each 

group has access to information that is related to that group’s responsibilities. For example, the 

executive team could have access to Mega- and Macro-level data and only access other levels 

as desired, while middle management could have ready access to Macro- and Micro-level data 

most relevant to carrying out their responsibilities. Likewise, lower management, supervisors, 

and employees could have access to Micro-level data that is required for competently carrying 

out their responsibilities. However, a strong argument for universal access could also be made, 

as it better assures that everyone understands not only their own contributions, but the impact 

and consequences at all other levels. What you want to avoid is overwhelming all users with all 
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data. For daily use, each user should focus on tracking the performance data that is central to his 

job responsibilities, and the results for which he is accountable, while reviews of the “whole” 

could be more periodic and in an appropriate team discussion setting.  

What users are able to see are usually graphical representations of quantitative data that 

enable them to detect gaps between optimal and current levels of performance. Depending on 

the design of the system, root causes can be linked to such indicators, although the complexity 

of organizations represents a challenge in tracking all possible factors impacting the indicators. 

Performance dashboard views can also provide aggregate information, summaries, reports, 

context, and highlighted exceptions. Some dashboards provide strata for various levels of con-

cerns (for example, high risk, moderate risk, low risk), that can be defined with specific criteria by 

stakeholders, much like we did for the prioritization of our gaps in chapters 3–6 . This also enables 

users to detect trends more easily, without the use of more sophisticated analysis techniques. 

Some performance dashboards are configured to offer various plausible courses of action, in 

part related to potential causes, and the level of risk. Both Beer (1979) and Blenkinsop (1993) 

write about the benefits of using performance measurement to support strategic objectives and 

to pinpoint and monitor improvements in performance. Independent studies by Neely (1991) and 

Grady (1991), as well a joint study by Eccles and Pyburn (1992) the following year, have noted 

the links between performance measures and strategic goals or critical success factors at the 

organizational level.  

Figure 9.1 illustrates two typical screen views from performance dashboards, which 

could be based on the important “Vital Signs” of a program, department, or organization, as 

suggested by Kaufman. The system then acts as a dashboard that allows individuals to safely 

“drive” their organizational unit (a division, for example) toward their desired destination in the 

most direct route.

Issues With Performance Dashboards
If measurement systems are to really facilitate the continual improvement process through 

monitoring and sound decision making, some issues must be addressed. A 2002 article by 

Santos, Belton, and Howick (2002) points to two key issues that inhibit performance measure-

ment and management systems from reaching their full potential: 1) problems in their design 

and implementation and 2) problems with the analysis and use of the information produced 

by the measurements. 
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Figure 9.1	 Dashboard Visual Representations
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Note: This is an example of a dynamic dashboard. To see an example of a numerical dashboard, as opposed to a graphic view of 

gauges, see http://www.usdebtclock.org.  

Design
Poorly designed measurement systems can compromise their implementation and, in turn, their 

effectiveness. One important factor for organizations to consider is the selection of an appro-

priate measurement framework. Some strides have been made to design procedures to identify 

and group performance measures in a way that makes interpretation more straightforward. 

However, both a 1999 article by Neely and one from 2000 by Biticci and colleagues recognize 

that much still has to be done in way of identifying relationships between measures. 

While some may recognize the importance of understanding relationships between the 

various performance measures tracked, organizations continue to design performance dashboards 

without formally accounting for the interdependencies between the measures, which could 

ultimately undermine the validity and utility of the information produced by the system. 
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To address the identification of relationships, in 2000 Suwignjo, Biticci, and Carrie developed 

quantitative models for performance measurement systems (QMPMS) using cognitive maps, 

cause-and-effect diagrams, tree diagrams, and the analytic hierarchy process. They describe a 

technique used to identify factors impacting performance and their relationships, structure them 

hierarchically, quantify the effect of the factors on performance, and express them quantitatively. 

We suggest using Kaufman’s Organizational Elements Model and Guerra-López’s Impact Evalua-

tion Process as two integrated frameworks for the design of effective performance dashboards 

that can be used for both continuous needs assessments and evaluations. Moreover, we sug-

gest a customized causal analysis framework, as a secondary element of this design. Together, 

we believe these three dimensions will help ensure a performance dashboard that is better 

poised to improve decision making and performance.

Implementation
In addition to design considerations, organizations that are interested in using performance mea-

surement systems must also consider implementation. Poor implementation is a common reason 

that new organizational initiatives fail. Effective implementation requires careful planning and 

management of the desired change. Leadership must play an active role in establishing expecta-

tions and appropriate consequences, modeling desired behaviors, and motivating those affected. 

A performance measurement and management system must be seen as one component within 

an entire performance management system, not as an addition seemingly unrelated to work and 

management responsibilities. See chapters 7 and 8 for more on the creation, implementation, and 

management of change.

Analysis and Interpretation
Another set of challenges facing these systems is related to the proper analysis of the data and 

the use of the information to improve performance. A rigorous analysis must take into account the 

context of the performance data observed. This includes the many other factors that are actually 

affecting performance. With the obvious limitations of the human mind and the performance 

measurement system in accounting for every performance factor, the task is not straightforward. 

For instance, one may have to account for the fact that the gains in one performance indica-

tor come at the expense of another performance indicator. If one studies the latter independent 
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of the former, they might draw wrong conclusions, which could lead to poor and costly decisions. 

Performance improvement professionals often face this situation in conducting needs assess-

ment and analyses, where they limit their search to symptoms and stop before they identify ac-

tual performance gaps and root causes. Organizations are dynamic and the design and delivery 

of change must take that dynamism into account. Dashboards can provide excellent information 

on what is going on so that managers of change can quickly see what is working and what is not.

Santos, Belton, and Howick point out that many authors (including B.F. Skinner in 1974, and 

da Silveira and Slack in 2001) have argued that organizations cannot succeed in every single 

performance indicator and that explicit decisions about tradeoffs must be defined. Hereto, 

prioritization of indicators, objectives, and gaps (as discussed in previous chapters), is relevant 

and useful.

These are some of the critical issues to keep in mind when considering performance 

measurement and management systems and how decision makers actually make decisions 

about what performance to improve and how. Now we turn our attention to considerations 

for implementation.

When to Apply
Performance dashboards are particularly useful when organizational leaders are committed to 

integrating them into their management practices and decisions. These displays are particularly 

helpful in supporting the processes of clarifying and deploying appropriate resources for meeting 

organizational objectives and plans, such as in needs assessments, tracking the status and 

relative effectiveness of various organizational initiatives, and making timely decisions about 

what to change, what to keep, what to modify, and how. For example, if a top-level executive 

wants to ensure that everyone within the organization clearly understands the strategy over the 

next five to 10 years,  and wants sound and justifiable leadership decisions that are well aligned 

with this strategy, she may call for the implementation and use of a performance dashboard as 

a tool. 

Avoiding Pitfalls of Dashboards
However, if those intended users are not “on board” with the idea of using the performance 

dashboards or they do not receive support on the proper use of the dashboard (for example, if 
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the performance indicators that are most relevant to their area of responsibility and management 

are not made explicit, and they are not supported in the interpretation of the data or how to 

“translate” data into useful information and recommendations), the dashboards will likely not be 

used either consistently or appropriately—or at all. 

In most organizations, timing plays an important role in the effectiveness of performance 

dashboards. Having timely, and in some cases, real-time performance data can save time, costs, 

and other precious resources that can be lost as a result of waiting for end-of-cycle reports (such 

as monthly, quarterly, or annual reports). Performance dashboards simplify the process and time 

required to have access to and use these data.

Performance dashboards will not be helpful—in fact could destroy organizational 

effectiveness—if the wrong measures are being tracked, that is, if irrelevant or generic 

measures are being tracked independently of important management decisions. They also will 

not help if intended users do not actually use the information from the systems to support their 

decision making. Finally, cost is an important consideration. While a useful system will require 

resources, it is also important to weigh the costs with the potential benefits. The system does 

not have to be the most expensive and sophisticated for it to work well; it just has to enhance 

the management function, particularly as it relates to decision making. To accomplish this while 

not spending exorbitant amounts of resources on a system, you may want to limit the measures 

and system functions to the most critical.

Performance Dashboard: A Guide

Assessment, Analysis, Design, and Development
Below is a list of critical steps to take when creating performance dashboards:

1.	 Gain leadership commitment and support for the long-term success of the 
performance dashboards because, without commitment and resources, you cannot 
proceed. Agree on the scope and ultimate purpose of the performance dashboards.

2.	 Identify the best people for the following roles: lead for launching the project, 
lead for design, lead for implementation, and lead for sustaining the measurement 
and management system. While you want to have continuity among the various 
system teams, it is also important to realize the strengths and limitations of each 
team and leader. Some may be better suited to lead the design of the system, but 
not be well suited to lead an effective and efficient implementation.
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3.	 Identify strategic, tactical objectives (perhaps from current strategic plan, specifically 
organizational vision and mission) from those responsible for setting organizational 
direction. After all, the performance dashboard is supposed to help organizational 
members accomplish organizational objectives. Not starting with organizational 
objectives could misalign a system, which will ultimately not deliver on its 	
intended benefits. 

4.	 Identify performance indicators and metrics that must be managed in order to 
impact organizational objectives and their relationships to one another. Recall 
that it is imperative that the right measures be tracked. Building a system that 
houses a seemingly unrelated and trivial list of measures could be overwhelming, 
demoralizing, and could affect the adoption of the performance dashboards as a 
legitimate management tool.

5.	 Identify who is responsible for the various sets of indicators and confirm intended 
system users and their roles. This will be critical for the design, implementation, 
and ultimate use of the system. No one knows the measures of a given area of 
responsibility better than the person responsible for it. Consult with them and this 
will create buy-in from the start, as well as a more useful and responsive system.

6.	 As a follow-up to the previous point, consider what questions related to the 	
various set of indicators must be asked and answered to effectively manage 	
them. Each of the performance measures will have specific decision points, 	
so be sure you understand what decisions have to be made and what questions 
have to be answered so that the system is designed to provide support for making 
these decisions.

7.	 Find out where to get these answers (data sources). Knowing where to locate the 
data is just as important as the data itself. For example, when it’s important to 
track complaints of feedback, some examples of data sources might include daily 	
or weekly sales reports, human resource records, or customers.

8.	 Set standards or target levels for each indicator to be tracked. In order to determine 
whether there is a performance gap, you have to have two data points. First, what 
is the ideal or desired level of performance for that indicator that is identified 
through consensus building of the relevant stakeholders, industry standards, 
and the like. Second, we require the actual level of performance of the indicator, 
which is essentially what we seek to track on a timely basis with the performance 
dashboard. The difference between these two levels provides us with the 
performance gaps to be addressed.

9.	 Determine how to analyze and display these answers. This has to be addressed 
in the front end, when the system is being designed. Consult with people who are 
well versed in data analysis to set up system functions that allow users to easily 
view the data in multiple ways with the push of a button. The simpler it is, the 
more it will be used.
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10.	Design and develop a customized schedule for finding these answers (some might 
be minute-to-minute, hourly, daily, weekly, monthly, quarterly, or annually). Again, 
consult with those responsible for the different areas of measures to learn the 
frequency with which the various measures have to be measured and tracked. 

11.	Partner with information technology (IT) to secure the specific technology 
appropriate for your organization (you may not want to purchase large software 	
and service packages, but rather create your own customized dashboard).

12.	Integrate systems into the overall organizational performance management system. 
Measurement will be useful to the extent that measurement data is used to manage 
and improve performance.

13.	Design and develop a change creation and management plan that will ensure a 
smooth transition toward using this tool effectively. Just because the system is 
available doesn’t mean that people will automatically accept it and begin using 	
it as intended. Careful thought about how to manage the integration of this change 
has to be given at the beginning.

14.	The system design should be flexible and continually updated to reflect any relevant 
changes that will impact results and objectives to be pursued and tracked.

Implementation
Implement a change management plan by:

1.	 Aligning usage requirements with clear and appropriate consequences. 

2.	 Ensuring all relevant players have access to the data.

3.	 Track how well users are adapting to systems. You might want to set coaching and 
feedback sessions with users so that they can bring up any glitches they may have 
encountered with the usage as well as the technology. This will give the project 
leaders (or those responsible for coaching and support) the opportunity to help 
users be more comfortable with the system.

4.	 Adapt systems based on reliable and feasible feedback.

5.	 Beware of inconsistent data, analysis, and interpretation, and use mechanisms 	
to identify and resolve inconsistencies.

6.	 Be sure that implementation is going according to plan; if it is not, ensure your 
current approach will get you to your desired ends more efficiently and effectively.

7.	 Keep in mind the limited perspective of performance dashboards, and take all 
necessary steps to find and use data from other sources when required.
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Evaluation and Continual Improvement
1.	 Continually evaluate to determine whether measures being tracked are still 

appropriate, up-to-date, and sufficient.

2.	 Track the usage of the system for its effectiveness. You may want to compare 
current usage (frequency, in what ways is it being used, what impact usage is 
having) to expected usage. If you see meaningful gaps, explore the reasons for 
these gaps so that you come up with plausible alternatives. While the idea is 
for usage to be up to standards, it may be that current usage is actually more 
appropriate than what you had initially planned, given what you knew at the time.

3.	 Track feedback from users as to how to improve the system for their requirements.

4.	 Track progress toward desired results.

5.	 Continually update required indicators so that the information used to make 
decisions is always current, relevant, and reliable.

6.	 Revise as required. It may be necessary for you to revise the design of the system, 
or you may have to adjust the way in which it is being used. Stay open to revisions 
that would enhance the utility and positive impact of the system.

Vital Dashboard Factors

Use a Systemic Perspective
As with everything in an organization, these dashboards must be understood and used from a 

systemic perspective. Simply implementing this kind of system without aligning it to organizational 

strategy and management will not render the potential benefits. Consider starting with Mega/

external factors (social, geopolitical, cultural, economic, legal, and so forth) that affect the 

organization as well as what impact the organization has or could potentially have on these Mega/

external factors. What impact could your performance dashboard have on these factors? How 

could these factors impact the design, use, and value added of the performance measurement and 

management system?

Align Expectations With Appropriate Consequences
It is also important to think about the entire performance system and how well the measurement 

and management systems are aligned to continually deliver desired results that contribute to an 
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efficient and effective organization. One critical element is proper linkage between performance 

expectations, measures, and consequences or incentives. Effective use of the measurement and 

management system will in great part depend on the positive consequences—for individual 

users, teams, and the organization—associated with its use. If well aligned and organized, the 

measurement and management systems will support continual improvement.

Stakeholder Buy-In 

Begin by asking for and obtaining answers about the benefits and threats to each stakeholder 

group. If you cannot count on having the resources and authority to integrate your system 

within the organization, no amount of desire to do it will be enough. You must gain the buy-

in of not only the leadership, but other stakeholders who could either affect or be affected 

by the system. Be sure that all those affected by the system or who have influence over the 

system (note that any organizational member has the capacity to influence the system and the 

organization, not just top leadership) are well informed of the intent, process, benefits, and 

challenges of implementing the performance dashboard.

Proper Design
It’s worth noting once again that the success of the performance measurement and management 

hinges on tracking the appropriate sets of indicators, at the appropriate times, for the appropriate 

reason: managing and improving performance. If the system is not thoughtfully designed with 

this end in mind, the effort and technology spent on designing the system will be wasted. Again, 

the system cannot stand on its own. Proper design means aligning the performance dashboard 

with other performance improvement activities such as coaching, training, and reward systems. 

In turn, the data from those activities feed back into the measurement system. 

Consistent and Appropriate Usage
Just having a system will not automatically result in better management decisions. The system 

must be consistently and appropriately used if it is going to be helpful. Integrate usage as 

part of a broader performance management system, especially by clarifying expectations and 

consequences for usage and non-usage. Also, it will be necessary to train users and other 

stakeholders on what proper usage is (for example, reviewing the facts, trends, and likely 
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causes before selecting performance improvement solutions), and what proper usage is not (for 

example, singling anyone out to chastise him or her for sub-par performance).

Balance of Costs and Benefits
Last, it is important to weigh costs against potential benefits. While performance dashboards 

have the promise of many benefits such as eliminating redundancies, reducing costly mistakes 

and wasted resources, and the early detection of and response to performance problems, it is im-

portant not to lose sight of potential costs. Collecting and organizing data can be time consuming 

and costly, even with the help of technology. Be sure to focus on functions and activities that will 

have an acceptable amount of positive return.

Chapter Summary
When designing and implementing change—at any and all levels—it is important to know at all 

times what is working and what is not. In this chapter we discussed performance dashboards as 

integral tools for continually improving performance. If well designed, implemented, and used, 

they provide timely and relevant feedback that can be used for proactive performance improve-

ment actions. They must be based on a systemic perspective and be part of a comprehensive per-

formance management system, in which desired goals are aligned with desirable consequences 

for performers. For performance dashboards to meet their full potential, a culture of measurement 

for motivation and improvement rather than measurement for finger-pointing and punishment 

must be designed, modeled, and sustained.
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Gap Assessment Tools

What’s in This Chapter?
•	 How and when to use gap assessment tools

•	 Collecting data with questionnaires and how to ensure validity 

•	 Tips for effectively presenting data collected from questionnaires

•	 How to design gap assessment tools to obtain valid and timely data 

Assessment Instruments
A useful assessment instrument allows us to answer important questions, and answer them 

based on research and evidence. An assessment instrument could be well implemented, but if 

it was poorly designed, it amounts to nothing useful, and perhaps could even be harmful, as it 

may render unreliable or inaccurate information that could later be erroneously cited as “research 

data.” The utility of data is a function of, among other things, the reliability and validity of the data 

collection tools (Guerra-López, 2007; 2008). The data collection tools therefore must be the right 

fit for attaining the required data.   

Other important factors to consider when selecting data collection instruments are the 

relative costs, time, and expertise required to develop and/or obtain them. Once a range of 

suitable alternatives have been identified based on the type of data required, and their source, 

the ultimate selection should be based the relative feasibility of each alternative. While a face-

to-face interview might be the best choice in terms of the data the evaluator is after on a given 

project, the sheer number of those to be interviewed might put the time and money required 

beyond the scope of the project.
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Questionnaires

Quick Considerations for Design and Development
One of the most popular data collection tools is the questionnaire. As a general guideline for 

increasing the usefulness of questionnaires, questions posed can be geared toward informed 

opinions such as those based on the target group’s personal experience, knowledge, background, 

and vantage point for observation. It is important that questionnaires avoid items that lead the 

respondent to speculate about the information being requested, nor should a questionnaire be 

used to confirm or shape a pre-existing bias.  

For instance, you would not want to ask in a questionnaire “If you were to buy this car, 

how would your spouse feel about your decision?” The respondent could only speculate in her 

answer to this question. You would not want to ask “Do all of the wonderful safety features 

included with this car make you feel safer?” That is a “leading” question.

Perhaps no questionnaire can be regarded as perfect or ideal for soliciting all the informa-

tion required, and in fact, most have inherent advantages as well as flaws (Rea and Parker, 

1997). However, there are factors, including professional experience and judgment, which may 

help ensure any advantages and reduce the effects of inherent flaws of questionnaires. In de-

veloping the self-assessments included in this book, the authors have striven to overcome many 

of these challenges.

Another advantage of using questionnaires, such as those provided here, is that they can be 

completed by respondents at their own convenience and at their own pace. Though a deadline 

for completion should be given to respondents, they still have sufficient time to carefully reflect, 

elaborate, and if appropriate, verify their responses. Of course, the drawback here is that mail-out 

or online questionnaires can require significantly more time to administer than other methods. 

The sooner you can get a response, the more likely it will be completed. Questionnaires are 

useful for assessing views, opinions, perceptions, or attitudes about a particular subject.  

It is important to note that the findings of a questionnaire reflect reality according to each 

individual. For that reason, you should triangulate people’s perceptions with other forms of data, 

such as actual performance that can be measured through observations, work products, and 

documented records. Whatever the data you are after, all methods you select should be focused 

on answering the “right” question so that useful decisions can be made.
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Questionnaires: Not All the Same
Target population characteristics such as culture, language, education, past experiences, and 

gender, among others, are also essential to consider. Whether written questionnaires, group 

techniques, interviews, and tests are used, one must understand the impact of these characteristics 

when deriving questions and methods to collect data from individuals. The words in a question 

can mean many different things to different people based myriad factors.  

In some instances those developing the data collection instruments can unconsciously over-

rely on their own experiences and sense of “What Is.” Such is the case with questions that include 

colloquialisms which, although well known to one group of people, are completely unfamiliar to 

others. The results from these questions are often misleading, as the interpretations of these 

questions can potentially be as numerous as the respondents. 

Similarly, one approach can be appropriate in a given culture, and perhaps not others. For 

instance, in some cultures, it is considered rude to publicly disagree with the position of others. 

In such cases, it may be difficult to use a standard group technique to elicit honest responses 

from a group.

Perhaps one of the most important advantages is that of providing the possibility of 

anonymity. Questionnaires can be administered in a way such that responses are not traced 

back to individual respondents. Explicitly communicating this to potential respondents tends 

to increase the chances for their cooperation on at least two levels: 1) completing the survey 

to begin with, and 2) being more forthcoming and honest in their responses. However, even if 

guaranteed anonymity increases response rate, the overall response rate for questionnaires is 

usually still lower than for other methods.  

When responses are low, follow-ups, oversampling, respondent replacements, and non-

respondent studies can contribute toward a more representative, random sample, which is 

critical for generalization of findings. Still, there will usually be some bias in the sample due to 

self-selection; some people, for their own reasons, might not respond to a questionnaire. But a 

representative sample is a “must.” 

There are number of characteristics across which respondents and non-respondents may 

differ, and thus can impact the findings. You want to know where people agree and where 

they do not. This is another important issue to acknowledge with interpreting and presenting 

data collected through questionnaires. 
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1. For a more advanced analysis of developing and testing items with a questionnaire, see DeVellis (2003) Scale Development:  
Theory and Applications.

What Data Should Be Collected?
So exactly what data is collected with questionnaires? How does one determine what questions 

to ask? The fundamental source of information for the items that will be included is the set of 

results, indicators, and related questions you want answered. The self-assessments in this book 

are based on the authors’ experiences related to defining and delivering organizational success. 

The self-assessments included in this book provide a baseline for each area. They have 

been developed to provide useful information for most organizations. You may be tempted to 

customize some of the questions or add new questions that address specific concerns that may 

be unique to your organization. The guides described in chapter 1 can be valuable for tailoring 

the instruments to your organization and its culture. Just remember to focus on ends (rather than 

means) and always maintain societal results as your primary guide for making decisions. 

The instruments provided are based on key issues to consider in the design, development, 

and/or selection of useful questionnaires. The important variables, considered in the items in 

this book, may be reviewed in Guerra-López (2007).1 

Questionnaire Structure 
Respondents are not only sensitive to the language used in each question, but also the order in 

which these questions are asked. Keep in mind that each question can become the context for the 

next. Thus, poorly structured questionnaires can not only confuse the respondents and cause them 

to provide inaccurate responses, but may also lead them to abandon the questionnaire altogether.    

A well-structured questionnaire should begin with straightforward yet interesting questions 

so as to motivate the respondent to continue. As with any relationship, it takes time for an 

individual to feel comfortable with sharing sensitive information, therefore sensitive items 

should be saved for later on in the questionnaire. Questions that focus on the same specific 

issue should be presented together, so as to maximize the respondent’s reflection and recall. 

One way for both the questionnaire designer and the respondent is to cluster specific items 

around different categories.  

Simplicity is key. Nobody wants to complete a long and complicated questionnaire. The 

questionnaire should include exactly what is required. Nothing more, nothing less. Only relevant 
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indicators should form the basis of a questionnaire. While there may be plenty of interesting 

information that could be collected through the questionnaire, if it is not central to the indicators 

being investigated, it will only be a distraction—both for the evaluators and the respondent.  

In considering the length of the questionnaire, the questionnaire crafter should not only 

think about the actual length of the questionnaire, but the length of time the respondent will 

invest in completing it. As a general rule, the entire questionnaire should take no more than 30 

minutes to complete, and ideally, about half that long.

Suggested Data Analysis Approaches 
This section focuses on the suggested analysis approach specifically for the instruments, or the 

type of instruments using the same dual measurement scales, presented in this book. Patterns 

are of particular importance. Review the responses (by you and/or others if that is your choice) 

and note any patterns that emerge. Gaps between What Is and What Should Be for each section 

and item should be estimated, with those gaps over 1.5 points meriting special attention. You 

might also consider prioritizing some of these gaps based on magnitude, importance, urgency, 

or other prioritization criteria that might be particularly relevant to you and your organization. 

Below are four analysis criteria that are worth exploring, but you may come up with others that 

are particularly meaningful for you and your organization.

Analysis One: Discrepancy
For each question of the self-assessment a gap analysis should be performed by subtracting 

the value assigned to the WI column from the value assigned to the WSB column (see Figure 

10.1). The results of this analysis will identify discrepancies between the current and desired 

performance for each variable associated with the e-learning system. The size of the gap can 

provide valuable information in determining the perceived acuteness of the need or the extent to 

which opportunities can be capitalized upon.

Figure 10.1 is an example of a two response column format from an online self-assessment 

of What Is and What Should Be.

The results of this analysis are, however, necessary rather than sufficient for quality decision 

making. Alone they only provide isolated values (data points) that have to be put into context 

through their relationships with other analyses described below.
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Analysis Two: Direction
For each question the positive or negative value of the gap should be identified to differentiate 

needs (when WSB is greater than WI) from opportunities (when WI is greater than WSB). 

•	Positive discrepancies between WSB and WI (for example, WSB = 5, WI = 3, Gap = 3) 
identifies a need. 

•	Negative discrepancies between WSB and WI (for example, WSB = 3, WI = 4, Gap = -1) 
identifies an opportunity.

The distinction of needs and opportunities provides a context for discrepancy data, which 

by itself only illustrates the size of the gap between What Should Be and What Is. Based on the 

direction of the discrepancy, decision makers can consider which gaps illustrate needs that have 

the potential to be addressed through organizational efforts, and which identify opportunities 

that the organization may want to leverage (or maintain) in order to ensure future success. 

A general format for questions that ask the respondent to rate items on What Is and What 

Should Be is shown in Figure 10.2; the figure shows the discrepancy format and provides an 

example of questions relating to Mega.

Analysis Three: Position
The position analysis illustrates the relative importance or priority of discrepancies from the 

perspective of the respondents. While many gaps between What Should Be and What Is may 

have equivalent discrepancies and be in the same direction, the position of the discrepancy on the 

Likert scale of the instrument can demonstrate the relative priority of the discrepancy in relation 

to other gaps.

For example, two needs may be identified with a discrepancy of +3, but one need illustrated 

a gap between WSB = 5 and WI = 2 while the other illustrated WSB = 3 and WI = 0.  As a result, 

the interpretation of these discrepancies in relation to one another would indicate a perceived 

prioritization of the initial need over the other. This information can be valuable in selecting 

which discrepancies are addressed when resources are limited.

Together, the three analyzes (discrepancy, direction, and position) can offer valuable 

data for identifying, prioritizing, and selecting performance improvement efforts related to the 

complete e-learning system. 
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Figure 10.2	 Example of a Discrepancy Format

What Is What Should Be

Rarely, if ever

N
ot Usually

Som
etim

es

Frequently

Consistently

What Should BeWhat Is

Rarely, if ever

N
ot Usually

Som
etim

es

Frequently

Consistently

1 2 3 4 5 There will be no losses of life or 
elimination or reduction of level 	
of well-being, survival, self-sufficiency, 	
or quality of life, from any source

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 Eliminate war and/or riot 1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 Eliminate unintended human-caused 
changes to the environment including 
permanent destruction of the 
environment and/or rendering 	
it non-renewable

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 Eliminate murder, rape, crimes of 
violence, robbery, and destruction 	
to property

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 Eliminate substance abuse 1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 Eliminate disease 1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 Eliminate starvation and/	
or malnutrition

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 Eliminate destructive behavior 	
(including child, partner, spouse, 	
self, elder, others)

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 Eliminate accidents, including 
transportation, home, and business/
workplace

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 Eliminate discrimination based on 
irrelevant variables including color, race, 
age, creed, gender, religion, wealth, 
national origin, and location

1 2 3 4 5

Source: Kaufman, R., and Guerra-López, I., 2008.



Needs Assessment for Organizational Success

137

Analysis Four: Demographic Differences (Optional)
Organizations may want to view the results of the self-assessment based on demographic dif-

ferences (such as division, location, position type, years of experience). Analysis of the results 

of the self-assessment can be reviewed by demographic variables if items related to the desired 

categories are added to the instrument. If your organization has collected data regarding the 

demographics of those completing the self-assessment, the analysis for discrepancy, direction, 

and position should be completed for each demographic on a section, subsection, or item basis 

depending on the level of information required for decision making.

Displaying Response Data
A visual representation such as a matrix or a bar chart for illustrating the results is suggested. 

If you implement this instrument for a group of people, you may also want to indicate the 

percentage of people who indicated each response option, giving you insight into where the 

majority of the respondents’ perceptions lie. Additionally, you can plot the gaps between the 

median scores for What Is and What Should Be. While using means, or mathematical averages, 

is actually not a proper manipulation of scores, it can also be presented, along with its gaps, as 

a source of comparison for those who are used to interpreting data in that fashion (see Figures 

10.3 and 10.4). By displaying your results this way, you and your associates can quickly scan and 

see both gaps and patterns.

Interpretation and Required Action
With the data analyzed, and patterns apparent, you will want to extrapolate what this all means. 

Depending on who is involved, the data could mean various things to various people. Not all 

interpretations are equally viable. Be sure to consider all viable interpretations, verifying these 

with additional relevant and valid information.  

You may also want to collect information on why these gaps exist (via a causal or SWOT 

analysis), so that the solutions and courses of action you consider have a high probability of 

closing those gaps, and in turn, yield the consequences you want and require.
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Chapter Summary
Not all data collection instruments are created equal. We identified the characteristics of several 

so you can match an instrument with the questions to which you require answers. The most 

useful often include asking What Is and What Should Be for questions that are results related.
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Chapter 11
Tool Kit

What’s in This Chapter?
•	 This chapter provides exercises and job aids that you can use to ensure that 	

you and your planning partners are clear about many of the distinctions in 	
this book as well as provide some guidance for conducting evidence-based 	
needs assessments.

1.	 New Realities Facing All Organizations—Which Ones Apply  
	 to You and Your Organization

Below is a list of “new realities.” Identify which ones are important for you to be successful with 

your needs assessments and organizational improvement.

New Reality Importance for Your Organization

If you embrace the past you cannot produce the future.

You can’t solve today’s problems with the same paradigms 
and approaches that created them.

There are two bottom lines for any organization: societal 	
and conventional.

Reality is not divided into organizations, laws, rules, policies, 
departments, sections, or physical boundaries.

If you can’t predict the future, create it (Drucker).

It is sometimes easier to kill an organization than to change 	
it (Tom Peters).

Useful change has to add value to all stakeholders.

Fix the problem not the blame.

Don’t be the best of the best, be the only one that does what 
you do (Jerry Garcia).

Continued on next page.
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Incrementalism is like pulling an impacted wisdom tooth slowly.

Operate as if you intend to put your own organization out of 
business through success. Pursue perfection. 

The new organizational structure is one of networks and not 
of hierarchies. 

The resistance to a new idea increases by the square of its 
importance (Bertrand Russell). 

A problem doesn’t cease to exist simply because one chooses 
to ignore it. 

Everyone is entitled to their own opinion but not to their own data.

You can make money with people who don’t have any (Prahalad).

Ask “If my organization is the solution, what’s the problem?”

Our world changes and is changeable.

2.	 Means and Ends 

Following is an exercise that will help you reflect on your understanding of the critical distinction 

between ends and means. Put a check mark next to each item to identify them as either an end or 

a mean. Then, check your answers on the following page.

End Means

Learning problem solving

Looking for a job

Having positive self-esteem

Do a training needs assessment

Downsizing

Evaluating

College graduate

Survival

Six Sigma

Re-engineering 

Assessing needs

Training

Continual improvement

Team building

Loving

New Reality Importance for Your Organization

Continued from previous page.
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Now check your answers:

End Means

Learning problem solving X

Looking for a job X

Having positive self-esteem X

Do a training needs assessment X

Downsizing X

Evaluating X

College graduate X

Survival X

Six Sigma X

Re-engineering X

Assessing needs X

Training X

Continual improvement X

Team building X

Loving X
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3.	 Job Aid for Writing Measurable Objectives

Useful Objectives

Start

No

Does it target 
an end?

Does it have 
rigorous criteria?

Good!

Yes

Yes

Revise
No

4.	 Relating Goals and Objectives

Where are you headed and how will you know when you have arrived?

GOAL

• Ideal Vision • Function
• Mission Statement • Task

OBJECTIVE

MEASURABLE 
PERFORMANCE

CRITERIA
(Interval or Ratio Scale)

+

=
• Ideal Vision • Function
• Mission Statement • Task



145

Needs Assessment for Organizational Success

5.	 Four Scales of Measurement

Name of Scale  
of Measurement

Label for the Scale What Each Scale Measures

Nominal Goal, aim, purpose Name or label, such as Ingrid or Charles, 	
or Tuesday

Ordinal Goal, aim, purpose Greater than, less than, equal to

Interval Objective Equal scale distance with an arbitrary zero 
point, such as temperature in °F or °C

Ratio Objective Equal scale distance with a known zero point, 
such as K

If you can name something, you are measuring it.

6.	 Objectives: Good and Poor

Following is an exercise that will help you reflect on the difference between good and poor 

objectives by identifying them as measurable or not. Fill in the chart below and then check your 

answers on the following page.

Possible Objective Measurable on an  
Interval or Ratio Scale

Not Measurable on an  
Interval or Ratio Scale

Show a profit each and every year.

Improve productivity.

Increase effectiveness.

Reduce errors by at least 5% each month 	
for a year.

Train salespersons before the end of 	
the year.

Eliminate fatalities within one year.

Use Six Sigma in all of our facilities starting 	
next month.

Evaluate all employees at least once per 
year and report all results to HR within 	
10 days.

Reduce theft.

Hire competent people.

Be ranked in the upper 5% of all competing 
organizations on or before January 1.
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Let’s compare results:

Possible Objective Measurable on an  
Interval or Ratio Scale

Not Measurable on an  
Interval or Ratio Scale

Show a profit each and every year. X

Improve productivity. X

Increase effectiveness. X

Reduce errors by at least 5% each month 	
for a year. X

Train salespersons before the end of 	
the year. X

Eliminate fatalities within one year. X

Use Six Sigma in all of our facilities starting 	
next month. X

Evaluate all employees at least once per 
year and report all results to HR within 	
10 days.

X

Reduce theft. X

Hire competent people. X

Be ranked in the upper 5% of all competing 
organizations on or before January 1. X
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7.	 Needs Assessment Selection Algorithm

Yes

Do we 
want to ensure 

that we add value 
to both the organization 

as well as external 
clients and society?

Yes

Yes

Yes

No

No

Do we only want 
to ensure that we 
add value to the 

organization?

Do we only want 
to ensure that we 

add value for 
individual and/or 

small groups?

Do we want to 
improve the 

efficiency of what 
we do?

Implement a Mega 
Needs Assessment

(Chapter 3)

Implement a Macro 
Needs Assessment

(Chapter 4)

Implement a Micro 
Needs Assessment

(Chapter 5)

Implement a Quasi 
Needs Assessment

(Chapter 6)

Align all levels 
of needs: Mega, 
Macro, Micro, 

Quasi

No

No. Stop wasting 
your time.
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8.	 Six Critical Success Factors for Useful Strategic Thinking  
	 and Planning

1.	 DON’T ASSUME THAT WHAT WORKED IN THE PAST WILL WORK NOW. 	

GET OUT OF YOUR COMFORT ZONE AND BE OPEN TO CHANGE.	

2.	 USE AN IDEAL VISION AS THE UNDERLYING BASIS FOR PLANNING 	

(don’t be limited to your organization).	

3.	 DIFFERENTIATE BETWEEN ENDS AND MEANS (focus on what 	

before how).	

4.	 PREPARE OBJECTIVES—INCLUDING IDEAL VISION AND MISSION 

OBJECTIVES—WHICH HAVE MEASURES OF HOW YOU WILL KNOW WHEN 

YOU HAVE ARRIVED (mission statement plus success criteria).	

5.	 USE ALL THREE LEVELS OF PLANNING AND RESULTS (Mega/Outcomes, Macro/

Outputs, and Micro/Products).	

6.	 DEFINE “NEED” AS A GAP IN RESULTS (not as insufficient levels of resources, 

means, or methods).
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9.	 Job Aid for Needs Assessments: Ensuring a Mega-Focus

Ensuring an Objective Links to All 3 Levels of Results

Start

No

Does it target 
an end?

Does it 
have precise 
performance 

criteria?

List objectives
(including 

performance 
criteria)

Yes

Yes

Revise it
(or omit it)

No

Will it contribute to 
societal payoffs?

(Mega)

Yes

Will it link to 
organizational 

outputs? 
(Macro)

Will it link to internal 
organizational results? 

(Micro)

No

No

Yes

Yes

No
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10.	 Linking and Aligning All Three Organizational  
	 Levels in Needs Assessment

People and 
Resources

Activities, 
Programs, & Means

Organizational
Functions & Tasks

Mission Objective

Mega

Macro

Micro

Inputs

Processes

Linking and Overlap of Levels of Planning and Doing

Ideal Vision

11.	 A Needs Assessment Summary Format

Current 
Results

Possible 
Means

Required 
Results

Related 
Ideal Vision 

Element

Needs Level Focus

Mega Macro Micro
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12.	 The Basic Ideal Vision and Vital Signs
	

Basic Ideal Vision:
The world we want to help create for the future generations.

•	There will be no losses of life nor elimination or reduction of levels of well-
being, survival, self-sufficiency, quality of life, from any source including 	
(but not limited to):

•	war and/or riot and/or terrorism and/or civil unrest

•	unintended human-caused changes to the environment including permanent 
destruction of the environment and/or rendering it non-renewable

•	murder, rape, crimes of violence, robbery, or destruction of property

•	substance abuse

•	disease

•	starvation and/or malnutrition

•	destructive behavior (including child, partner, spouse, self, elder, other)

•	accidents, including transportation, home, and business/workplace

•	discrimination based on irrelevant variables including color, race, age, 
creed, gender, religion, wealth, national origin, or location.

•	Poverty will not exist, and every woman and man will earn as least as much as 
it costs them to live unless they are progressing toward being self-sufficient 
and self-reliant. No adult will be under the care, custody, or control of another 
person, agency, or substance: Adult citizens will be self-sufficient and self-
reliant as minimally indicated by their consumption being equal to or less than 
their production.  

13.	 Applying the Ideal Vision and Vital Signs

Following are three application exercises that will structure the questions an organization must 

ask and answer in order to provide the basis for collecting valid data for useful leadership deci-

sions. This may help you facilitate the preliminary discussion with your needs assessment and 

planning partners.
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Are an Ideal Vision and related vital signs important for the organization? For each 
item select your response.

The Ideal Vision Important for My Organization 
and Our Community  

or Shared World

It Will Have No Impact 
on My Organization, 

Community, or Shared World

There will be no losses of life, 
elimination or reduction of 
levels of well-being, survival, 
self-sufficiency, or quality of 
life from any source.

? ?

If the response was that the Ideal Vision and vital signs are important for one’s organization, then 

move ahead. If not, seriously question if your organization has a future if it is not making our world 

safe as well as all individual and external stakeholders.

Vital signs for achieving the Ideal Vision. Identify the gaps between current  
results and required results for these elements that are important for you and  
your organization to reduce or eliminate.

Vital Signs

First Level: Basic Survival  
for All People

Yes, 
Directly

Yes, With 
Other Partners

Someone Else’s  
Problem/No Problem

Zero pollution—no permanent destruction 	
of our environment

No deaths or permanent disabilities from 
what is delivered

No starvation and/or malnutrition resulting 	
in death or incapacity

No partner or spouse abuse resulting in 	
death or incapacitating physical or 
psychological damage

No disease or disabilities resulting in death 	
or incapacity 

No substance abuse resulting in death 	
or incapacity

No murder, rape, crimes of violence, robbery, 
fraud, or destruction of property

No war, riot, terrorism, or civil unrest resulting 
in death or incapacity of individuals or groups

No accidents resulting in death or incapacity
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1.  There are four scales of measurement: nominal/naming, ordinal/rank-order, interval/equal scale distances with arbitrary zero point, and ratio/
equal scale distances and known zero point (Stevens, 1951; Kaufman, 1972). Objectives are defined as being measurable on an interval or ordinal 
scale. Purposes or intents are measurable on a nominal or ordinal scale. We recommend that all statements of purpose be objectives as defined here.

Second Level:  
Organizational Survival

Continued funding based on measurable 
positive return-on-investment

No successful lawsuits against the 
organization for defecting or inappropriate 
units or services

Programs, projects, activities, and operations 
meet all performance objectives and do not 
violate first tier requirements

Selecting and ranking vital signs. Identify gaps in results for those variables that 
you have selected and rank their importance or criticality for you, your organization, 
and your external clients. Data to support this should be both valid and measurable 
on an interval or ratio scale.1

Vital Signs Data Data Rank

First Level: Basic Survival  
for All people

Current Results  
and Consequences

Desired Results 
and Consequences

Importance/ 
Criticality Rank for 
Each From 1 (Vital)  
to 5 (Not Immediate)

Zero pollution—no 
permanent destruction 	
of our environment

No deaths or permanent 
disabilities from what is 
delivered

No starvation and/or 
malnutrition resulting in 
death or  incapacity

No partner or spouse 
abuse resulting in death or 
incapacitating physical or 
psychological damage

No disease or disabilities 
resulting in death or 
incapacity 

Continued on next page.
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No substance abuse resulting 
in death or incapacity

No murder, rape, crimes of 
violence, robbery, fraud, or 
destruction of property

No war, riot, terrorism, or 
civil unrest resulting in death 
or incapacity of individuals 
or groups

No accidents resulting in 
death or incapacity

Second Level:  
Organizational Survival

Continued funding  or profits 
based on measurable positive 
return-on-investment

No successful lawsuits 
against the organization for 
defecting or inappropriate 
units or services

Programs, projects, 
activities, and operations 
meet all performance 
objectives and do not violate 
first tier requirements

Vital Signs Data Data Rank

First Level: Basic Survival  
for All people

Current Results  
and Consequences

Desired Results 
and Consequences

Importance/ 
Criticality Rank for 
Each From 1 (Vital)  
to 5 (Not Immediate)

Continued from previous page.
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14.	 Exercise for Coming to Agreement on a Mega/Societal Focus

When deciding to use Mega and the Ideal Vision, you might want to come to agreement on the 

importance of including and linking all levels. Here are some questions to consider.

Level of planning and organizational commitment:

Level of planning and type of results My organization must address formally

Mega/Outcomes Yes/No

Macro/Outputs Yes/No

Micro/Products Yes/No

Processes Yes/No

Input Yes/No

Continual Improvement (evaluation) Yes/No

Level of planning and type of results My organization currently addresses formally

Mega/Outcomes Yes/No

Macro/Outputs Yes/No

Micro/Products Yes/No

Processes Yes/No

Input Yes/No

Continual Improvement (evaluation) Yes/No

Next, by comparing what your organization should formally address to what it is currently formally 

addressing, you can identify the gaps between What Is and What Should Be. Consider the risks 

and gains for not including all of the organizational elements.
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15.	 Organizational Questions to Be Asked and Answered

Based on the questions that all organizations must ask and answer, please respond to the follow-

ing as a small group:

•	Which of the questions do you think your organization and any of your internal and 
external clients can afford to NOT address formally? (This means without identifying 
and dealing with each in measurable performance terms.)

Level of Planning  
and Type of Results

Can Afford to Not Address 
Formally and Rigorously

Must Address Formally  
and Rigorously

Mega/Outcomes

Macro/Outputs

Micro/Products

Processes

Inputs

Continuous Improvement

•	Which of the questions do you believe your organization and any of its internal and 
external clients currently do and do not formally and completely address in measurable 
performance terms?

•	What are the risks for starting at the Mega level? What are the risks for NOT starting 	
at the Mega level?

•	In what ways are you adding value to your organization? To your external clients? 	
To our community and society? What could you be doing and contributing? How 	
do you know if you are adding value?
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16.	 Data Collection Considerations

Things to Consider in Developing a Needs Assessment Questionnaire
•	Make certain that the questions are about results, not about processes or inputs.

•	Ask about perceptions of gaps in results for both dimensions—what is and what should be.

•	Ask questions about the three levels of results-referenced needs:

•	external contributions

•	organizational contributions

•	building-block results (products).

•	Have evidence of appropriate validity and reliability of the questions and the sample.

•	Make the questionnaire long enough to get reliable responses, but short enough that 
people will actually respond.

•	Use an approach that makes it clear to respondents exactly what is wanted. People 
usually don’t want to write long answers, so a checklist or multiple-choice format will 
reduce their burden while making the questionnaire easier to score.

•	Don’t ask questions that reveal, directly or indirectly, a bias. Don’t use the data-
collection vehicle to set up the responses you really want.

•	Ask several questions about each dimension or issue. Ask about each concern in 
different ways, to increase the reliability of responses. Basing any decision on answers 
to one question is risky.

•	Try out the data-collection instrument on a sample group to identify problems in 
meaning, coverage, and scorability. Revise it as required. (This step is the same 	
as the sixth step in the problem-solving model, continuous improvement.)

Tips for Collecting Performance Data
•	Make certain the data collected relate to important questions for which you want answers.

•	Assure yourself that the data are collected correctly and that the methods used for 
gathering it and reporting it are free of any bias.

•	Assure yourself that the data are based upon enough observations to make them 
reliable, not a one-shot happening.

•	Make certain that the data can be independently verified and cross-checked.
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17.	 What Is and What Is Not a Needs Assessment?

Fuzzy Worldwide Industries: A Hypothetical Needs Assessment Case Study
Here is a hypothetical example of the results of a needs assessment done by Fuzzy Worldwide 

Industries. Answer the questions following the summary.

Need Assessment Summary

1.	 We have to have supervisors managing with vision.

2.	 We need to be world class.

3.	 We have to be competitive.

4.	 We need more executive training.

5.	 We need to cut down on training time.

6.	 A need exists to make quality our first priority.

7.	 We must all work together.

8.	 We must increase our production by 18 percent.

9.	 There must be no injuries or deaths from what we deliver.

10.	 We must make a profit each year and every year.

11.	 We must not pollute the environment, bringing harm to living things.

12.	 We need to use performance technology.

•	Examine the needs assessment and identify which elements of it:

•	identify a need as a gap in results

•	identify a Quasi need: a need as a gap in methods or a gap in resources.

•	For each need identified, classify it as:

•	Mega/Outcomes-related

•	Macro/Outputs-related

•	Micro/Products-related (Note the needs listed for each results level.) 

•	Anything missing?
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•	For each Quasi need, ask “If I did or delivered this, what result would I get?” Keep asking 
that question until you have identified needs at the three levels of results. List them.

•	Using the Needs Assessment Self-Assessment (previous), review an existing needs 
assessment and identify if it is likely to be useful and appropriate. If the reviewed needs 
assessment does not meet the basic criteria, what changes to it should be made?

Let’s compare answers.

1. 	 We have to have supervisors managing with vision.

This is a means (Process). It states nothing about what results and payoffs there will be from 

“managing with vision” nor does it state what the vision will be.

2. 	 We need to be world class.

This aspiration never defines what “world class” is or how we would measure it. It also does not 

state what the results and payoffs will be from being “world class.” This does not relate to a need 

but is an intention, and a fuzzy one at that.

3. 	 We have to be competitive.

This aspiration never defines what “competitive” is or how we would measure it. It also does not 

state what the results and payoffs will be from being competitive. This does not relate to a need 

but is an intention, and—like #2—another fuzzy one.

4. 	 We need more executive training.

This is a means. Your first clue that it is the use of “need” as a verb, and that dumps one into 

means without defining the ends to be accomplished. In this case, what gap in results would be 

closed by “more executive training”? What gap in results would this deliver at the Mega, Macro, 

and Micro levels?

5. 	 We need to cut down on training time.

This is also a means. Your first clue again is the use of “need” as a verb, and that dumps one into 

means without defining the ends to be accomplished. In this case, what gap in results would be 

closed by “cutting down on training time”? What gap in results would this deliver at the Mega, 

Macro, and Micro levels?
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6. 	 We need to make quality our first priority.

Again, this is a means. Your clue is again the use of “need” as a verb, limiting means without 

defining the ends to be accomplished. In this case, what gap in results would be closed by “making 

quality our first priority”? What is “quality” and how do we measure it? What gap in results would 

this deliver at the Mega, Macro, and Micro levels?

7. 	 We must all work together.

This is also a means. In this case, what gap in results would be closed by “working together”? 

What gap in results would “working together” deliver at the Mega, Macro, and Micro levels?

8. 	 We must increase our production by 18 percent.

At last a result, at the Micro level. If it were stated as a “need”—a gap between current results 

and desired ones—it might be stated as: “Current production is at x and we will increase it to at 

least y, an increase of production of at least 18 percent.”

9. 	 There must be no injuries or deaths from what we deliver.

This will deliver results at the Mega level. If stated as a need, it might read: “Last year there 

were three disabling injuries and one death from our Outputs. Next year and following there will 

be no disabling injuries and no deaths from our Outputs.”

10. 	 We must make a profit each and every year.

This will deliver results at the Mega level, to the extent to which profit is earned without bringing 

harm to anyone or the environment. Profit over time is an indicator of a Mega-level contribution. 

If stated as a need, it might read: “Last year we had a loss of $2.23 million. Next year—and for 

following years—we will increase our profits by at least 5 percent.”

11.	 We must not pollute the environment, bringing harm to living things.

This will deliver results at the Mega level, to the extent to which what our organization does and 

delivers does not bring harm to the environment and living things; they are “good neighbors.” If 

stated as a need, it might read: “Last year we had two spills cited by the environmental council 

for being toxic and destructive. Next year—and for following years—we will have no incidents 

causing toxic damage or other kinds of destruction.”
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12.	 We need to use performance technology.

“Performance technology” is a means, even though it can be a very powerful means. Ask “If we 

were successful at using performance technology, what would the results of that be?”

Also, notice that none of Fuzzy Worldwide Industries’ “needs” were stated as gaps in results. 

This is a common mistake, and one you can avoid. Also, notice how many times “need” was used 

as a verb (“we ‘need’ to use performance technology”) and thus moving anything the organization 

used, does, and delivers toward a focus on solutions rather than on results and value added.

18.	 A Decision Table for Agreeing on Mega in Needs  
	 Assessment and Planning

Provide each person involved in your needs assessment and planning  with each question in 

order. Require everyone—the clients and you as the planner—to sign or initial each item. If 

anyone has any questions about the meaning of an item, just tell him to initial under “no.”

Usually, by the fourth or fifth question, those who said “no” previously, will now start getting 

the picture. This is a very effective tool for getting agreement on Mega and for aligning everything 

that is issued, done, produced, and delivered, as well as the external impact and payoffs.

Commitment

Clients Planners

Y N Y N

1.	 The total organization will contribute to clients’ and societal survival, 
health, and well-being.

2.	 The total organization will contribute to clients’ and societal quality of life.

3.	 Clients’ and societal survival, health, and well-being will be part of the 
organization’s and each of its facilities’ mission objectives.

4.	 Each organizational operation function will have objectives which 
contribute to #1, #2, and #3.

5.	 Each job/task will have objectives which contribute to #1, #2,#3, and #4.

6.	 A need assessment will identify and document any gaps in results at the 
operational level of #1, #2, #3, #4, and #5.

7.	 Human resources/training and/or operations requirements will be based 
on the needs identified and selected in step #6.

8.	 The results of #6 may recommend non-HRD/training interventions.

9.	 Evaluation and continual improvement will compare results with 
objectives for #1, #2, #3, #4, and #5. 
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19.	 Assessing Your Organization’s Culture Concerning  
	 Needs Assessment

How to Complete This Assessment
There are two dimensions to this assessment instrument that allow you to compare the current 

status of your organization with a preferred status: 1) What Is and 2) What Should Be with 

regards to needs assessment. This follows the definition of a need as a gap between current 

results and desired or required results; between What Is and What Should Be.

In the first column (left side), indicate how you see your organization currently operating. 

In the second column (right side), indicate how you feel your organization should be operating. 

For each item, think of the phrase: “In our organization, from my experience…” as you consider 

the current and preferred states of the organization. If there are items about which you are 

uncertain, give your best response.

Items 1-6 and 12-15 let you and your partners identify gaps between What Is and 

What Should Be for a results- and evidence-based use of needs assessments.

Items 7-8 reveals if conventional yet counterproductive approaches to needs assessment 

exist. Gaps here, ideally, are small for both What Is and What Should Be.

Items 9-11 reveal possible problems with the organizational culture, such as not having 

the human resources to perform useful results-based needs assessments.

This exercise is useful for getting agreement among your partners on what it takes to do a 

useful needs assessment.
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What Is Needs Assessment What Should Be

1 – Rarely, if ever

2 – N
ot Usually

3 – Som
etim

es

4 – Frequently

5 – Consistently

1 – Rarely, if ever

1 – Rarely, if ever

2 – N
ot Usually

3 – Som
etim

es

4 – Frequently

5 – Consistently

2 – Not Usually

3 – Sometimes

4 – Frequently

5 – Consistently

1 2 3 4 5 1.	 We formally plan. 1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 2.	 We do needs assessments. 1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 3.	 Needs assessments are valued in our organization. 1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 4.	 We use the data from needs assessments to decide 
what to do and accomplish.

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 5.	 Our needs assessment examines the gaps between 
obtained results and our predetermined objectives.

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 6.	 Needs assessments are results focused. 1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 7.	 Needs assessments are activities focused. 1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 8.	 We do “training needs assessments.” 1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 9.	 The organization skips formal needs assessments 
because of time restraints.

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 10.	 The organization skips formal needs assessments 
because of lack of needs assessment capabilities.

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 11.	 The organization skips formal needs assessments 
because of not knowing how to interpret needs 
assessment data.

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 12.	 Management is focused on results accomplished 
(rather than processes and activities engaged in) 
when it requests or approves a needs assessment.

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 13.	 The organization’s culture is focused on results. 1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 14.	 Needs assessment is seen as comparing 	
current results against those results that 	
should be accomplished. 

1 2 3 4 5

1 2 3 4 5 15.	 Needs assessments are done for strategic planning. 1 2 3 4 5

Source: Kaufman, R., and Guerra-López, I., 2008.
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GLOSSARY OF TERMS
The increasing responsibilities of professionals for the results, consequences, and payoffs of 

their activities have led us into a new era of professionalism. For the performance professional 

this era requires a renewed focus on the scientific-evidence basis for decisions. A basis for this 

is a consistency in language that leaves no confusion regarding the value added for individuals, 

organization, and society. 

Most of our performance improvement approaches and methods, including the language 

we use in describing our profession, commonly leave questions concerning value added unan-

swered. We tend to talk about means (such as HRD, lean Six Sigma, HPT, online training pro-

grams), and not ends (such as reduction in poverty, client value added, legitimate profits, product 

quality). Our language seems almost to encourage a number of confusions that “allows” for 

lack of precision and consequences. Language that is crisp, to the point, and focused on results 

(including societal payoffs) is essential for professional success. And then we must match our 

promises with deeds and payoffs that measurably add value.

What we must communicate to ourselves and others is that the words and phrases are 

important since they operationally define our profession and communicate our objectives and 

processes to others. They are symbols and signs with meaning. When our words lead us away, 

by implication or convention, from designing and delivering useful results for both internal and 

external clients, then we must consider changing our perspectives and our definitions.

The following definitions come from our review of the literature and other writings. Italics 

provide some rationale for a possible perspective shift from conventional and comfortable 

to societal value added. (These are in alphabetical order. At first, some of the definitions 

won’t “follow” but please scan the list for words not yet defined.) In addition, each definition 

identifies if the word or phrase relates most to a system approach, systems approach, 

systematic approach, or systemic approach (or a combination). You should begin by reviewing 

these distinct definitions first, to help you understand the context of these other terms. The 

level of approach provides the unit of analysis for the words and terms as they are defined in 

this article. Alternative definitions should also be considered based on the unit of analysis. If 

we are going to apply system thinking (decision making that focuses on valued added at the 
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individual, organizational, and societal levels) then definitions from that perspective should be 

applied in our literature, presentations, workshops, and products.

This glossary provides a basis for defining and achieving success in the future through the 

definitions of terms that focus on the results and payoffs for internal and external clients instead 

of the process, activities, and interventions we commonly apply.

We’ve also included cross references to page numbers so the glossary can also serve as an 

index, directing you to other points in the text where you find each term.

 

ADDIE Model: A contraction of the conventional instructional systems steps of Analysis, Design, 

Development, Implementation, and Evaluation. It ignores or assumes a front determination through 

assessment of what to analyze, and it also assumes that the evaluation data will be used for con-

tinuous improvement. (3-4, 90)

AADDIE Model: Model proposed by Ingrid Guerra-López that adds Assessment as the first step 

of the ADDIE Model. (3-4)

Analysis: Breaking something down to its constituent component parts. Analysis does not for-

mally require that what is being analyzed is useful or correct. (3-4, 8-9, 24, 46, 57-58, 70-71, 75, 86-97, 

103, 111-114,  119, 122-125, 133-137)

Change Creation: The proactive definition and justification of new and evidence-based des-

tinations, and routes are distinguished from change management that is reactive. If this is 

done before change management, acceptance is more likely. This is a proactive orientation for 

change and differs from the more usual “change management” in that it identifies in advance 

where individuals and organizations are headed rather than waiting for change to occur and 

be “managed.” (125)

Change Management: Ensuring that whatever change is selected will be accepted and 

implemented successfully by people in the organization. Change Management is reactive in that 

it waits until change requirements are either defined or imposed and then moves to have the 

change accepted and used. (86, 98, 125)

Competence: The demonstrated ability to consistently perform at or beyond criteria. (46, 62, 

65-66, 74)

Continual/Continuous Improvement: The ongoing check of results with intentions so that 

changes may be made during an intervention or program. (2-4, 21, 85, 98, 101, 119, 126-127, 156)
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Comfort Zones: The psychological areas, in business or in life, where one feels secure and safe 

(regardless of the reality of that feeling). 

Costs-Consequences Analysis: The process of estimating a return-on-investment before an 

intervention is implemented. It asks two basic questions simultaneously: What do you expect to 

give and what do you expect to get back in terms of results? Most formulations do not compute 

costs and consequences for society and external client (Mega) return-on-investment. Thus, 

even the calculations for standard approaches steer away from the vital consideration of self-

sufficiency, health, and well-being. (46, 85, 87, 89)

Criteria: Precise and rigorous specifications that allow one to prove what has been or has to 

be accomplished. Many processes in place today do not use rigorous indicators for expected 

performance. If criteria are “loose” or unclear, there is no realistic basis for evaluation and 

continuous improvement. Loose criteria often meets the comfort test but doesn’t allow for the 

humanistic approach to care enough about others to define, with stakeholders, where you are 

headed and how to tell when you have or have not arrived. (2, 4, 8, 11, 41-43, 46-47, 55-58, 66, 69, 73, 

76-77, 79-84, 86-87 95-96, 103, 111-113, 118-119, 133)

Deep Change: Change that extends from Mega—societal value added—downward into the 

organization to define and shape Macro, Micro, Processes, and Inputs. It is termed “deep change” 

to note that it is not superficial or just cosmetic, or even a splintered quick fix. Most planning 

models do not include Mega results in the change process, and thus miss the opportunity to find 

out what impact their contributions and results have on external clients and society. The other 

approaches might be termed “superficial change” or “limited change” in that they only focus on 

an organization or a small part of an organization. 

Desired Results: Ends (or results) identified through needs assessments that are derived from 

soft data relating to “perceived needs.” “Desired” indicates these are perceptual and personal in 

nature. (5-7, 9-10, 21, 102, 110, 126)

Ends: Results, achievements, consequences, payoffs, and/or impacts. The more precise the 

results the more likely that reasonable methods and means can be considered, implemented, 

and evaluated. Without rigor for results statements, confusion can take the place of successful 

performance. There are three levels of ends: individual contributions (Micro/Products), 

Organizational Contributions (Macro/Outputs) and Societal Contributions (Mega/Outcomes). 

Success requires the linking and aligning of all three levels of results. (1-2, 4-8, 13-14, 73, 84, 103, 

125,132)
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Ethics: Know the right and socially responsible thing to do and doing it. 

Evidence-Based Practice: The using of research and/or operational performance data that 

demonstrates the relationship between interventions and consequences. 

Evaluation: In its summative version, it compares current status (what is) with intended status 

(what was intended) and is most commonly done only after an intervention is implemented. For-

mative evaluation continuously compares What Is to What Should Be in terms of ends and means 

throughout development, implementation, and maintenance of an intervention in order to improve 

it. Unfortunately, “evaluation” is used for blaming and not fixing or improving. When blame fol-

lows evaluation, people tend to avoid the means and criteria for evaluation or leave them so loose 

that any result can be explained away. (1-4, 8-11, 15, 62, 78-82, 85-86, 96-99, 101-118, 121,126)

External Needs Assessment: Determining and prioritizing gaps, then selecting problems 

to be resolved at the Mega level. This level of needs assessment is most often missing from 

conventional approaches. Without the data from it, one cannot be assured that there will be 

strategic alignment from internal results to external value added. (23, 28, 49, 61, 73)

Gap Analysis: This term is commonly, and erroneously, used interchangeably with needs 

assessment. We suggest needs assessment identifies gaps between current and desired results, 

while analysis is used to better understand the nature or root causes of the gap. (55,133)

Hard Data: Performance data that is based on objectives and is independently verifiable. This 

type of data is critical. It should be used along with “soft” or perception data. (10, 38, 54, 105, 112, 

114-115)

Human Performance Technology (HPT): An approach that analyzes performance problems, 

identifies causes of the problems, identifies and develops effective and efficient ways and means 

to resolve the problems, and then evaluates the results. Because this approach usually starts with 

analysis it might assume that the problems of opportunities identified are valid. (See the AADDIE 

approach). We suggest that the process should begin with needs assessment as the first step, 

and conclude with actionable recommendations for improvement, after evaluation. (173)

Human Resource Development (HRD): The actions within an organization to improve the 

contributions the individuals can and should make to deliver useful results. (111)

Ideal Vision: The measurable definition of the kind of world we, together with others, commit 

to help deliver for tomorrow’s child. An Ideal Vision defines the Mega level of planning. It allows 

an organization and all of its partners to define where they are headed and how to tell when they 
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are getting there or getting closer. It provides the rationality and reasons for an organizational 

mission objective. (20-21, 27, 29-43, 55, 88-89, 109, 144, 148, 150-152)

Incentives: The rewards and consequences, both tangible and perceptual, that are provided to 

motivate useful performance. (91-92, 127)

Inputs: The ingredients, raw materials, and physical and human resources that an organization 

can use in its processes in order to deliver useful ends. These ingredients and resources are often 

the only considerations made during planning, without determining the value they add internally 

and external to the organization. (14-19, 23, 27-29, 49-50, 61, 73, 75)

Internal Needs Assessment: Determining and prioritizing gaps, then selecting problems to 

be resolved at the Micro and Macro levels. Most conventional and popular needs assessment 

processes are of this variety . (23, 28, 49, 61, 73)

Lean Six Sigma: A managerial concept intended to result in the elimination or reduction of seven 

kinds of waste including defects, overproduction, transportation, waiting, inventory, motion, and 

over-processing. Measurement usually involves reducing variability of what is produced. (173)

Learning: The demonstrated acquisition of a skill, knowledge, attitude, and/or ability not 

attributed to growth or maturation. 

Learning Organization: An organization that sets measurable performance standards and 

constantly compares its results and their consequences with what is required. Learning 

organizations use performance data, related to an Ideal Vision and the primary Mission Objective, 

to decide what to change and what to continue, learning from performance and the organization’s 

contributions. Learning organizations may obtain the highest level of success by strategic thinking: 

focusing everything that is used, done, produced, and delivered on Mega results—societal value 

added. Many conventional definitions do not link the “learning” to societal value added. If there is 

no external societal linking, than it could well guide one away from the new requirements. 

Macro-Level Planning: Planning focused on the organization itself as the primary client and 

beneficiary of what is planned and delivered. This is the conventional starting and stopping place 

for existing planning approaches. (x, 14-24, 28-30, 44-47, 49-59)

Means (systems approach, systematic approach): Processes, activities, resources, methods, or 

techniques used to deliver a result. Means are only useful to the extent that they deliver useful 

results at all three levels of planned results: Mega, Macro, and Micro. (1, 3-8, 13-14, 55-57, 73-75, 

83-84, 103-104, 108, 110)
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Mega-Level Planning: Planning focused on external clients, including customers/citizens and 

the community and society that the organization serves. This is the usual missing planning level 

in most formulations. It is the only one that will focus on societal value added: survival, self-

sufficiency, and quality of life of all partners. It is suggested that this type of planning is imperative 

for getting and proving useful results. Mega planning consists of five steps, or elements for 

defining and delivering a preferred future that include: 1) deriving the tactical and operational 

plans; 2) making, buying, and obtaining resources; 3) implementation, and simultaneously, 4) 

continual improvement/formative evaluation; and then 5) determine effectiveness and efficiency. 

While not strictly planning, this is the part that puts all of the previous planning to work to achieve 

positive results. (x, 14-25, 27-48)

Mega Thinking: Thinking about every situation, problem, or opportunity in terms of what you 

use, do, produce, and deliver as having to add value to external clients and society. Same as 

strategic thinking. 

Methods-Means Analysis: Identifies possible tactics and tools for meeting the needs identified 

in a “system analysis.” The methods-means analysis identifies the possible ways and means to 

meet the needs and achieve the detailed objectives that are identified in this Mega plan, but does 

not select them. Interestingly, this is a comfortable place where some operational planning starts. 

Thus, it either assumes or ignores the requirement to measurably add value within and outside 

the organization. (37, 46, 86-87, 95-97)

Micro-Level Planning: Planning focused on individuals or small groups (such as desired and 

required competencies of associates or supplier competencies). Planning for building-block 

results. This also is a comfortable place where some operational planning starts. Starting here 

usually assumes or ignores the requirement to measurably add value to the entire organization as 

well as to outside the organization. (x, 14-25, 61-72)

Mission Objective: An exact, performance-based statement of an organization’s overall in-

tended results that it can and should deliver to external clients and society. A mission objective is 

measurable on an interval or ratio scale so states not only “where are we headed” but also adds 

“how we will know when we have arrived.” A mission objective is best linked to Mega levels of 

planning and the Ideal Vision to ensure societal value added. (30, 40, 43-46, 52-53, 88)

Mission Statement: An organization’s Macro-level “general purpose.” A mission statement is only 

measurable on a nominal or ordinal scale of measurement and only states “where are we headed” 

and leaves off rigorous criteria for determining how one measures successful accomplishment. 
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Need: The gap between current results and desired or required results. This is where a lot of 

planning “goes off the rails.” By defining any gap as a “need” one fails to distinguish between 

means and ends and thus confuses what and how. If “need” is defined as a gap in results then 

there is a triple bonus: 1) it states the objectives (What Should Be), 2) it contains the evaluation 

and continual improvement criteria (What Should Be), and 3) it provides the basis for justifying 

any proposal by using both ends of a need—What Is and What Should Be in terms of results—

proof can be given for the costs to meet the need as well as the costs to ignore the need. (5-7)

Needs Analysis: Taking the determined gaps between current and desired results and finding 

the causes of the inability for delivering required results.  A needs analysis provides input for 

the identification of possible ways and means to close the gaps in results—needs—but does 

not select them. Unfortunately, “needs analysis” is usually used interchangeably with “needs 

assessment.” They are not the same. How does one “analyze” something (such as a need) before 

they know what should be analyzed? First assess the needs, then analyze them. (9)

Needs Assessment: A formal process that identifies and documents gaps between current and 

desired and/or required results, arranges them in order of priority on basis of the cost to meet 

the need as compared to the cost of ignoring it, and selects problems to be resolved. By starting 

with a needs assessment, justifiable performance data and the gaps between What Is and What 

Should Be will provide the realistic and rational reason for both what to change as well as what 

to continue. (1-3, 7-11)

Objectives: Precise statement of purpose, or destination of where are we headed and how will 

we be able to tell when we have arrived; the four parts to an objective are 1) what result is to be 

demonstrated, 2) who or what will demonstrate the result, 3) where the result will be observed, 

and 4) what interval or ratio scale criteria will be used. Loose or process-oriented objectives will 

confuse everyone. (2, 6-10, 23, 33, 43-46, 49, 52-53, 57, 64-71, 77, 87-90, 98, 101-104, 108-111, 119, 122, 124 )

Outcomes: Results and payoffs at the external client and societal level. Outcomes are results 

that add value to society, community, and external clients of the organization. These are results 

at the Mega level of planning. (15-16, 20, 23, 27-29, 33, 49, 61, 73, 105)

Outputs: The results and payoffs that an organization can or does deliver outside of itself to 

external clients and society. These are results at the Macro level of planning where the primary 

client and beneficiary is the organization itself. It does not formally link to Outcomes and societal 

well-being unless it is derived from Outcomes and the Ideal (Mega) Vision. (15-16, 23, 27-29, 49-50, 

61, 73, 105)
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Paradigm: The framework and ground rules individuals use to filter reality and understand the 

world around them. It is vital that people have common paradigms that guide them. That is one 

of the functions of the Mega level of planning and Outcomes so that everyone is headed to a 

common destination and may uniquely contribute to that journey. (33, 141)

Performance: An end, a result, or consequence of any intervention or activity, including 

individual, team, or organization. (ix-xi, 1-4, 8-11)

Performance Improvement: An attempt to reduce or eliminate the gaps between current results 

and desired results. This may be applied to individuals, organizations, or to society/communities. 

(87, 90-91, 98, 102-103, 113, 117, 122, 127, 135)

Processes: The means, processes, activities, procedures, interventions, programs, and initiatives 

an organization can or does use in order to deliver useful ends. While most planners start here, it 

is dangerous not to derive the Processes and Inputs from what an organization must deliver and 

the payoffs for external clients. (5, 14-19, 23, 27-29, 49-50, 61, 73)

Products: The building-block results and payoffs of individuals and small groups that form 

the basis of what an organization produces, delivers inside as well as outside of itself, and the 

payoffs for external clients and society. Products are results at the Micro level of planning. (15-16, 

18, 23, 27-29, 49-50, 61, 73)

Quasi Need: A gap in a method, resource, or process. Many so-called “need assessments” are 

really Quasi needs assessments since they tend to pay immediate attention to means (such as 

training) before defining and justifying the ends and consequences. (x, 23, 28, 49, 61, 73-84)

Required Results: Ends identified through needs assessment which are derived from hard data 

relating to objective performance measures. (8)

Results: Ends, Products, Outputs, Outcomes; accomplishments and consequences. Usually 

misses the Outputs and Outcomes. (ix-x, 1-11, 14-16, 18-21)

Soft Data: Personal perceptions of results. Soft data is not independently verifiable. While 

people’s perceptions are reality for them, they are not to be relied on without relating to hard—

independently verifiable—data as well. (10, 38, 114-115)

Strategic/Front-End Alignment: The linking of Mega/Outcomes, Macro/Outputs, and Micro/

Product level planning and results with each other and with Processes and Inputs. By formally 

deriving what the organization uses, does, produces, and delivers to Mega/external payoffs, 

strategic alignment is complete. (ix, 2, 27)



181

Needs Assessment for Organizational Success

Strategic Planning: A proactive approach to planning that starts by identifying gaps between 

current and desired societal results, putting these needs in priority order, selecting the needs 

to be reduced and providing the measurable criteria for closing those gaps. Strategic planning 

starts with measurably defining Mega. (13, 15, 24, 30, 33, 40, 43)

Strategic Thinking: Approaching any problem, program, project, activity, or effort with noting 

that everything that is used, done, produced, and delivered must add value for external clients and 

society. Strategic thinking starts with a commitment to Mega. (24, 30)

System, Systems, Systematic, and Systemic: These terms are related, but not the same. 

Starting on the systems level and not the system level will mean that we might not add value to 

external clients and society. 

System Approach: Begins with the sum total of parts working independently and 

together to achieve a useful set of results at the societal level. . .adding value for all 

internal and external partners. We best think of it as the whole. (32)

Systems Approach: Begins with the parts of a system—subsystems—that make up 

the “system.” So, when someone says they are using a “systems approach” they are 

really focusing on one or more subsystems. They are unfortunately focusing on the parts 

and not the whole. When planning and doing at this level, they can only assume that 

the payoffs and consequences will add up to something useful to society and external 

clients and this is usually a very big assumption. 

Systematic Approach: An approach that does things in an orderly, predictable, and 

controlled manner. It is a reproducible process. Doing things, however, in a systematic 

manner does not assure the achievement of useful results. (24)

Systemic Approach: An approach that affects everything in the system. The defini-

tion of “the system” is usually left up to the practitioner and may or may not include 

external clients and society. It does not necessarily mean that when something is sys-

temic it is also useful. 

Tactical Planning: Finding out what is available to get from What Is to What Should Be at the 

organizational/Macro level. Tactics are best identified after the overall mission has been selected 

based on its linkages and contributions to external client and societal (Ideal Vision) results and 

consequences. (15, 24, 51)

Wants: Preferred methods and means assumed to be capable of meeting needs. (7-8)
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What Is: Current operational results and consequences; these could be for an individual, an 

organization, and/or society. (4, 8-10, 16, 23, 28, 30, 35, 38-41, 49, 54-55, 58, 61, 67-68, 73, 79-80, 85, 131-137)

What Should Be: Desired or required operational results and consequences; these could be for 

an individual, an organization, and/or society. (4, 8-10, 16, 23, 28, 30, 35, 38-41, 49, 54-55, 58, 61, 67-68, 73, 

79-80, 85, 131-137)

Wishes: Desires concerning means and interventions. It is important not to confuse “wishes” 

with needs. 

What can we surmise by a close consideration of the above definitions and the consideration 

of the possible perspective (unit of analysis) differences between conventional use and what is 

suggested here? Here are some:

•	System approach ≠ systems approach ≠ systematic approach ≠ systemic approach.

•	Mega level planning ≠ Macro level planning ≠ Micro level planning.

•	System analysis ≠ systems analysis.

•	Means ≠ ends.

•	Outcome ≠ Output ≠ Product ≠ Process ≠ Input,

•	There are three levels of planning: Mega, Macro, and Micro and three related types 
of results: Outcomes, Outputs, Products.

•	Need is a gap in results, not a gap in Process or Input.

•	Needs assessment ≠ needs analysis (nor front-end analysis, or problem analysis).

•	Strategic planning ≠ tactical planning ≠ operational planning.

•	Change creation ≠ change management.
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