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ABSTRACT

A QUALITATIVE STUDY OF NEEDS ASSESSMENT:
THE GULF BETWEEN THEORY AND PRACTICE

By
Josephine Marie Csete

Needs assessment is a means of identifying and describing "real
world" problems which result in priorities for action. A
comprehensive literature review indicated that little actual research
on the needs assessment process exists. The literature review yielded
1) a general description of needs assessment and its evolution, 2) a
detailed look at the process and terminology of needs assessment to
illustrate unclear and contested components, 3) various definitions of
"need,” 4) an examination of how the process and results are
influenced by the people conducting needs assessments, and 5) a clear
indication that research on the applied process of needs assessment
would be valuable.

The purpose of this qualitative study was to describe how
novices conduct needs assessments and explain the resultant
outcomes. Participants were fourteen physicians conducting needs
assessments in preparation for creating a medical curriculum. Data
were collected over a ten-month period through observations,
interviews, and examining documents generated by the participants
before, during, and after they received training for, and conducted,
their first needs assessments. An inductive approach was used to

analyze the data; results were reported in case study format.



Twenty findings are supported with quotes, descriptions, and
summarizing tables. Findings document 1) types of activities
conducted and sources contacted for a needs assessment, 2) factors
that facilitated or hindered these novice assessors, 3) what
participants learned about the process of needs assessment, and 4)
changes to the product (a curriculum) as a result of the needs
assessment.

Argyris & Schén's!:2 conceptual framework for theories of action
was used to derive four conclusions: 1) the procedures prescribed in
the literature are different from those carried out in the real world; 2)
the literature and formal training concentrated on the ideal, rather
than a comprehensive set of practical procedures that could be used to
cope with constraints in real settings; 3) the benefits perceived by the
participants differed from those described in the literature; and 4) the
results were not as change stimulating as suggeéted in the literature.
The discussion of study results suggests methods practitioners can use

to conduct needs assessments more effectively and efficiently.

1 Argyris, C. & Schon, D. A. (1974). Theory in practice: Increasing professional effectiveness. San
Francisco: Jossey-Bass Publishers.

2 Argyris, C. & Schon, D. A. (1978). Organizational learning: A theory of action perspective. Reading,
MA: Addison-Wesley.
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CHAPTER ]

INTRODUCTION TO THE STUDY

NEEDS ASSESSMENT:
A PART OF A SYSTEMATIC APPROACH TO PROBLEM SOLVING

The field of Human Performance Technology (HPT) provides a
means to improve performance in the workplace. A four-phased
systematic approach to problem solving is used: analysis, development,
implementation, and improvement (Mager, 1988). Analysis is conceived
and termed differently by experts, but they would agree that its purpose
is to identify and describe "real world" problems which result in priorities
for action. In this study, the analysis phase was termed "needs
assessment.”

A more specific definition of needs assessment is "a process for
identifying and measuring gaps between what is and what ought to be,
prioritizing the gaps, and determining which of the gaps to work on to
gain closure” (Trimby, 1979). This definition points out that: 1) some
form of data collection and analysis is required, 2) "needs" are
discrepancies between the current state in the real world and some
defined desired state, 3) because many needs may be identified, they
must be ordered for importance or value according to some criteria, and
4) the process results in a description of what need to work on, prior to

deciding how it should be worked on.
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The priority need identified and described in a needs assessment
influences the subsequent phases of development, implementation, and
improvement. In the development phase, the information collected in the
needs assessment is used to generate goals and objectives, the blueprints
for creating the solution. The solution is then implemented and
evaluated to determine how effectively and efficiently it meets the need.
Improvements are made to further ameliorate the need, or to save
resources while meeting the need. Thus, needs assessment is the

consequential first phase in improving human performance.

STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

Nowhere is the presence of fervor and the absence of
prescriptive detail more obvious than in the topic of
needs assessment.
(Rossett, 1982, p. 28)
Although the importance of needs assessment is undisputed, it
continues to be one of the most inconsistently practiced and poorly
researched areas within Human Performance Technology. A person may
wish to carry out a needs assessment, and even be familiar with available
techniques, but not be able to conduct one effectively. Much of what is
written about needs assessment in books and articles, and
"philosophized” about in courses, becomes remarkably hard to
implement in actual situations,/ /For example, how does a practitioner
transfer the idea of "collecting/ data from a variety of sources” into

practice? How many sources are needed? Which sources? What data

should be collected from them? What if it costs more to do it one way
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than another? And how does the practitioner convince the person
holding the purse strings that this should be done?

T There are many obstacles for practitioners attempting to conduct

| needs assessments. First, a person interested in learning about needs

assessment must sort through literature that displays the long-standing
confusion over what needs assessment is and what particular
terminology to use (Kaufman, 1977a, 1982, 1986; Rodriguez, 1988;
Rossett, 1982, 1986, 1987; Sarthory, 1977; Witkin 1977). Lack of
agreement on what constitutes needs assessment is further complicated
by the plethora of widely divergent models created in the last several
decades (Trimby 1979; Wanamaker, 1986; Witkin 1977, 1984). Second,
much of the literature on needs assessment focuses on theory and
provides little practical advice on how to actually carry one out (Lewis &
Bjorkquist, 1992; Rossett, 1982; Wanamaker, 1986). As a result, all too
often the aspiring practitioner is unsure of how to find or design and
develop the tools for collecting information, how to analyze that
information once it is collected, and how to manage the logistical and
interpersonal complications that arise during the process.

Finally, even after having expended time and energy on collecting
and analyzing information, the practitioner may wonder if the needs
assessment has been truly useful. Has the "real” problem been
identified? Will it make a difference in what happens in the rest of the
performance technology process? The practitioner may be left with a
vague feeling that some vital information that could have changed
everything has been missed--or that her own or another's personal

f viewpoint unduly influenced the final results. Even worse, the

L practitioner may doubt that the results of the needs assessment will
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actually be used. A search of the literature offers little comfort on this
last point. Although the idea of "problem identification" prior to
beginning a process of problem solving is logically appealing, there
continues to be remarkably little research on needs assessment. To date,
there is no "proof" that needs assessment produces valid and reliable
results (Burton & Merrill, 1991; Witkin, 1976). Furthermore, the
information gathered in a needs assessment may not be applied in later
stages of the performance technology process (Benjamin, 1989;
Wanamaker, 1986).

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY

The first step in promoting the effectiveness and efficiency of needs
assessment is to document current practice. Therefore, the purpose of
this study was to describe how novices conduct needs assessments and
explain resultant outcomes. The context was a 10-month long fellowship
in medical education, in which primary care physicians from across the
US and Puerto Rico developed their skills in teaching, research,
curriculum development, and administration. The subjects of this study
were fourteen physicians conducting needs assessments in preparation
for creating a medical curriculum. In this qualitative study, data was
collected through observations, interviews, and by examining documents
generated by the participants before, during, and after they received
training for and conducted their first needs assessments. An inductive
approach was used to analyze the data and results were reported in case

study format.
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Three goals were identified to achieve the purpose of the study.

The first goal was to develop an understanding of how needs assessment
is practiced by describing the needs assessment process people use. The
process can be understood in terms of the types and numbers of
activities conducted, as well as the types and numbers of sources
involved. A second goal was to identify what phenomena facilitate
and/or hinder people as they perform needs assessments. Needs
assessments cannot be carried out in isolation. Needs assessors must
interact with other people and deal with environmental pressures to find
valuable data, to analyze information, and, most important, to use the
results. A third goal was to identify what people learn as a result of
conducting the needs assessment. "Learning” was defined both in terms
of the results obtained from the needs assessment (the "products"), as

well as what was learned about needs assessment itself (the "process”).

RESEARCH QUESTIONS

In order to address this purpose, the broad research questions
were: How is the theory of needs assessment implemented in
practice? and What are the outcomes of having conducted a needs

assessment? These specific questions addressed each of the goals:

1. What do the participants do in conducting a needs
assessment?

2. What factors facilitate and/or hinder the needs assessment
process?

3. What do participants learn in doing a needs assessment?
a. about the process
b. about the products



Although the purpose of the study remained the same, the
research questions were modified during the course of the study. This
happened because an inductive approach was used in which later phases
of the study were directed by discoveries in earlier phases of data
collection and analysis. It is not unusual for the focus of qualitative
research to change as the study progresses (Marshall and Rossman,
1989; Peshkin, 1985; Tesch, 1990). This process will be further
described in Chapter III. See Appendix A for a listing of the research
questions that launched this study and a discussion of the changes that

occurred.

I ATOR'S PERSPE

...as I increasingly come under conviction about the
relationship between who I am, what I see, and what I
conclude about what I see, I feel increasingly inclined to reveal
enough about myself so that readers can make their own
Jjudgments about what I saw, what I missed, and what I
misconstrued. (Alan Peshkin, 1986, p.15)

A description of how the investigator was the primary data-
gathering instrument for this study and a discussion of the techniques
used for helping readers determine how confident they are in the results
of a qualitative study, and how they may use such a study, are presented
in Chapter III, "Methodology.” A brief orientation to the investigator's
perspective on needs assessment and assumptions at the beginning this
study may help readers determine the strengths and weaknesses of this
study and what information may be appropriately transferred to other
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contexts. The following italicized text is a description of the investigator's

background and views related to needs assessment.

I have been working toward a Ph.D. degree in Educational Systems
Development for the past four and a half years. Although I was not
exposed to the formal concept of needs assessment until early in my Ph.D.
coursework, I instantly recognized and valued it as the logical early step in
a systematic approach to problem solving in any area: clearly identify the
problem based on the examination of data before expending time and
energy on attempting to solve it.

It is even fair to say that I entered the program in Educational
Systems Development because the process of needs assessment had so
impressed me. Several years earlier, I worked for a small company that
designed training materials for business and industry. I was _fascinated
by a successful case where a client asked my colleagues to solve a
problem ("Our technicians don't refer to the repair manuals”).

After going to the site and interviewing and observing, my colleagues
discovered how large a problem this was and they found a multitude of
reasons for it. They reported on the importance of the problem (X% of the
time your technicians are unable to make the repair or unintentionally
damage something else in the process....Y% of your customers said they
would not buy your products again due to repair problems.”) Then they
proposed a solution to the problem to address all the factors identified in
the needs assessment. Their answer included design solutions (“organize
the manuals by repair process, lower the reading level, add more line
drawings, use color coding and tabs to make the manuals easier for
technicians to follow...”), as well as changes to overcome organizational
and motivational barriers to solving the problem (‘take the manuals out of
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the supervisor’s office and put them on a wheeled cart on the shop floor so
technicians can refer to them while doing the repairs without feeling that
they're showing the boss that they don't know something every time they
look at the book...").

A tremendous amount of money would be spent to solve this problem
and a large number of people would be affected by the success of the
solution. Thousands of customers could potentially incur less frustration
and financial loss due to correct repairs of their equipment, thus improving
the manufacturer’s future sales volumes. Without the needs assessment,
the investigators would not have identified all of these factors. Had any
one of the factors been overlooked, the solution probably would not have
worked--no matter how well the other factors were addressed.

The systematic approaches to problem solving I studied in graduate
school all incorporated some form of needs assessment, and for very
logical reasons. Convinced of the importance of needs assessment, I read
about models and techniques and wrote term papers. Then, I had a
chance to conduct my own first needs assessment for a client in industry.
I quickly discovered how difficult it was to take a process that seemed so
important and logical and make it a reality. Although I knew about needs
assessment, I felt ill prepared to do one. I completed the project and the
client expressed satisfaction, but I was left with nagging questions that
were to become the seeds of this study. I wasn't sure I had done the best
Jjob possible. I worried that I had missed something.

I decided I would do my dissertation on the topic of needs
assessment. For the next year, I read books and articles, attended
national conferences, and talked to people who conducted needs
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assessments. Based on these experiences, I generated three primary
assumptions about needs assessment:

1) It is difficult _for people to control their own biases while
conducting needs assessments. There are so many decisions that
must be made quickly regarding sources, data gathering and
analysis techniques, and on-site trouble shooting that a person could
unconsciously influence the course of the process and the results
obtained. It seems all too easy to have the results of the needs
assessment support the practitioner’s favored solution. Needs
assessment may be susceptible to "the hammer principle” in which a
person with a hammer seeks out things that need hammering.
Similarly, training specialists could conduct needs assessments and
discover problems to be solved by training. I went so far as to
wonder whether different personality types would conduct different
types of needs assessments and wind up with different results.

2) Although needs assessment is an important and integral
component of systematic approaches to problem solving, it
does not seem to be used in everyday practice. First,
comprehensive needs assessments as described in the literature
don't often happen. In fact, needs assessments are often skipped
altogether, or done in a very foreshortened manner. People have
trouble justifying the time and money involved in doing a needs
assessment. Second, the results of needs assessments seem to be
unevenly applied. It is common for needs assessments to be used to
gain credibility and to justify a particular course of action --
especially when permission or funds are being requested. But it is
much rarer to see evidence of consistently using the information
gained from the needs assessment to design, implement and
evaluate the new product or process. It seems that when (and if) an
evaluation is conducted, people neglect to measure their success
against the standards that were set at the beginning of the process
by the needs assessment. I felt that finding out why needs
assessments aren't done or aren’t used could be the first step in
facilitating their use.

3) The potential impact of needs assessment is tremendous,
yet remains unproven. In spite of the concerns of bias or lack of
use, needs assessment continues to hold great promise. If we could
Just figure out to what extent, and how and where bias enters into
needs assessment, we could reduce bias. If we could get a better
grasp of what the benefits of conducting a needs assessment are,
we would be better prepared to justify the use of resources to
conduct them and to determine how extensive the effort should be.
If we could discover where opportunities for using needs assessment
data are missed, we could develop guidelines for referring back to
the data in the later phases of development, implementation and
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improvement. We need to conduct research to discover what a
difference needs assessment can make.

Throughout this study I was intensely aware that I was essentially
conducting a "needs assessment of needs assessment.” Therefore, my
own study runs the risk of committing the trespasses I have assumed
others commit. In Chapter III, I will describe how I have attempted to use
methodology to control for these assumptions.

This section on the investigator's perspective has been offered as a
kind of "personal rationale and significance of the study.”" The reader can
use this section to better determine how the investigator's perspective
interacted with the study as it unfolded. The following rationale and
significance section is intended to present an argument supporting the

study based on perspectives of others.

RATIONALE AND SIGNIFICANCE

There is no more important goal for a developer than to hone
the tools we use to understand performance problems
(Rossett, 1982, p.33)

This study was designed to contribute to the field of Human
Performance Technology as well as the immediate context and people
studied. The findings of this study should contribute to the research
base on needs assessment. Although needs assessment is widely
acknowledged as an important component of the development process,
there is little research on its effectiveness (Benjamin, 1989; Burton &
Merrill, 1991; Sleezer, 1991; Witkin, 1976). The largest proportion of

what has been written about needs assessment consists of experts'

opinions on theoretical constructs and descriptions of models or specific



11
techniques. What is lacking is research in which the concepts and
techniques that have been written about are tested for effectiveness. The
description of the process and outcomes of 14 needs assessments in this
qualitative study will serve as a starting point for validating the benefits
of performing needs assessment.

The findings of this study may also contribute to understanding
needs assessments as they actually occur. Argyris and Schén (1974)
demonstrate that inconsistency between a theory as it is espoused and
as it is actually put to use can lead to lack of effectiveness. Resolving
points of inconsistency requires 1) changing the espoused theory so that
it more accurately represents actual practice or 2) altering practice so
that it conforms with the theory. This study's description of why and
how needs assessments are performed will be compared to theory.
Further research could result in either 1) modification of the theory of
needs assessment so that it more accurately represents how needs
assessment is practiced and/or 2) guidelines for making changes in how
needs assessment is practiced.

Medical education should also benefit from this study. Needs
assessment is recognized as the crucial first step to improving
performance in medical settings (Finnegan, 1991). A review of
curriculum development efforts in the health professions revealed that in
the vast majority of cases, subject matter experts (e.g. physicians,
nurses) with limited experience in performance technology concepts were
responsible for designing and implementing new curricula (Sheets &
Anderson, 1991). Because the study participants were physicians
conducting needs assessments as part of developing a medical

curriculum, it should enhance our understanding of how needs
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assessments are conducted in medical settings by people with limited
experience in performance technology concepts.

In addition, the results certainly will be applicable in the specific
context of this study--a fellowship for academic physicians. Plans are
already in place to incorporate this study's suggestions on how to better
prepare people to conduct needs assessments.

Finally, the "subjects” of the study may have benefited from the
research process as well as the results, as they were an integral part of
the data collection and analysis process. The 14 participants were
encouraged in interviews to reflect on what they did and what they had
learned. As part of the research process, the investigator asked
participants for their opinions of her insights. Participants had the
opportunity for further reflection upon their own behavior, how the needs
assessment process might be helped and hindered, and what the
outcomes of the process might be. This study may also have helped the
participants by bolstering their esteem. Throughout the study, many
participants expressed frustration and self doubt in attempting their first
needs assessment. When the investigator asked whether being studied
had added to their frustration, the response was always the opposite.
Participants made statements like "You showed interest in what we were
doing. For one, it made me feel more important” and "Your studying this
actually helped...it served as a reminder that [needs assessment] is not

completely understood."



13
STUDY CONTEXT AND METHODS

The context of the study was a ten-month fellowship in medical
education which provides training for approximately 20 physicians
(M.D.'s and D.O.'s!) a year. They learn about topics that will enhance
their performance as academic physicians, including teaching,
administration, research, and curriculum development. The sample for
this study was drawn from the physicians attending the fellowship in a
recent year. At the beginning of the year, the investigator told the
physicians who intended to complete a curriculum development project
about the study and invited them to participate. All 14 potential subjects
agreed to participate in the study. Fellowship faculty presented a
workshop on needs assessment concepts and techniques based on the
work of Allison Rossett (1987). Subjects were then required to design
and conduct a needs assessment in their work environment and prepare
written and oral reports within a six-and-half week period. See Chapter
IV, "The Participants and Setting," for a more detailed description of the
subjects and context.

The methods for this study were drawn from qualitative research
traditions. The investigator collected data through observations,
interviews, and examination of documents. An inductive approach was
used to analyze the data. This approach of allowing theory to be
generated from the data (rather than preceding the data as in traditional
hypothesis testing) is known as grounded theory (Glaser & Strauss,
1967). Data were coded and analyzed for patterns and trends, and

tentative findings were tested in later cycles of data collection and

1 M.D. and D.O. stand for "Doctor of Medicine" and "Doctor of QOsteopathy,”
respectively.
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analysis. Research findings are reported in a case study format (Yin,
1989). Chapter III, "Methodology," provides a more detailed description
of the methods.

SCOPE AND LIMITATIONS

The scope and limitations of this study derive from the choice of
approach, setting and subjects. There are eleven limitations. Stemming
from the choice of a qualitative approach, this study: 1) involves only a
few p<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>