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Abstract

Needs assessment is a cornerstone of capacity building in the non-profit sector. This
Teaching Paper introduces two adaptable templates—one for general organizational
needs and another for skills and knowledge assessment. Together, they enable non-profits
to systematically collect stakeholder input, evaluate current conditions, identify gaps, and
design actionable plans. By integrating these templates into practice, organizations can
align resources with real priorities, strengthen accountability, and ensure that
interventions respond directly to community and institutional needs.
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Executive Summary

Non-profit organizations frequently operate under conditions of limited resources and
competing priorities. Without a structured approach to identifying needs, they risk
misalignment between goals, community expectations, and internal capacity. Needs
assessment provides a systematic framework for analyzing strengths, weaknesses, and
gaps, ensuring that capacity-building initiatives are evidence-based and targeted.

This Teaching Paper provides two practical templates—General Needs Assessment and
Skills & Knowledge Assessment—that can be adapted to various organizational contexts.

1. Purpose and Learning Objectives
By using this Teaching Paper, readers will be able to:

* Conduct a structured needs assessment tailored to organizational and community
contexts.

* Collect and integrate stakeholder feedback into decision-making.
* Identify current resources, strengths, and weaknesses.
* Perform a gap analysis to uncover missing skills, knowledge, or infrastructure.

* Develop an action plan with priorities, timelines, and accountability mechanisms.

2. Background and Context

Research in capacity building highlights the critical importance of needs assessment as a
foundation for organizational growth (Bryson, 2018; Lusthaus et al., 2002). Non-profits
that skip this step often design interventions based on assumptions rather than evidence,
resulting in wasted resources and limited impact. Needs assessment helps align internal
capacity with external expectations, creating stronger legitimacy and sustainability.

3. Practical Guide: Needs Assessment Templates
Template 1: General Needs Assessment

* Organization Information: Name, contact person, date of assessment.



 Stakeholder Input: Key stakeholders, engagement methods (surveys, interviews, focus
groups), summary of feedback.

* Current Conditions: Existing resources, programs, strengths, weaknesses.

* Desired Outcomes: Short-term goals, long-term goals, specific needs.

* Gap Analysis: Areas of improvement, resources needed, potential barriers.

* Action Plan: Priority areas, steps, responsible parties, timeline, evaluation metrics.
Template 2: Skills & Knowledge Assessment

* Organization Information: Name, contact person, date of assessment.
 Stakeholder Input: Key stakeholders, engagement methods, feedback.

* Current Skills and Knowledge: Inventory of skills, current training programs, strengths,
weaknesses.

* Desired Skills and Knowledge: Short- and long-term goals, specific training needs.
* Gap Analysis: Skills gaps, knowledge gaps, resources needed.

* Action Plan: Priority areas, steps, responsible parties, timeline, evaluation metrics.

4. Case Study: Community Health NGO

Context: A small NGO working in rural healthcare faced low program sustainability due
to staff turnover and skill shortages.

Action: Conducted both general and skills-based needs assessments. Findings revealed
strong community trust but weak data management capacity.

Result: Developed a targeted training plan on digital health records, improving efficiency
and donor confidence.

5. Common Challenges and Tips

Superficial assessments: Avoid ticking boxes—engage stakeholders meaningfully.

e Overambition: Focus on realistic, prioritized needs rather than trying to address
everything at once.

* Ignoring barriers: Always identify cultural, financial, or logistical challenges.



* Weak follow-up: Needs assessment must lead into a concrete, resourced action plan.

6. Reflection Questions
A. How do you currently identify organizational and community needs?

B. Which stakeholders should you engage more actively in the process?
C. What resources do you lack to turn identified needs into action?

D. How can you measure whether addressing these needs improves outcomes?

7. Limitations and Considerations

Needs assessments are not one-off exercises; they should be repeated regularly to remain
relevant. Over-reliance on surveys without qualitative input may miss deeper contextual
factors. Organizations should balance efficiency with inclusivity in collecting feedback.

8. Conclusion and Next Steps

Needs assessment is the foundation for effective capacity building. By adopting
structured templates and embedding them into strategic planning, organizations can
ensure that interventions address real gaps, align with stakeholder expectations, and
contribute to long-term sustainability.
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