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Abstract

Needs assessment is a foundational practice in non-profit management and capacity
building. By systematically identifying gaps in skills, resources, and organizational
performance, non-profits can align training initiatives and strategic planning with actual
needs rather than assumptions. This Teaching Paper introduces two practical tools: (1) a
Basic SKkills Assessment for individual capacity evaluation, and (2) an Organizational
Needs Analysis designed to capture structural challenges and opportunities. Drawing on
established frameworks in strategic planning (Bryson, 2018), management (Drucker, 1990),
and evaluation (Patton, 2008), the paper contextualizes the role of needs assessment as a
bridge between data-driven decision-making and effective resource allocation. A practical
case study demonstrates how these templates can be applied in a non-profit training
program, while common challenges and reflection questions help practitioners adapt the
tools to their contexts. The goal is to provide a flexible yet rigorous resource for educators,

trainers, and organizational leaders seeking to improve performance and impact.
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Executive Summary

This Teaching Paper provides two ready-to-use templates for needs assessment: one for
individual skills and one for organizational analysis. The tools are explained in detail,
with practical guidance, examples, and tips for application. The paper emphasizes the
importance of aligning organizational objectives with human capacity, leveraging strengths

while addressing gaps.

Purpose and Learning Objectives

By engaging with this Teaching Paper, readers will:

Understand the role of needs assessment in non-profit capacity building.

e Learn how to apply two templates: Basic Skills Assessment and Organizational

Needs Analysis.
e  Be able to interpret results to inform training programs and strategic planning.

e Recognize common challenges and how to address them.

Background and Context

Needs assessment has long been recognized as a critical step in organizational development
and training design. Bryson (2018) identifies stakeholder-informed needs assessment as
central to strategic planning in non-profits. Drucker (1990) highlights the importance of
aligning people’s strengths with organizational goals, while Patton (2008) stresses
systematic inquiry to ensure relevance and effectiveness of interventions. In practice, many
organizations rely on intuition rather than structured analysis, which can result in wasted
resources and unmet objectives. The templates presented here offer a structured yet

adaptable way to gather data for evidence-based decisions.

Practical Guide

Template 1: Basic Skills Assessment
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*  Purpose: Identify gaps in essential skills among staff or volunteers.

e Instructions: Each skill area is rated on a scale from 1 (no proficiency) to 5 (high

proficiency).

e Skill Areas (suggested): Communication, problem-solving, technical skills,

leadership, time management.

e  Application: Results can highlight priority training needs and inform capacity-

building workshops.

Template 2: Organizational Needs Analysis

*  Purpose: Identify organizational challenges and areas requiring development.

e Instructions: Respond to open-ended questions about objectives, challenges, needed
resources, impact, and strengths. Combine this with the rating scale for key skills/

resources.

e Application: Results provide an overview of organizational readiness, capacity gaps,

and opportunities for leveraging strengths.

Case Study

A small community-based non-profit in rural Kenya used the Basic Skills Assessment with
its volunteers. Results showed strong communication skills but low technical proficiency.
Training sessions were adjusted to include digital literacy and problem-solving exercises.

At the organizational level, the Needs Analysis revealed that while the group had strong
local partnerships, it lacked fundraising skills. Addressing this gap through targeted training

improved financial stability and allowed the organization to expand its programs.

Common Challenges and Tips

e Challenge: Staff may be reluctant to self-assess honestly.

o Tip: Ensure confidentiality and frame the assessment as developmental, not

evaluative.
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e  Challenge: Overly broad questions may yield vague answers.
o  Tip: Provide guiding examples to prompt more specific responses.
e Challenge: Limited time for data collection.

o Tip: Integrate needs assessment into existing meetings or training sessions.

Reflection Questions

1. How can needs assessment results be integrated into your strategic planning process?
2. What strengths can your organization leverage to offset identified gaps?

3. How might cultural factors influence the way participants respond to assessment

questions?

4.  What risks arise if needs assessment is skipped or conducted superficially?

Limitations and Considerations

* Templates provide a starting point but should be adapted to context, culture, and

organizational size.

e Self-assessments may suffer from bias; triangulation with external feedback

strengthens validity.

*  Overemphasis on gaps can demotivate staff if not balanced with recognition of

strengths.

Academic Value

This Teaching Paper contributes to the scholarship of non-profit management by bridging
theoretical frameworks of strategic planning and evaluation with actionable tools for
practitioners. By integrating concepts from Bryson, Drucker, and Patton into user-friendly
templates, it demonstrates how academic insights can be operationalized in resource-limited

environments.
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Conclusion and Next Steps

Needs assessment is not a one-off exercise but an ongoing process. By embedding these
templates into regular organizational reviews, non-profits can ensure continuous alignment
between goals, skills, and resources. Future work may include digital adaptations of these

templates or integration with performance management systems.
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