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Abstract 

Needs assessments are a foundational step in designing effective training and development 
programs for non-profit organizations. They provide structured methods to identify existing 
skills, knowledge levels, and training preferences among staff and volunteers. This Teaching 
Paper introduces two practical tools for needs assessment: the Skills Gap Analysis 
Template and the Training Needs Survey. The Skills Gap Analysis supports organizations 
in comparing current and desired competencies, highlighting areas that require targeted 
capacity building. The Training Needs Survey collects direct feedback on learning priorities, 
delivery preferences, and scheduling constraints, ensuring that training interventions are 
both relevant and feasible. Together, these tools help organizations allocate limited 
resources strategically, increase participant engagement, and align professional development 
efforts with mission objectives. This paper integrates theoretical insights from Bryson, 
Drucker, and Patton with practical applications, offering academics, practitioners, and 
trainers a structured yet flexible approach to strengthening organizational learning and 
performance. 
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Executive Summary 

Non-profit organizations frequently operate in resource-constrained environments, where 
training programs must be both efficient and impactful. Conducting a structured needs 
assessment ensures that investments in training align with organizational goals and address 
the most critical skill gaps. This Teaching Paper presents two ready-to-use templates: 

1. Skills Gap Analysis – compares current and desired competencies for each role, 
highlighting priority training needs. 

2. Training Needs Survey – captures staff and volunteer preferences on training topics, 
methods, and schedules. 

By combining these approaches, organizations can design training programs that are 
evidence-based, context-sensitive, and participant-driven. 

Purpose and Learning Objectives 

The purpose of this Teaching Paper is to equip non-profit leaders, trainers, and researchers 
with practical tools for conducting training needs assessments. By the end of this paper, 
readers will be able to: 

• Understand the importance of needs assessments in capacity building. 

• Apply the Skills Gap Analysis Template to identify critical gaps. 

• Use the Training Needs Survey to capture participant perspectives. 

• Integrate findings into strategic training program design. 

Background and Context 

Needs assessment is a cornerstone of organizational development and strategic planning. 
Bryson (2018) emphasizes that assessing internal capacities enables organizations to 
allocate resources more effectively and align with long-term strategies. Drucker (1990) 
highlights that organizations achieve excellence not by doing everything, but by doing the 
right things well — a principle that applies directly to training investments. Patton (2008) 
similarly notes that evaluation begins with clarity about existing capacities and desired 
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outcomes. In the non-profit sector, where staff and volunteers often bring diverse skills and 
experiences, structured assessments prevent wasted resources and ensure equitable learning 
opportunities. 

Practical Guide 

Skills Gap Analysis Template 

How to use it: 

1. List staff/volunteer roles. 

2. Record current skills and knowledge. 

3. Define desired skills needed for success. 

4. Identify gaps between current and desired states. 

5. Assign a priority level to guide training decisions. 

Training Needs Survey 

Sample questions include: 

• What areas do you need more training in? (Project Management, Communication, 
Technical, Leadership, Other) 

• How do you prefer to receive training? (Workshops, Online courses, Webinars, Self-
paced learning, Other) 

• What times are most convenient? (Weekdays, Weekends, Evenings) 

• Additional comments or suggestions. 

Role Current Skills/
Knowledge

Desired Skills/
Knowledge Gap Identified Priority (High/

Medium/Low)
Example: 
Volunteer

Basic project 
management

Advanced project 
management

Advanced project 
management High

Staff 
Member A

… … … …
Staff 
Member B

… … … …
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How to use it: 
Distribute electronically or on paper, then analyze responses to identify trends in both 
content areas and delivery preferences. 

Case Study 

A mid-sized non-profit in Southeast Asia used these templates to redesign its volunteer 
training program. The Skills Gap Analysis revealed a widespread need for stronger project 
management and communication skills. The Training Needs Survey showed that most 
volunteers preferred self-paced online modules due to scheduling conflicts. Based on these 
findings, the organization developed a blended program with short online courses 
supplemented by quarterly in-person workshops. Within six months, volunteer retention 
increased by 20%, and project outcomes were delivered more consistently. 

Common Challenges and Tips 

• Low response rates: Encourage participation by explaining how the survey will 
improve training. 

• Unclear skill definitions: Use competency frameworks to standardize expectations. 

• Overemphasis on individual preferences: Balance participant input with 
organizational strategy. 

• Resource constraints: Prioritize high-impact skill gaps rather than attempting to 
address all areas. 

Reflection Questions 

1. What skill gaps currently exist in your team that most impact organizational 
outcomes? 

2. How can participant preferences be balanced with strategic priorities? 

3. What low-cost methods could you use to gather training needs data? 
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4. How might cultural or contextual factors affect how staff respond to needs 
assessments? 

Limitations and Considerations 

While these tools provide valuable insights, they rely on self-reported data that may be 
biased or incomplete. Skills Gap Analyses can oversimplify complex competencies, while 
surveys may fail to capture nuanced needs. Organizations should therefore triangulate 
findings with supervisor input, performance data, and external benchmarks where possible. 

Academic Value 

This Teaching Paper bridges the gap between theoretical models of organizational learning 
and practical tools for non-profits. It demonstrates how structured assessments contribute to 
both academic research on training effectiveness and practical outcomes such as improved 
staff performance, volunteer retention, and organizational sustainability. 

Conclusion and Next Steps 

Needs assessments are an essential precursor to designing effective training programs. By 
applying the Skills Gap Analysis and Training Needs Survey, organizations can 
systematically identify priorities, allocate resources wisely, and foster an environment of 
continuous learning. Future steps include integrating needs assessment findings into 
monitoring and evaluation systems, ensuring ongoing alignment with mission and strategy. 
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