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Abstract

Effective community needs assessments are a cornerstone of responsive non-profit
programming. This Teaching Paper presents a practical survey template designed to
systematically capture demographic data, community priorities, service usage, satisfaction
levels, and suggestions for improvement. The approach is grounded in participatory
evaluation principles, ensuring that insights are both representative and actionable. By
implementing structured surveys, non-profits can identify gaps in service delivery,
understand community preferences, and prioritize interventions in a data-driven manner.
The template can be adapted for diverse cultural and resource contexts, providing flexibility
for organizations operating in low-resource environments, emerging markets, or cross-
cultural settings. Practical guidance is included to maximize response quality, interpret
results, and integrate findings into strategic planning. This Teaching Paper bridges theory
and practice, offering non-profit practitioners a hands-on tool for informed decision-making,

continuous improvement, and enhanced community impact.
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Executive Summary

Community needs assessments provide critical insights into the priorities, challenges, and
preferences of populations served by non-profit organizations. This Teaching Paper offers a
practical survey template that captures essential demographic data, community needs,
patterns of service usage, satisfaction levels, and suggestions for improvement. Designed for
applicability in low-resource or developing contexts, the template guides organizations
through structured data collection while encouraging open-ended feedback to capture
nuanced community perspectives. Non-profit leaders can use these insights to refine
program offerings, allocate resources effectively, and foster stronger community
engagement. The paper also provides guidance on analyzing survey results and integrating
findings into organizational planning, ensuring that interventions are evidence-based and

responsive.

Purpose and Learning Objectives

By the end of this Teaching Paper, readers will be able to:
1. Design and implement a structured community needs assessment survey.
2. Capture demographic and service usage data effectively.
3. Analyze community priorities and satisfaction levels to inform program design.
4. Apply participatory evaluation principles to enhance community engagement.
5. Translate survey findings into actionable recommendations for service improvement.

Background and Context

Needs assessments are fundamental to strategic planning and program development in non-
profit organizations. As Bryson (2018) notes, stakeholder-informed assessments allow
organizations to align services with community priorities. Drucker (1990) emphasizes the
importance of measuring effectiveness through community impact rather than
organizational output alone. Patton (2015) further highlights that participatory evaluation
methods strengthen accountability and foster trust. Systematic surveys, such as the one
presented here, operationalize these principles by combining quantitative measures (e.g.,
service usage, satisfaction scales) with qualitative feedback, thereby producing actionable
insights. In practice, accurate needs assessment data guide resource allocation, program

design, and policy advocacy.
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* Demographic Information: Captures age, gender, occupation, and education to
contextualize responses.
e Community Needs: Lists common priority areas (health care, education,
employment, housing, safety) with an option for “other” to allow local specificity.
* Service Usage: Tracks engagement with existing services to identify gaps or
underutilized resources.
* Service Satisfaction: Uses a 1-5 Likert scale for standardized measurement.
* Suggestions for Improvement: Open-ended question allows participants to provide
qualitative insights.
2. Implementation Steps
1. Define target population and sampling method.
2. Pilot the survey to ensure clarity and cultural appropriateness.
3. Administer surveys in accessible formats (paper, digital, or interviews).
4. Collect and securely store responses.
5. Analyze data quantitatively (e.g., frequencies, satisfaction averages) and qualitatively
(open-ended responses).

6. Present findings to stakeholders and integrate insights into program planning.

Case Study

A rural non-profit in Kenya conducted a needs assessment using this survey template before
launching a youth employment program. Analysis revealed that 72% of respondents
prioritized job training over other services, and satisfaction with existing educational
programs was low (average 2.3/5). Open-ended responses highlighted a need for mentorship
and practical skills training. As a result, the organization redesigned its program to include
vocational workshops and mentorship initiatives, leading to a 40% increase in youth

participation over six months.

Common Challenges and Tips
* Low Response Rates: Engage community leaders and offer small incentives to
improve participation.

*  Misinterpretation of Questions: Pilot surveys and translate into local languages to
ensure clarity.

* Data Overload: Focus on key indicators and categorize open-ended feedback to
simplify analysis.
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e  Cultural Sensitivity: Tailor questions to reflect local norms and values, avoiding

assumptions.

Reflection Questions

1. How can demographic insights influence the prioritization of community services?

2.  What strategies could increase survey participation in low-resource settings?
How might qualitative feedback shape program design differently than quantitative
scores?

4. In what ways can survey findings be shared to enhance community engagement?

Limitations and Considerations

*  Survey results may reflect self-reported biases.
* Template may need adaptation for literacy levels or digital access limitations.
*  Does not capture longitudinal changes unless repeated periodically.

e Requires careful data protection and confidentiality measures.

Academic Value

This Teaching Paper bridges theory and practice, providing a replicable tool for non-profit
practitioners and scholars alike. It demonstrates how participatory needs assessment
methodologies can inform program design, improve service delivery, and enhance
accountability. The structured template supports rigorous data collection while remaining

adaptable to diverse social, cultural, and economic contexts.

Conclusion and Next Steps

Structured community needs assessments are essential for evidence-based non-profit
programming. By applying this survey template, organizations can systematically capture
community priorities, evaluate service effectiveness, and design responsive interventions.
Future steps include piloting the survey in multiple contexts, analyzing longitudinal trends,

and integrating participatory workshops to deepen community involvement.
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