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Introduction
“Conducting a Community Assessment” is part of Brighter Strategies’s Training Series: People, Planning,
Process, Performance workbook series. This is one of the Planning guides in the series, meaning it provides
valuable information to assist any organization in its program planning efforts. Our hope is that in distributing
this workbook, we at Brighter Strategies can empower you to be self-sufficient when conducting community
assessment in your organization.
Figure A below shows how the organizational components explored throughout the Training Series guides relate to
one another within a systems perspective—a holistic approach to leveraging the planning, processes, people, and
performance in your organization to effectively empower staff to deliver high-value services.

Figure A: Brighter Strategies Process Model
planning

performance

process

people
For more information about Brighter Strategies’s additional Training Series guides,
visit http://www.brighterstrategies.com.
The content of this guide is designed to:
1. Work within your organization’s unique culture. Any organization can assess its communities; it’s a matter of using
your company’s unique identity and specialized resources to make assessment work in your organization.
2. Emphasize continuous quality improvement (CQI). The journey is more important than the destination; the goal is
to continuously improve your organization’s planning, processes, people, and performance.
3. Give you take-away tools. From creating your assessment committee, to designing your survey and reporting
assessment findings, the practical tools in this workbook will make conducting community assessment a reality in
your agency.
4. Be interactive. This guide includes a familiar friend who pops up throughout the Brighter
Strategies Training Series. The cartoon character Mr. PACE will appear within this workbook
to remind you to pace yourself! When you see Mr. PACE, take a breather and use the space
provided to jot down notes and apply the learning to your workplace.
Mr. PACE
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After reading and completing this workbook, you will be able to:
1. Understand the purpose, benefits, and steps of community assessment.
2. Choose, create, and gather a community to assess, a committee to do the assessing, and information to guide
the assessment.
3. Use The Fantastic Five tools to assess your community.
4. Design a survey that uses effective questions and answer choices and administer it via the appropriate mediums.
5. Analyze survey data and summarize findings.
6. Write an assessment report and disseminate it to stakeholders.
7. Implement improvements based on assessment results.

	Why are you reading this guide about conducting community assessments? What
information do you hope to take away? What are your learning objectives? Use the space
below to answer these questions and create your learning plan before you proceed.
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Conducting a Community Assessment: The Basics
What is a community assessment?
A community assessment is an evaluative study that uses objective data to assess the current social conditions of a
specified community or targeted area.
In other words, a community assessment is a planning process (conducted by a group of people) to gather, analyze,
and report data about the strengths and needs of a community.
As part of the program planning phase, community assessment precedes evaluation and outcome measurement.
While evaluation and measurement focus on organizational processes and results, community assessment informs
planning, with a special focus on people served (see Figure B: Program Planning and Processes).

Figure B: Program Planning and Processes
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How do I know if I should conduct a community assessment?
If you answer “yes” to one or more of the following questions, your company could benefit from a community assessment.
1. We are evaluating the current strategy of a specific program, or the strategy of our overall organization.
2. We are developing a new strategy for a specific program or the overall organization.
3. We are contemplating the launch of a new product or service.
4. We are considering the possibility of serving a new community.
5. We need to report an objective assessment of a community we are serving to funding sources or other stakeholders.

	Which (if any) of the above list can you answer “yes” to? Based on your answer, do you think
it’s time for a community assessment in your organization?

Benefits of Community Assessment
A community assessment
• is a cost-effective way to identify community strengths, needs, and opportunities
• tells you whether or not your programs and services have their intended impact on a key community
• provides information to obtain support and funding for current or future programs and services
• identifies the current status of a community against which new or improved programs and services can
be measured
• gives key internal and external stakeholders the opportunity to voice their observations about the community in
which they work or the people they serve
• provides a framework for your organization to develop and implement action plans based on assessment results

Which of these benefits do you hope a community assessment will cause in your organization?

Armed with the above evidence, you should now approach your organization’s senior leaders and make your case for
community assessment. It is important to gain executive support before you begin the process—it can be the difference
between assessment’s success and failure.
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Conducting a Community Assessment: The Process
Community assessment includes specific actionable steps. These steps will be described in detail throughout this guide,
with a special focus on survey development (Step 5).
1. Choose a community.
2. Create an assessment committee.
3. Gather information.
4. Assess the community.
5. Survey the community.
6. Report findings.
7. Implement improvements.

Figure C: Community Assessment Process
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Step 1: Choose a Community
What community should I assess?
Most likely you already have the community in mind that you plan to assess, which is probably why you picked up this
guide in the first place. If not, the first step in the assessment process is to choose the community. But how?
Refer to your answers to “How do I know if I should conduct a community assessment?” above. Most likely you had a
specific community in mind when you answered “yes” to various items.
One way to choose a community is to consider the benefits assessment creates and determine which community
that your organization serves is in need of one or more of those positive outcomes (see Benefits of a Community
Assessment on page 4).

	Do you have a community in mind? Maybe you have more than one. Write them down here.
Then, determine which community is most in need of the benefits that an assessment could
bring it.
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Step 2: Create an Assessment Committee
Who should help me assess the community?
The point of assessment is to gain a broad understanding of a specific community’s strengths and weaknesses.
To be successful, your assessment committee should include a variety of people who have a vested interest in the
community’s well-being. In addition to members of the community, stakeholders can also include:
• Internal staff who work with community members;
• Representatives of funding agencies that provide resources for the community; and
• Members of the broader supporting community (for example, the county in which the community is located).
It may benefit you to ask a technical consultant to join your assessment committee. Look for someone within your
organization with expertise in assessment, data collection, or statistics. Or, search your local community colleges
and sister agencies. Most of these institutions will provide an expert on a volunteer basis or as part of an internship.
The size of your organization and the availability of resources will determine how many people should join your
committee. Generally, 10 to 15 people are an appropriate number. To keep committee meetings as efficient as
possible, try to avoid a group larger than 20.

	Below, brainstorm the people you will ask to join your assessment committee. Determine how
many people you want, and identify twice that number when you make your list. Chances are,
at least half will be unable to or uninterested in participating.
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Step 3: Gather Information
I have my committee in place. Now what?
It’s important to gather background information and rally all committee members around a common vision before you
launch the assessment.
During your initial committee meeting:
• Identify all of the community’s stakeholder groups (most of these groups should be represented by the members
of the committee).
• Determine the group’s collective knowledge about the community and consult existing data developed by the
organization that serves the community.
• Learn about the organization and program that serves the community, including the vision, mission, strategy,
and goals.
In your next meeting, craft the assessment’s strategy, mission, and goals.
• Voice the strategy.
• In this case, it is to conduct a needs assessment of a specific community.
• Identify the assessment’s mission. This will often align with or complement the program or organization’s larger
mission statement.
• This assessment will determine the needs and opportunities that exist within this community of individuals with
disabilities, which will help our organization to understand how to better improve their quality of life.
• This assessment will determine what gaps exist in the program that supports this community of homeless
individuals, which will help staff understand how to better improve the program.
• Define goals for the assessment.
• The results of the assessment will determine changes needed in the program to better serve the community.
• The results of the assessment will provide support for the creation of a new program.
• The results of the assessment will contribute to a larger program evaluation process.
• Set expectations for the assessment, including roles for each committee member, a timeline for completion,
and ongoing meeting dates.
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	Use the agenda on the previous page to guide discussion at your initial committee meetings.
Then, use the space below to determine the assessment’s mission, goals, and expectations.
Our strategy is to conduct an assessment of the following community:

Our community assessment’s mission is:

Our community assessment’s goals are:
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Step 4: Assess the Community
How does assessment work?
You have a community. You have an assessment committee. You even have a strategy, mission, and goals. Now
comes the hard part: assessment time!
There are a variety of tools you can use to assess the community. For the purposes of this guide, we will focus on the
five major tools, which we call The Fantastic Five.
The Fantastic Five:
• Archival data
• Focus groups
• Public forums
• Interviews
• Survey
Archival data: Information that already exists about the community’s interests, strengths, and needs.
Focus groups: A focused, moderated discussion with a small, targeted group in a neutral setting to obtain informed
opinions about the community’s needs. Participants should include a cross-representation of stakeholders, such as
program or organizational staff, family members, community leaders, and funders.
Public forum: An open, public meeting of a wide range of community members to gather information about the
community’s needs.
Interviews: One-one-one discussions with people who are in a position to know community needs, including
community leaders, professionals, or other individuals who have affiliations with particular organizations or agencies.
Survey: A formal tool to collect information about the community’s strengths and needs from a wide sampling of
community members.
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Benefits and Challenges of The Fantastic Five
Source	

Benefits	

Challenges

Archival data: Information
that already exists about the
community’s interests and needs

- Allows examination of data over time
- Unbiased
- Inexpensive
-Provides insight into program as a whole

- Time consuming
- Data may be incomplete or vague
- Confined to existing data

Focus group: A focused
discussion with a small, targeted
group to obtain informed opinions
about community needs

- Time efficient
- Collects thorough, varied feedback

- Difficult to administer
(requires facilitation)
- Difficult to compare data

Public forum: An open, public
meeting of a wide range of
community members to gather
information via group discussions

- Collects thorough, varied feedback
- Provides opportunity for a larger
community voice to be heard

- Difficult to administer
(requires facilitation)
- Difficult to compare data

Interview: One-on-one discussions
with people who are in a position
to know community needs

- Allows for personal connection
- Inexpensive to administer
- Provides thorough data

- Time consuming
- Limited audience
- Difficult to compare with other
data

Survey: A formal tool to collect
information from a wide sampling
of community members

- Anonymous
- Inexpensive to administer
- Can reach a broad audience		

- Impersonal
- May need statistical program/
expert to analyze results
- Participants may misunderstand
questions
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Below are the step-by-step processes for using each of The Fantastic Five. This guide includes a special focus on survey
development, unpacked in Step 5.

Collecting Archival Data
1. Archival data helps to answer the question, “What do we know already?” It is important to use this tool first to save
yourself time and effort collecting information that you may already have on hand.
2. Identify all sources of archival data. Possible sources include
• individual records
• program or organizational reports
• community case studies.
3. Create a list of questions to guide data collection, such as
• What major characteristics define this community?
• What are the community’s major strengths?
• What are the community’s main weaknesses or concerns?
• What reoccurring themes are arising from this data?
• What is missing from this data?
• What is this data not telling us, or what questions do we still have about the community after reviewing the data?
4. Determine a data collection plan and assign different committee members to search different sources. Create a
timeline for data collection, with a final “data due date.”
5. Conclude the process with a data sharing meeting, where all members present the main ideas they discovered.
Assign a note-taker to capture the biggest themes.
*As noted in Benefits and Challenges of The Fantastic Five on the previous page, gathering archival data can be the most time-consuming
assessment tool. Be sure to use all members of the assessment committee to comb through the various data sources.

Leading a Focus Group
1. Invite a small (approximately 6 to 12) group of individuals, including parents, case workers, agency staff, and
community leaders. *Be sure that your focus group reflects the ethnic, linguistic, economic, and cultural diversity of
the community.
2. Determine meeting dates, times, and duration. Conduct several sessions on different dates and at different times to
ensure broad community participation.
3. Provide a facilitator to guide discussion. This person should be an objective “outsider,” who keeps conversation
focused without dominating the discussion.
4. Begin by describing the strategy, mission, and goals of the community assessment. Introduce the facilitator, and ask
participants to introduce themselves and their roles in relation to the community. Allow time for participants to ask
questions.
5. Set a discussion agenda. Possible questions include:
• What do you think are some of the strengths of this community?
• What do you think are some of the weaknesses of this community?
• What do you value about the community?
6. Audio record the session and jot down notes along the way for future reference.
7. The facilitator should end the session on time by summarizing the main ideas generated and informing participants
of the assessment’s next steps.
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Organizing a Public Forum
1. Choose a public location (such as a municipal building, library, church, or school) where you will hold the forum.
2. Hold at least two separate forums on different dates and at different times to allow a variety of people from the
larger community the opportunity to attend.
3. Plan for the forum to last approximately two hours.
4. Create a flyer to advertise the forum and post it at your organization, sister agencies, libraries, churches, schools, and
universities. You can also advertise on local radio and television stations.
5. Similar to a focus group, determine a facilitator and note-taker/recorder. If the group is large, break attendees into
smaller groups of 15 to 20 to ensure more manageable discussion and to give everyone the opportunity share.
6. Introduce the facilitator(s) and any committee members in attendance and explain:
• the purpose of the forum;
• the community being assessed;
• the assessment’s strategy, mission, and goals; and
• any findings you have discovered from other assessment tools.
7. Like the focus group, use the discussion time to determine attendees’ thoughts about the community’s strengths and
concerns. Or, present pre-identified concerns and pose follow-up questions such as
• Why does this issue present a problem?
• How are you as an individual affected by this problem?
• What can be done to address this problem?
8. End the forum on time by summarizing main ideas discussed and informing attendees of the assessment’s next steps.

Conducting an Interview
1. The purpose of an interview is the same as a focus group and public forum, except the method is different—it is a
one-on-one discussion.
2. Create a list of potential interviewees, who should include a similar cross-section of the people participating in focus
groups and public forums.
• You can ask several members of the group sessions to meet separately.
• Look for especially vocal participants who may have valuable information to add, as well as quieter
participants who may feel more comfortable sharing openly in a private setting.
3. Interviews should be conducted where people feel comfortable.
• Examples: homes, schools, churches, restaurants, or community centers.
• Ask interviewees to suggest a meeting location. It is important that you go to them, rather than asking them
to meet somewhere that is convenient for you.
4. Determine beforehand the questions you will ask interviewees such as:
• Which of these community strengths do you think is most important? Why?
• How do you suggest we capitalize on this strength?
• Which of these community weaknesses do you think presents the biggest concern? Why?
• How do you suggest we meet this concern?
5. Share information gathered from interviews during your ongoing committee meetings and identify main takeaways.
*Some recommend using the results of the focus group discussion to inform survey development (see Step 5), and to share the information
uncovered from surveys in the public forum. The order in which you use these tools is ultimately up to your assessment committee and should be
guided by the time and resources available. The more flexibility you build into the assessment process, the greater commitment you are likely to
receive from your committee members and the community at large.
Conducting a Community Assessment
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	Which of the above assessment methods do you plan to use? Pick your tools and jot down a
“plan of assessment attack.”
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Step 5: Survey the Community
What is the survey’s goal?
The survey’s goal determines whom you will survey and what you will ask them. In an assessment situation, the goal is
to survey at least one (preferably more) group of people to determine the community’s needs and wants.

What is your survey’s specific goal?

Whom will I survey?
The survey population is an entire set of subjects, or everyone in the group you want to survey. For example:
• employees in my organization;
• program participants;
• family members of program participants; or
• boys between the ages of eight to 10 who participate in after-school programs at the local elementary school.
*In most cases, every population will require a different survey that fits its unique characteristics, even if you are surveying several populations for the
same goal—community assessment.

What population(s) will you survey?

Conducting a Community Assessment
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A sample is a group of people that represents a population. There are two types of samples: good samples and
bad samples.
Types of good samples:
• Probability—chosen by chance probability
• Random
• Simple—equal chance of selection for sample.
• Systematic—randomly selecting a number (for example, every third person).
• Stratified—dividing the population into groups (such as by gender) and then choosing a simple random sample of
the group.
• Cluster—a segment of the population (for example, election districts).
Types of bad samples:
• Voluntary response samples
• Convenience samples—chosen per surveyor’s convenience
• Biased samples—chosen with ulterior motive
• Under coverage—not enough sample participants available for study
• No response—response not high enough
• Poor wording effect—can lead to an interviewee misunderstanding a question
• Response bias—a biased sample will produce biased results; totally excluding all bias is almost impossible, but if you
recognize that bias exists, you can intuitively discount some of the answers.

Which of the above good samples will you use? How will you avoid using bad samples?
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Figure C: Survey Samples and Potential Subsequent Bias

Sample	

Probable Bias

Your volunteers

Favorable

Your ex-customer

Unfavorable

Phone in

Extreme views

Day time

Non-working

Internet

Atypical

How many people should I survey?
Ultimately the number of people in your sample depends on your available resources when it comes time to survey
them. It is also important that your survey results are statistically significant, or unlikely to have occurred by chance.
Consider:
• Confidence interval—the plus-or-minus figure usually reported in newspaper or television opinion poll results.
• For example, if you use a confidence interval of 5, and 60 percent of your sample picks an answer, you can be
“sure” that if you had asked the question of the entire relevant population, between 55 percent (60-5) and 65
percent (60+5) would have picked that answer.
• Confidence level—tells you how sure you can be of your results. It represents how often the true percentage of the
population who would pick an answer lies within the confidence interval.
• For example, a 95 percent confidence level means you can be 95 percent certain; a 99 percent confidence level
means you can be 99 percent certain. Most social science researchers use a 95 percent confidence level.
*Using the above example, when you put the confidence level and the confidence interval together, you can say that you are 95 percent sure that
the true percentage of the population is between 55 percent and 65 percent.

Right now you may be thinking, “I am no mathematician or statistician. How do I figure out these percentages?”
• Creative Research Systems provides two free calculators here: http://www.surveysystem.com/sscalc.htm. One
determines sample size and one finds confidence interval.
• Use these calculations to legitimize your findings, especially if you are reporting them to an outside funding source.
Being able to show that your survey results are statistically significant will support your community and program
recommendations that are based on that data.
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How do I design my survey?
Before you write your survey questions, choose how you will administer the survey. You should design the survey to fit
the medium. To ensure consistent results, use one medium for each survey population.
Survey mediums include:
• Face-to-face interview
• Telephone survey
• Mail survey
• Computer-direct survey
• Email-delivered survey
• Web survey

Figure D: Survey Medium Advantages and Disadvantages
Medium	

Disadvantages

Face-to-Face Interview

-Participants are able to see,
feel, and/or taste a product
-Longer interviews are often
better tolerated

- One of the more expensive methods
- Takes a lot of time

Telephone

- Fast
-Allows for a more random
sample

-Telemarketers have given legitimate
research a bad name
-Often limits survey time to “after work
hours”

Mail

- Least expensive
- Not

as intrusive; participants can
respond at their leisure

- Slow
-Response rates often too
small to be useful

Computer-Direct

- No data entry or editing costs
- Response rates are usually higher

-Participants must have
access to a computer
-Not optimal for populations of lower
literacy or educational levels

Email

- Fast
-W
 orks well in a business
environment

- Must have email addresses on hand
-Cannot use to generalize to entire
populations

-Can incorporate pictures,
video, and audio
-Sensitive responses have a better
response rate

-Interviewees can easily quit in the
middle of a survey
- Use of Internet not universal, so
results cannot be generalized to entire
populations (like email surveys)

Web
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Keep the following tips in mind when creating your survey’s questions:
• Ask only questions that will provide the information you need
• BAD: “We are surveying females aged 18 to 25 to discover their preferred ice cream flavors. What is your
favorite color?”
• BETTER: “We are surveying females aged 18 to 25 to discover their preferred ice cream flavors. Of the following
flavors, please rate your top three favorites.”
• Use a casual, conversational style; avoid using technical or industry-specific jargon in your questions
• BAD: “What do you think is the gender dichotomy comprising the OPM’s SES?”
• BETTER: “What percentage of senior-level executives in the federal government do you think are women?”
• Avoid vague issues that don’t lead to specific action steps
• BAD: “What is your overall satisfaction?”
• BETTER: “What can staff do to make you more satisfied with this program’s services?”
• Be clear and concise, and avoid imprecise language and double negatives
• BAD: “Were you not unsatisfied by the meal you were served today?”
• BETTER: “On a scale of 1 to 5, with 1 being very unsatisfied and 5 being very satisfied, how did the meal you ate
make you feel?”
• Include only one topic per question; avoid “double-barreled” questions
• BAD: “Do you enjoy football and tennis?”
• BETTER: “Which sport do you prefer to play: football or tennis?”
• Avoid leading questions
• BAD: “How do you feel about the irresponsible shopkeeper who sold cigarettes to minors?”
• BETTER: “What is your opinion about the shopkeeper who sold cigarettes to youth under the age of 18?”
• Consider alternative ways to ask sensitive questions
• BAD: “Why did you not vote?”
• BETTER: “Did you vote in today’s election? Why or why not?”
• Make sure the respondent has enough information
• BAD: “How effective has our newest volunteer program been?”
• BETTER: “Recently we implemented a new adult reading program. Did you know this?” followed by, “Have you
seen any positive benefits resulting from this change?”

Conducting a Community Assessment
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How you design survey questions is important, but so are the answer choices you provide. If the answer given isn’t
usable, then you’re left with no data.
Keep the following guidelines in mind when designing survey answers:
• Use open-ended questions sparingly because respondents can tire easily from them
• Steer away from mutually exclusive answers, or only one legitimate response
• Instead, provide an exhaustive list of options (every possible choice), or provide a near-exhaustive list with an
“other” choice.
• If the list of choices is too long, an open ended-question might be a better option.
• It is okay for people not to have an opinion about a topic: “I don’t know” is a legitimate response.
• People interpret concepts differently, particularly when it comes to time
• Responses such as “always,” “sometimes,” and “never” can have different meanings to different people
• Build in a frame of reference to ensure that all respondents are answering in the same way: “I am going to read
a list of publications. For each one, please tell me whether you read it regularly. By regularly, I mean at least
three out of every four issues.”
• For those questions that require it, provide a meaningful answer scale
• End points need labels
• When using numeric rating scales, higher numbers should mean a more positive or more agreeing answer
• Always include an odd number of points on a scale
• Keep the scale to no more than five points
• Use the same rating scale throughout your survey
• Always present “agree/disagree” choices in that order

20

Conducting a Community Assessment

	It’s time to put your survey design knowledge to work! Explain why each question and/or
answer in the following survey is designed poorly.
1. There is hardly no worse challenge than developing a good survey, and that’s why I’m here today to learn how to
develop a better survey. So far I think this training is great.
True
False
2. I’m taking this training to learn about survey development and to network with peers.
True
False
3. I hate completing surveys.
True
False
4. What percent of your time do you spend dealing with surveys? ________
5. How far in advance did you sign up for this training?
6. What is your age range and gender?
0-20 (male)
20-40 (female)
7. What do you think of this survey?
• It’s the worst I’ve ever seen.
• It’s somewhere between the best and worse I’ve ever seen.
• It’s the best I’ve ever seen.
8. How effective is this training guide so far?
1

2

3

4

5

6

Answers:
1. Double negative (confusing statement)
2. Two questions in one; which do I agree with?
3. “Hate” is an emotionally charged word
4. You want me to complete a math problem? Am I going to continue taking your survey?
5. Don’t make assumptions about your respondent.
6. Not exhaustive or mutually exclusive.
7. Most people choose the second option, but what does it really tell me?
8. There are no end points to the scale, and the scale has an even number of points with no middle.

Conducting a Community Assessment
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	Below, brainstorm some questions you will ask and answer choices you will include in
your own survey.
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Is there anything else I should know before I administer my survey?
Depending on the population(s) you are surveying and the number of people on your assessment committee, you may
need to enlist outside help for this project. The most important thing to remember before unleashing your interviewers
on your survey population is to train them first.
The best way to train your interviewers is to raise their awareness about two things: potential bias and interviewee
characteristics.
Potential biases:
• Interviewer effects—if the survey is conducted in-person, the interviewer’s appearance or mannerisms may influence
the way the interviewee feels about him or her and subsequent interview responses.
• Situational effects—distractions or other aspects of the interview location may influence answers.
• Survey instrument—vague, double-barreled, leading, or otherwise poorly constructed survey questions can create
bias; this is why the survey design stage is so important.
Interviewee characteristics:
• Surveying people with disabilities
• Physical—mobility impairment
Example: cannot write survey answer
• Sensory—vision, hearing, or speech
		 Example: cannot read survey question
• Cognitive—attention, memory, concentration, or learning
		 Example: cannot understand or remember question
• Psychiatric—depression or psychosis
Example: does not trust interviewer
Teach interviewers to use the following solutions when appropriate:
• Cognitive challenges
• Don’t falsely generalize an individual’s one disability to a range of intellectual functions.
• Repeat respondent’s name often.
• Keep respondents free from distraction.
• Refrain from exaggerating the inflection or tone of your voice.
• Speech impairment
• Ask respondent to repeat what he or she said.
• Be patient (speech is easier to discern after a while).
• Repeat and read out loud what was understood for clarification.
• The interviewer should not pretend to understand something that he or she didn’t.
• Do not make assumptions about people based on their tone of voice.

Conducting a Community Assessment
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• Mobility disabilities
• Don’t assume a connection between physical impairment and mental faculties
• If the individual uses a wheelchair, don’t lean on it or otherwise invade the interviewee’s personal space
• Stamina challenges (when an interviewee grows tired of answering survey questions)
• Schedule the survey for times when respondents are most alert
• Take breaks if necessary
• Reschedule another time to finish the interview if the respondent is feeling fatigued

Survey Administration Tips
• Provide easy-to-follow directions
• Give respondents an idea of how much time the survey will take to complete
• If questions are open-ended, leave plenty of space to write
• Anonymous surveys can have better results
• Proofread the survey several times
• Pilot the survey, if possible
• Include a cover letter or introduction with the survey, if appropriate
• Give participants an incentive
		 • Send a dollar bill with the survey as a way to say “thanks” for completing it
		 • Place people who return completed surveys in a drawing for a prize
		 • Offer to send result highlights to those who complete the survey
• For a survey conducted via mail, include the return envelope with postage
• Leave space at the end for “additional comments”
• Provide a due date

What do I do with all of this survey data?
To analyze survey results, it is helpful to have a statistical analysis program like SPSS but programs like EXCEL work
well too.
• Learn more about SPSS here: http://www.spss.com/
• Learn more about EXCEL here: http://office.microsoft.com/en-us/excel/
*This is a point in the assessment process when having a technical expert on your team is beneficial.
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Break analysis into small, manageable steps by looking at each survey question one by one. When analyzing each
question’s responses, note the following:
1. Who was asked?
• Were all respondents asked, or only some?
2. How many people were asked?
•L
 abel the sample size for each question (or the number of people who answered) with an “n” (Total sample size (N)
= 100; question sample size (n) = 75).
3. What was the question?
• Write the question exactly as it appeared on the survey, along with any special instructions interviewees were given
about how to ask the question.
4. What type of responses did you gather?
• Was the question multiple choice or open-ended? How many answers were respondents allowed to give?
5. Summary of responses
• Different people understand data in different ways, so it’s best to provide the response summary in different
formats—as a written summary, a table, and a graph.
For multiple choice questions:
• List the frequency distribution of answers for the question, showing both raw numbers and percentage.
• If you are comparing one percentage to another (for example, your survey results to a larger population), don’t
include the raw number because it can be confusing.
Question: What is your gender?
A. Male
B. Female
Gender of respondent (n=181)
Gender

#

%

Male

87

48

Female

94

52

Total

181

100

For open-ended questions:
• Present coded responses.
• If there are only a few possible answers, list these as you would for multiple-choice questions.
• If many different answers are given (more than 20), they need to be coded and grouped.
• The codes need to be explained so that readers can interpret the question.
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Question: What changes to our volunteer reading program have you noticed over the past three months?
Changes Noticed

% of Respondents

Better quality of readers

58

Better variety of books

20

Other factors (e.g., different hours, more volunteers, more participants)

29

Total > 100% because of multiple answers
Base: all who noticed changes

n=138

For writen summary questions:
• Show the main highlights from the table, but don’t overdo it.
• Summarize in a sentence or two (half of a page at the most).
• Do not confuse frequency of responses with other factors; a “high frequency” response of people who saw a movie
does not equal “a lot of people liked the movie.”
• If you have any other data (for example, from a census or previous surveys) related to a certain question, mention it
in the summary. Also discuss any problems that occurred with that question, such as ambiguous wording.
• Identify any data outliers (an observation that is numerically distant from the rest of the data) or missing factors.
Graph your results:
• Make sure everything on the graph is clearly labeled.
• Give graphs a heading that summarizes the findings in one line and is related to the topic of the study.
• BAD: “Changes noticed in volunteer reading program.”
• BETTER: “The change most noticed was an increase in reader proficiency.”
• The best graph format to use is generally the horizontal bar chart, with one line per frequency. Pie charts take up too
much space and histograms do not provide enough space for labels.
• Do not use color graphs if your report will be photocopied in black and white; use patterns instead.
•T
 o keep data concise, instead of creating a graph for each question, produce one graph comparing all of the questions.
• A horizontal bar graph (for categorical questions) or area graph (for numeric questions) is often the clearest way to
present the data.
Readers often feel swamped with too much data. Finish your survey analysis with a conclusion and recommendation
section and appendices, if appropriate:
• Summarize: Explain how each question fits with the others, and come to some overall conclusions.
• If it’s relevant to add recommendations, always validate them with supporting data.
• If appropriate, include appendices, such as:
• a copy of the survey;
• full question-by-question results and analysis; or
• longer graphs and charts.
• Produce both a full survey report for interested parties and a short summary report to distribute to the general public.
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Step 6: Report Findings
At this point, your community assessment has resulted in an abundance of information about the strengths, concerns,
and needs of your community. With all of the data The Fantastic Five gave you, you should have no shortage of
findings to report to stakeholders.

How do I report the findings?
The major components of an assessment report include:
• Executive summary—this is a brief, one-page overview of the report. Similar to the executive summary you created
for the survey results, this assessment summary can be distributed to those who want the big picture of assessment
and would rather not get bogged down in the data and details.
• Introduction—refer to the information you gathered in Step 3.
• History of organization/program
• Description of community being assessed
• Overview of assessment’s strategy, mission, and goals
• List of assessment committee members
• Methodology
• Chronology of assessment events
• Description of assessment tools used
• Any assessment limitations or biases encountered
• Report
• Top 5 to 10 findings from archival data
• Top 5 to 10 findings from focus group
• Top 5 to 10 findings from public forum
• Top 5 to 10 findings from interview
• Top 5 to 10 findings from survey
• Top 5 to 10 overall community strengths
• Top 5 to 10 overall community concerns
• Recommendations—share what the committee considers to be the assessment’s three to five “big ideas.” Based on
these themes, outline the committee’s recommendations for action, such as
• new program to be created as a response;
• existing program changes and improvements needed;
• additional funding or shifts in resource allocation; and
• specific stakeholder actions necessary.
• Appendices—these provide even more detail, as well as supporting data for readers’ reference. Possible
documents include:
• assessment committee meeting minutes;
• copies of archival data gathered (if not confidential);
• notes taken from focus groups, interviews, and public forums (maintain anonymity);
• copy of survey; and
• a breakdown of survey results per question.
Conducting a Community Assessment
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	Use the template below to take notes as you consider what information you will include in
your assessment report.
Executive summary—one-page overview of the report

Introduction—description of program, community, assessment, and committee

Methodology—events, tools, and limitations

Report—major findings, strengths, and concerns

Recommendations—the three to five “big ideas”

Appendices—detailed, supporting data for readers’ reference
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Who should receive the assessment report?
Disseminate the executive summary to the following stakeholders:
• assessment participants from the focus groups, forums, interviews, and surveys;
• program and organization staff;
• community members; and
• funding sources.
*If anyone from these groups requests the full report, be sure to comply.

Disseminate the full report to the following stakeholders:
• board of directors, if applicable;
• senior-level program and organization staff; and
• major community “players,” change agents, and decision makers.

	List the potential recipients of your report, dividing the stakeholder groups into those who
will receive the summary, and those who will receive the full report.
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Step 7: Implement Improvements
Now is the time to celebrate the successful completion of a process that took a great deal of cooperation and a lot of
hard work. Good job!

Where do I go from here?
Step 7 may look like the end, but it is actually just the beginning of the next phase of the change effort. Implementing
improvements includes:
• reviewing your major findings;
• formulating a statement of the problems you have identified; and
• generating solutions and a plan of action that uses existing strengths in your community.
The assessment process has enabled the following benefits, which are necessary for community improvement
implementation:
• Provides a clear picture of how the community currently operates—how families, agencies, and institutions relate
and interact:
• Defines how the new strategies will differ from existing systems—how more comprehensive connections can be
developed between families, agencies, and community institutions; and
• Identifies strengths and untapped assets of a community—how to mobilize them.
Developing an action plan involves creating goals that respond to a shared vision and to the issues identified by the
community assessment, and planning ways to meet those goals that form comprehensive strategies.
To provide such comprehensive strategies that respond to the interests, strengths, and needs of the community, an
action plan must:
• DEVELOP the knowledge and skills stakeholders need to contribute to a collaborative partnership;
• MOBILIZE existing resources and develop new resources;
• CONDUCT ongoing evaluations of the program’s success in meeting its goals and maintaining its commitment to
the community; and
• SUSTAIN a healthy collaborative effort.

30

Conducting a Community Assessment

The action plan should specify what the comprehensive partnership will accomplish in each of these areas.

Figure D: Implementing Improvements
Strategy

Action

DEVELOP

 xample: Conduct training with the community’s family members, and teach them to leverage
E
identified strengths and work through concerns.

MOBILIZE

 xample: Using the assessment’s rich data as support, apply for a grant to gain additional
E
community resources.

EVALUATE	
Example: Evaluate the program that serves the community, and use community strengths and
concerns to inform the process.
SUSTAIN	
Example: Schedule the next round of community assessment to take place within the next one to
three years.

Use the table below to identify your strategies and map out your next steps.
Strategy

Action

DEVELOP

Example:

MOBILIZE

Example:

EVALUATE

Example:

SUSTAIN

Example:
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Concluding Thoughts: Time to Walk the Talk
You did it! You have successfully completed the guide to conducting community assessments in your organization.
Congratulations!

	Take some time now to briefly revisit Mr. PACE where he appears throughout this course,
and review the activities you completed along the way. Below, write the next steps you will
take to begin using what you have learned in your organization, starting today.
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