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The community needs assessment 
The needs assessment provides a snapshot of your community and indicates how well its needs are being met. It helps
you understand the issues affecting families in your area and pinpoints any service gaps. Once you have a clear picture
of the situation in your community, you can work toward developing new programs (or adapting existing ones) and
approaching potential partners.

Before you start your assessment, decide what information you want. Then check to see what information about your
community is already available. Depending on your resources, you can use more than one technique to collect data;
interviews, questionnaires, focus groups and community forums are some options.

What a needs assessment can tell you
A needs assessment can reveal:

• demographic information about your community
• who participates in recreation programs and why
• who does not participate in recreation programs and why
• major barriers to participating in recreation
• major service gaps
• how programs and services could be improved to reflect the needs of children and families
• whether facilities are adequate (safe, accessible, located near low-income neighbourhoods)
• whether all individuals feel welcome in programs and at facilities
• how satisfied participants are with your service

Conducting a community needs assessment
There are six major steps to conducting a needs assessment. Consider forming a group or committee to undertake
the task.

1. Decide what you want to know.
• Write a description of what you want to know. Will you conduct a community-wide needs assessment or focus on

one area such as low-income families and their children? This description will shape your approach, defining how
sophisticated or comprehensive it should be.

• A needs assessment typically includes a demographic, social and economic profile of the community.
• “What a needs assessment can tell you” (above) may help determine what else you want to know.

2. Decide if you have the skills and resources.
• Determine whether you have the necessary skills and resources in your committee or organization to complete

the assessment.
• If not, consider partnering with an academic institution, hiring an experienced consultant, or both.
• This decision depends on budget, internal expertise and resources, and size and scope of the project. (Will you con-

duct focus groups or a statistically valid quantitative survey?)
• Other considerations are timing and whether objectivity is a concern.
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3. Determine what information exists.
• Check provincial, regional and local statistical sources. Collect documents, reports and research from partners,

agencies and municipal departments.
• Review sources such as:

– facility usage data 
– program data 
– customer service studies 
– previous needs assessments 
– health studies 
– planning documents for the community and other agencies
– interviews with children and families 

• Once you have collected and analyzed this information, list what else you want to know.

4. Decide what data collection method you will use.
• Information can be collected through written surveys, focus groups, telephone or in-person interviews, community

forums and public meetings.
• Most comprehensive needs assessments use more than one technique.
• It’s important to decide the order in which you will collect the data. For example, information collected in a written

survey may suggest questions to ask focus groups.
• Remember that low-income families and their children may be more open to one-on-one contact and informal

conversations than to formal meetings or focus groups.
• Service providers who work with low-income families may already have their trust and be able to provide

useful suggestions.

5. Develop or adapt data collection tools.
• To ensure that you’re asking each person the same questions in the same way, you need data collection tools such as

surveys, interview forms and focus groups questions.
• Decide whether you will analyze data manually or by computer—this will influence the design of the data

collection tools.
– If you do not have access to computers and data analysis software, remember that the larger the group of

people and the more questions you ask, the more difficult it is to analyze data manually.
– Keep in mind that, even if you have computer access, you may not need a large sample group and long

questionnaire to find out what you need to know.
– Develop or adapt tools for each method of data collection you plan to use.
– You can adapt questions that have been used in communities like your own.
– Whether you use existing questions or develop your own, test them to be sure they are easy to understand

and provide you with the information you need.

6. Write a needs assessment report and decide how to use it.
You can use a needs assessment report in many ways:

• Share it with low-income families (especially those who took part in it!).
• Share it with staff, community members, business people, politicians, academic institutions or other agencies.
• Announce the results in newsletters or to the media.
• Use it as the basis for a community forum or social event.
• Use it as a training and information tool for committees, staff, community groups and others.
• Use it to develop communication and awareness tools.
• Use it to clarify what changes you are making and why.
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Sample needs assessment questions1

In our community:

1. Who is in the greatest social and economic need?
2. What are their needs?
3. Where are the people in need located in our community? 
4. What types of help are they getting?
5. What are we doing well? 
6. What is missing?
7. What do we need to do better?
8. What are the priorities that should be addressed?

Some community groups make a practice of asking themselves these needs assessment questions at their monthly meetings.
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Sample focus group questions 
To ensure that all participants in a focus group have a chance to respond to each question, you may wish to create a
speaking list. This list is also useful for identifying speakers if you record and transcribe the session. Keep in mind that
if you want to record participants’ comments and use them, you may need to obtain their written permission.

Questions for children and families
1. Are you or have you ever been involved in any recreation or sport program in your community?

2. What future would you like to see for your children?  

3. How are decisions made in your family about participating in sport or recreation programs?

4. Briefly describe what your kids do during the day.

5. Briefly describe what activities you do during the day. How do you spend your free time? 

6. Could you give examples of recreation?

7. What recreation activities are available in your community?

8. How would you describe publicly provided recreation? 

9. What do you think are the benefits of recreation and physical activity?

10.Where do you go to get involved with or get information about a recreational activity?  

11.Have you or members of your family ever wanted to participate in an activity but were unable to? If so, why?

12.Show participants your organization’s access/fee subsidy policy.
a) Were you aware of this policy?
b) Under this policy, would your family be able to participate?  
c) What changes to the policy would enable your family to participate?

Questions for youth
1. Are you or have you ever been involved in any recreation or sport program in your community?

2. What recreation activities are available in your community?  

3. What activities do you do in your spare time?

4. How would you describe publicly provided recreation?

5. What do you think are the benefits of recreation and physical activity?

6. Where do you go to get involved with or get information about an activity?  

7. Have you ever wanted to participate in an activity but were unable to? If so, why?

8. Which people or organizations would you contact first to help you get involved in an activity?

9. Show participants your organization’s access/fee subsidy policy.
a) Were you aware of this policy?
b) Under this policy, would you be able to participate?  
c) What changes to the policy would enable you to participate?
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Questions for recreation providers
1. Are there low-income families living in your community? Which populations of low-income people are strongly

represented?

2. What programs/services do you have in place that target low-income families?

3. Are these programs successful? Why or why not?

4. How does your organization engage low-income families, children or youth?

5. What challenges and/or barriers are you facing? How are you coping with these barriers?  

6. Are you involved with any other organizations/partners? What role do they play in the development and implemen-
tation of specific programs?

7. Policy:
a) Do you have an access/fee subsidy policy? If so, what is it?  
b) When did you develop the policy? Which internal or external partners were involved in its development?  
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