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ata make the world go 'round, or at least useful data do. Therefore,
it is essential that data relate to important questions, so that use-
ful decisions can be made about what works, what doesn’t, what
to keep, and what to change. Data collection must consequently
be precisely targeted toward useful questions and results, in which case data
can play a significant role in ensuring that all an organization uses, does, pro-
duces, and delivers results in positive consequences. We suggest that data
meeting these criteria are the result of two similar yet distinctive perspectives.
One is an assessment perspective of data and the other is an evaluation per-
spective. Collecting and viewing data from both of these perspectives is essen-
tial for effective and pragmatic decisionmaking; yet the differences in how the
perspectives are translated into practice require particular attention.

The results of systematic data collection, from either or both perspectives, can
be useful to organizational leaders as they make decisions that result in posi-
tive consequences. Unfortunately, however, the results of data collection are
often not used in decisionmaking. And when they are used, they are usually
incomplete representations of reality. Whether this is due to an intimidation
by quantitative reports or to inadequate decisionmaking models, many of
today’s organizational leaders are pursuing fads and making decisions without
a set of valid, useful, clear, and measurable objectives in mind. For many orga-
nizational leaders, available data are more commonly used for blaming than
for guiding the organization. But for the performance technologist, their per-
spective should also include multiple uses for decision data. What questions
should evaluation data answer? And should these questions relate only to
what has already occurred, or to what should be accomplished as well?
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A Reactive and a Proactive Perspective

While using data for performance improvement is a vital
role for decision data within organizations, applying data-
collection tools and techniques from an alternative perspec-
tive, the perspective of an assessor, could achieve a second
valuable benefit. From the assessment perspective, data are
used not solely for determining the results flowing from cur-
rent processes (that is, interventions, programs, training,
activities) but additionally for forecasting the likely return
on investment (ROI) of viable alternatives, including both
alternative goals and objectives, as well as alternative
processes. For example, the evaluator may ask, “What did
we accomplish?” while the assessor might ask, “What
should be accomplished in the first place, and which alter-
natives will best take us there?”

The assessment perspective (applied when conducting a
needs assessment) attends to the harvesting of data
that identify the gaps between current results and
required/desired results (that is, needs) ... and then places
those needs in priority order on the basis of the costs to
meet the needs compared to the costs to ignore them
(Kaufman, 2000; Kaufman, Watkins, & Leigh, 2001). Such a
needs assessment approach to data collection and analysis
(before anything is used, produced, or delivered) uses tools
and techniques that are commonly applied by evaluators,
although from a differing perspective. The shift in perspec-
tive from an after-the-fact evaluation to a before-the-fact
assessment alters the application of the data-collection and
analysis tools available to the performance technologist.
This includes asking further questions such as whether the
objectives are justifiable and what the related costs and con-
sequences of feasible alternatives to meet the needs are.

Therefore, the assessment perspective requires a closely
related, yet distinctive, set of skills for the assessor, as com-
pared to the evaluator. In today’s organizations, perfor-
mance technologists are increasingly providing data
representative of both perspectives to decisionmakers and
decisionmakers are frequently then evaluated on the basis
of the consequences of their decisions (that is, value added).

Though the professional evaluator and assessor commonly
share similar backgrounds and academic training, there are dif-
ferentiating purposes of the two endeavors; either improving
current performance or appraising viable alternative destina-
tions and processes for achieving useful and justifiable results.

Often leaders believe that there are no differences between
evaluation and needs assessment. We suggest that while
there are similar tools to use, each requires a different frame
of reference and orientation.

These differences make it difficult for professionals to suc-
ceed in helping organizations make essential decisions with-

out making deliberate and systematic changes in their per-
spective and behavior to reflect both the goals of the evalua-
tor and the assessor as appropriate. From the initial goals of
assessment to the structure of an evaluation findings report,
the distinctions of assessment and evaluation require that
professionals shift perspectives to achieve desirable results.

On the surface, differentiating the roles of the assessor and
evaluator within an organization may seem superficial and
unnecessary, as the two are so closely related by the tools
and techniques they apply in performing their function
(Kaufman & Watkins, 2000). Yet, like the design engineer
and the laboratory technician who share similar knowledge
of physics and mechanics and work with many comparable
tools, the roles of the assessor and the evaluator differ in
function rather than importance. For the assessor, whose

We suggest that while there
are similar tools to use, each
requires a different frame of
reference and orientation.

role can be defined as making a preliminary determination
of where an organization should head (and why) so that
organizational efforts will be successful, the use of such
“needs” data is essential for organizational leaders to make
decisions (Kaufman, Watkins, & Leigh, 2001). The role of a
design engineer or a technician taken from the assessment
perspective would be that of one who attempts to help oth-
ers define discrepancies between the ideal (that is, required
or desired) and current functioning of a machine, and then
examines with the clients the potential success of several
viable alternatives in achieving objectives.

For the evaluator, whose role can be defined as making
detailed analyses for current capabilities in comparison to
stated objectives, data are a primary tool for making judg-
ments about what has already happened. This often leads to
the continuous improvement of existing programs, activi-
ties, and interventions. A design engineer or a technician,
acting as an evaluator, would be a diagnostician, one who
measures the effectiveness of current mechanisms and
operations to determine how (and if) they could be
improved to achieve stated standards. Thus, both the evalu-
ator and assessor perform critical roles within an organiza-
tion, yet the distinctive goals of each require an alternative
perspective: proactive versus reactive (see Figure 1).
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from point A to point B to the relative value
of achieving the level of performance at

point B in relation to point A. Figure 2
shows a basic and conventional illustration
for evaluation, one that most professionals

Primary | Goals Compares Examines
Role
Evaluator | Reactive Qurrent results with | Ways to improve existing
intended results programs, projects, or
interventions (if possible)
Assessor Proactive | Current results with | The effectiveness and
justifiable required efficiency of viable
results alternatives for achieving
required and useful results

would recognize.

The basic process of conventional evalua-
tion does not include a component repre-
senting the required level of performance

Figure 1. Evaluator and Assessor Perspectives.

Perspectives

Two perspectives are necessary to determine requirements
for organizational success: reactive (conventional evalua-
tion) and proactive (pragmatic needs assessment). They
both have concepts and tools in common, but they are not
the same. It is easy to blur their differences. One determines
the success in meeting determined objectives, while the
other identifies what those objectives should be in the first
place and then examines alternative interventions before
critical decisions are made.

Organizational success often depends on two critical ele-
ments of management: selecting effective and efficient inter-
ventions (that is, processes, activities, training, programs) and
the continuous improvement of existing interventions. Using
management techniques in quality management, benchmark-
ing, and re-engineering, successful managers in today’s orga-
nization often must make decisions when limited data (or
information) are available. The role of the assessment and
evaluation professionals commonly focuses on providing this
information to decisionmakers. However, assessment and
evaluation are successful only to the extent that they are
based on both internal and external value added. Let’s take a
look at how these roles may occur in an organization.

When making decisions, managers are often initially inter-
ested in data reflecting the organization’s performance status
on two points: intended results (see point A in Figure 2) and
obtained results (point B). Using data-collection tools and
techniques (frequently taking advantage of a combination of
qualitative and quantitative data), professionals can capture
a representative picture of the organization’s (or individual’s)
performance at both points. The ROI ratio can often be cal-
culated by comparing the costs of moving the performance

in terms of what should be accomplished.

This notion of required results (that is,

what should be) differs from that of
intended results. Intended results are conventionally
defined by the intentions of the project, program, or inter-
vention, and are based on what program developers
believe are reasonable expectations of success. However,
required results are not derived as a byproduct of program
or project development. Rather they are specified perfor-
mance requirements of individual, organizational, and
community success that are useful as criteria for making
determinations as to what programs and projects will be
useful in achieving such results.

Conventional evaluation takes the goals and objectives as
given and compares what was accomplished with what was
intended. With the inclusion of a required level of perfor-
mance (which we will call point C and label as justifiable
results; see Figure 3), the performance technologist can now
report on what was accomplished (point B) in relation to the
required results (point C). In examining the path from point
B (current results) to point C (required results), the perfor-
mance technologist must shift his or her perspective from
one of reviewing and summarizing the current interventions
(that is, conventional evaluation) to a perspective that
focuses on predicting the feasibility of multiple interven-
tions (that is, pragmatic assessment). In addition, the assess-
ment perspective requires that the performance technologist
estimate costs of potential interventions, the cost of not
achieving required results (point C), and the approximate
value of achieving the desired results in relation to both the
obtained results and the intended results (points B and A,
respectively). We refer to this analysis of estimated costs
and values as costs-consequences analysis.

The shift in perspective from evaluating existing interven-
tions to assessing the potential value added of alternative

@

Intended
Results

Return On Investment:
¢ Cost of going from Ato B
e Value of B in relation to A

Figure 2. A Basic Evaluation Perspective.
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interventions is challenging for
>

even the most veteran of profes-
sionals. Yet the data that come
from both are essential to effective
Obtained decisionmaking. Without the pre-
Results dictive costs and value estimates
determined by the assessment, the
additional cost of moving to justifi-
able results (where we should be



of data collection. Their roles
within decisionmaking, how-

Obtained
Results

Intended
Results
BtoC

e Value of C in relation to B and A

Figure 3. The Shift from an Evaluation Perspective to an Assessment Perspective.

heading in order to add value to internal and external stake-
holders; point C) from current results (point B) cannot be
included in managers’ decisionmaking process. In addition,
without data collected from the assessment perspective, the
potential costs of leaving a need unmet is not available to
decisionmakers.

Since the assessment perspective extends the process to
include the required justifiable results to be achieved, the
integration of strategic planning becomes essential. Strategic
planning, the identification of required and justifiable (or
desired) results provides for the assessment the destination
(point C) that would otherwise be missing. Kaufman (2000,
1998, 1992) provides a basic framework for integrating
strategic planning with proactive assessment, thus ideally
increasing the likelihood that obtained results (point B) will
be congruent with required and justifiable results (point C).

In Figure 3 we have represented point B as being along the
linear path to point C (that is, justifiable results), but this
may not always be the case. Additionally, when point B
(obtained results) supercedes point C (the justifiable
results), then a path from point B to C may not even be nec-
essary. More commonly, though, organizations find that
point B (obtained results) does not lie between the organi-
zations’ purpose and the initial results achieved (that is, an
intervention, program, or activity has led the organization
in a unintended direction). In these cases, the value of the
assessment perspective is most appreciated, since alterna-
tive interventions will likely have to be considered to redi-
rect the organization toward its justifiable objectives.

Current
Results

By applying the assessment perspective
prior to an intervention and the respective
evaluation, organizations can often use cost-
consequences analysis to estimate the costs
of achieving the justifiable required results
(point C) directly from obtained results
(point B) or by an alternative path through
intermediate results (point D; see Figure 4)
(Kaufman, Watkins, & Sims, 1997; Watkins &
Leigh, 2001; Watkins, Leigh, Foshay, &
Kaufman, 1998).

In application, assessment and evaluation
procedures use similar tools and techniques

Cost-Consequences Analysis:

 Costs of going from B to C for
alternative interventions

» Consequences of not going from

>

Justifiable
Results

ever, vary from the retrospective
to the predictive. This shift to
the predictive perspective also
requires that assessors have a
broad understanding  and
knowledge of alternative perfor-
mance improvement interven-
tions (for example, the design
and development of training, electronic performance sup-
port systems, workplace redesign). Thereby feasible
processes, activities, and programs can be identified and
assessed for their potential impact. Working closely with
evaluators of similar and related interventions, the assessor
can make estimated cost analyses of each potential inter-
vention along with an analysis of the consequences of
achieving or not achieving results.

Pragmatic assessment includes the specification of required
results that are both based on the required results of society
as well as aligned with the required results of individuals and
teams within the organization. The organizational elements
model is a framework for considering the specification of
required results. Through balance of three levels of results
(Mega, Macro, and Micro), decisionmakers can better assure
that everything that is used, done, produced, and delivered is
aligned with positive societal consequences (Kaufman 2000,
1998, 1992; Kaufman, Watkins, & Leigh, 2001).
= The Mega level of planning is focused on achieving
results with the primary client and beneficiary being
society. Results at this level are referred to as outcomes.
= The Macro level of planning is focused on achieving
results with the primary client and beneficiary being the
institution. Results at this level are referred to as outputs.
= The Micro level of planning is focused on achieving
results with the primary clients and beneficiaries being
individuals and teams within the institution. Results at
this level are referred to as products.

When augmented with the levels of processes and inputs,
the organizational elements model is a useful framework for

> ©

Required

Cost-Consequences Analysis Results

O,

Intermediate
Results

Figure 4. Using Cost-Consequences Analysis (CCA) to Assess Alternative Interventions.
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defining all that any organization uses, does, produces, and
delivers with the consequences they have on society.

Needs and Wants

In application, keeping pace with the rapid changes and
increasing demands of today’s organizations is challenging
for even the most skilled and nimble of professionals. For
many evaluators, meeting these stipulations for proactive
and agile decisionmaking has meant the reapplication of
tools and techniques for systematic inquiry at the outset of
the decisionmaking process (that is, needs assessment). This
inclusion of needs assessment, a precursor to pragmatic
decisionmaking, within the capacities of common evalua-
tion procedures is not, however, an elementary transition.
The requisite perspectives of these associated yet distinct
processes differ to a degree that requires recognition. One
variation in perspective is focused on the discrimination of
needs and wants. These differences in perspective are
indicative of the distinctions between needs assessment and
evaluation processes and procedures.

For many professionals, the discrimination of needs and
wants may be considered a contention of semantics. Yet for
leaders in the fields of both evaluation and needs assess-
ment (for example, Scriven and Kaufman respectively), the
distinctions of language are seen as critical hallmarks of the
professions (Scriven, 1991; Kaufman, 2000, 1992). The man-
ner in which professionals distinguish between needs and
wants leaves a crucial impression on the perspectives
brought to bear in the assessment or evaluation processes
and procedures.

For the evaluator conducting a needs assessment, it has
been suggested that needs differ from wants on the basis of
an individual’s or organization’s objective necessities. “The
objective test of a need is a test of, or inference to, the sub-
ject’s objective, rather than subjective, welfare in the
absence of the alleged need” (Scriven, 2000) The applica-
tion of this variable distinction of needs and wants is, how-
ever, problematic, since undefined “welfare in the absence”
is a subjective criterion and limited to the current frames of
reference. For example, in accordance with the proposed
perspective on needs and wants, in the 1960s it could have
been concluded that safe facilities need asbestos protection,
based on the objective (and widely accepted) evidence of
the materials ability to reduce the spread of fire.

It is exactly this varying distinction of needs and wants
that has fueled the advertising industry’s cunning ability to
raise the desires of consumers to a level of perceived need.
Raising wants to a perceived level of need is common mis-
practice. By including beliefs and values in decisionmak-
ing, individuals and organizations illegitimately raise the
importance of wants to the demand of needs, thus dis-
cluding alternative solutions for achieving results. By lock-
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ing individuals or organizations into preferred solutions
(for example, brand name athletic shoes, new model cars,
training, information technologies) disguised as objective
necessities, markets for solutions (products or services) to
no known problems continue to grow exponentially with-
out regard to the deficiencies found in our society. For the
conventional evaluator, the precise antecedents leading to
the selection of a solution (e.g., training program, com-
puter system, mode of transportation) is not of acute
importance since it is the implementation of the solution
that is at the cornerstone of evaluation. However, for the
needs assessor, the premature commitment to a solution
that may or may not achieve desired results is often seduc-
tive even if it violates his or her professional code of con-
duct (Watkins, Kaufman, & Leigh, 2000; Kaufman &
Watkins, 1999).

To satisfy the uncertainty presented by viewing needs and
wants from this evaluation perspective, needs assessments
prevalently rely on a results-discrepancy definition of
needs (for a comparison of needs assessment approaches,
see Leigh, Watkins, Platt, & Kaufman, 2000). Needs, for the
needs assessor, are thus pragmatically defined as gaps
between current and required results (Kaufman, 2000,
1998, 1992), permitting wants to encompass the full range
of desirable solutions. For example, in conducting a needs
assessment of one’s health, the preferred description of
need would be defined by the gap between the current and
required health and survival as specified by a variety of
performance indicators (for example, breaches amid cur-
rent and required cholesterol levels, blood pressure, and
PSA counts ... all of which, if out of control, can lead to
death or permanent disabilities). This is contrary to the
needs likely derived from the previous distinction of needs
and wants that would have included the “need for” vitamin
C, tetracycline, and other potential solutions to ill health
(each being premature solutions to needs yet to be defined
and prioritized).

When needs are defined as gaps between current and
required results, we can then identify three levels of needs
assessment for any organization. The first level identifies
and prioritizes gaps in results at the mega level (outcome
discrepancies). This level is external to the organization and
is essential for pragmatic strategic planning. Subsequent
needs assessments at the macro and micro levels provide
data on organizational output and product discrepancies.
Remaining discrepancies in processes (activities, interven-
tions, programs etc.) and inputs (training, human resources,
computers, etc.) are consequently referred to as quasineeds,
as they address gaps in areas other than results. And it is
through the application of assessments at all five levels
(Mega, Macro, Micro, process, and input) that performance
technologists can better help organizations define, priori-
tize, and accomplish useful results.



For the evaluator conducting a needs assessment, this trans-
formation of perspective from that of perceived objective-
necessity to data-based results discrepancy offers the
advantages of unbiased decisionmaking. By disallowing
individuals and organizations to elevate their desires (that
is, wants) to a level of need and ensuring that all potential
solutions are assessed based on their ability to achieve
results, the evaluator conducting a needs assessment from
an assessor perspective can guide decisionmaking toward
useful results.

This difference in the perspectives may sound trivial at first.
In actuality, it is essential for success and is one of the
explanations for why the expansion of evaluation into the
field of needs assessment has been limited in the past, while
the fields of performance improvement and strategic plan-
ning have adapted more readily to the theory, models, and
frameworks of needs assessments.

Alternatives

By collecting and reporting data from the needs assessment
perspectives, performance technologists can provide deci-
sionmakers with the necessary information for weighing the
strengths and weaknesses of viable alternatives for achiev-
ing justifiable results. Potential programs, projects, or inter-

ventions should focus on the whole organization and its
external clients, as a system, which includes the variety of
performance improvement domains (for example, purpose,
motivation, rewards, incentives, knowledge, skills, expecta-
tions, feedback, tools, and environment). Though each of
the performance improvement domains may be appropriate
for the closure of a particular element of a need (gap in
results), the attainment of useful results commonly requires
that a performance system (including combinations of solu-
tions in several or all domains) begin with a focused pur-
pose on societal value added (Mega).

In providing assessment data to decisionmakers (so they,
when evaluated, will be found to add measurable value
because of the impact of their decisions) it is the profes-
sional responsibility of the performance technologist to
examine an array of viable solutions to determine their
potential efficiency and effectiveness. Performing this role
requires a nonbiased perspective of not only those inter-
ventions with which the performance technologist is most
familiar (training or online support tools) but knowledge
and data on alternatives (motivation subsystems, feedback
techniques, workplace redesign, etc.) that may provide
viable means for achieving required results. In completing
a thorough assessment, a performance technologist should
identify at least two viable interventions to be considered
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and systematically examined. The data collected regard-
ing each of the alternatives can then be used by decision-
makers in selecting the appropriate course of action for
the organization.

Changing Perspectives

Differentiating these perspectives is not intended to dispar-
age the activities of either profession. The integration of data
available from both assessor and evaluator perspectives is
essential for effective decisionmaking in today’s organiza-
tions. Evaluation data are and will continue to be critical for
making decisions regarding current interventions within
most organizations. Yet it is critical for evaluators who want
to move into the assessment role to understand the funda-
mental shifts in perspective that are required for success.
The application of the assessment perspective requires a
broad knowledge of alternative interventions, understand-
ing of the relationships between the three levels of required
results (Mega, Macro, and Micro), and openness to differen-
tiating needs and wants. In adopting the assessment per-
spective, the professional can then more effectively assess
the costs and consequences of alternative interventions for
pre-intervention decisionmaking and inclusion in the esti-
mating of a current intervention’s ROI.

References

Kaufman, R. (1992). Strategic planning plus: An organiza-
tional guide. Newbury Park, California: Sage Publications.

Kaufman, R. (1998). Strategic thinking: A guide to identify-
ing and solving problems. Arlington, Virginia and
Washington, D.C.: American Society for Training and
Development and the International Society for
Performance Improvement.

Kaufman, R. (2000). Mega planning: Practical tools for
organizational success. Thousand Oaks, California: Sage
Publications.

Kaufman, R., & Watkins, R. (1999). Needs assessment. In
Langdon, D. (Ed.) Intervention resource guide: 50 perfor-
mance improvement tools. San Francisco: Jossey-Bass.

Kaufman, R., & Watkins, R. (2000). Getting serious about
results and payoffs: We are what we say, do, and deliver.
Performance Improvement, 39(4), 23-32.

Kaufman, R., Watkins, R., & Leigh, D. (2001). Useful educa-
tional results: Defining, prioritizing, and accomplishing.
Lancaster, Pennsylvania: Proactive Publishing.

Kaufman, R., Watkins, R., & Sims, L. (1997). Cost-conse-
guences analysis: A case study. Performance Improvement
Quarterly, 10(2).

28 www.ispi.org - FEBRUARY 2002

Leigh, D., Watkins, R., Platt, W., & Kaufman, R. (2000).
Alternative models of needs assessment: Selecting the right
one for your organization. Human Resources and
Development Quarterly, 11(1), 87-93.

Scriven, M. (1991). Evaluation thesaurus (4th ed.).
Newbury Park, California: Sage Publications.

Scriven, M. (April 5, 2000). EVALTALK. Available Online:
http://bama.ua.edu/archives/evaltalk.html.

Watkins, R., & Leigh, D. (2001). Performance improvement:
More than bettering the here and now. Performance
Improvement, 40(8), 10-15.

Watkins, R., Leigh, D., Foshay, R., & Kaufman, R. (1998).
Kirkpatrick plus: Evaluation with a community focus.
Educational Technology Research and Development
Journal, 46(4), 90-96.

Watkins, R., Kaufman, R., & Leigh, D. (2000). A scientific
dialogue: A performance accomplishment code of profes-
sional conduct. Performance Improvement, 39(4), 17-22.

Ryan Watkins, PhD, is an assistant professor of educational technology at
George Washington University and an Associate Director with Roger Kaufman
and Associates. Ryan has designed and taught courses (both on line and in the
classroom) in instructional design and development, needs assessment, system
analysis and design, and technology management. He has additional formal
training in both change management and program evaluation. Previously, he
was an Assistant Professor of Instructional Technology and Distance Education
at Nova Southeastern University, as well as a Research Associate at Florida
State University.

Ryan has published more than 30 articles on the topics of ROI analysis,
evaluation, needs assessment, and strategic planning, and is a coauthor of
Useful Educational Results: Defining, Prioritizing, and Achieving (2001) with
Roger Kaufman and Doug Leigh. Ryan may be reached at rwatkins@gwu.edu
or http://www.megaplanning.com.

Roger Kaufman, PhD, is Professor and Director of the Office for Needs
Assessment and Planning at Florida State University, where he has received a
professorial excellence award. He is also Research Professor of Engineering
Management at the Old Dominion University in Norfolk, Virginia. In addition, he
is Director of Roger Kaufman & Associates. He has been awarded the highest
honor of the International Society for Performance Improvement in being
named Member for Life; he also has served as president of the organization
and been awarded the Thomas F. Gilbert Professional Achievement Award.
Kaufman has published 35 books, including Mega Planning; Strategic
Planning Plus; and Strategic Thinking (revised); and Strategic Planning and
Thinking Field Book; and coauthored Useful Educational Results: Defining,
Prioritizing, and Accomplishing, as well as 200 articles on strategic planning,
performance improvement, quality management and continuous improve-
ment, needs assessment, management, and evaluation. He may be reached at
rkaufman@onap.fsu.edu or http://www.megaplanning.com.





