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Funders increasingly demand needs assessment and evaluation research as a 
condition of awarding a grant, but rarely build in resources to cover the cost of achieving 
this. Traditional models of assessment and evaluation research seldom ‘fit’ well with the 
realities of community-based services. It is very difficult to ‘measure’ the ‘outcomes’ and 
‘impact’ of information or social action on our perceptions and behaviours. PLEI is 
therefore challenging, but not impossible, to assess. 
 
The assessment process: A series of appropriate questions and answers 
 
Everything in the social world exists in a context of symbolic perception – that is we 
have our own views of the world built on our personal experiences in life. Our primary 
way to convey our perspective to others is language. This understanding is very 
important to teaching and learning, which are both necessary components of PLEI. To 
better meet our PLEI mandate we must find effective ways to identify the legal 
information needs of the public and to gain feedback about the success of our 
initiatives. How can we get this done? 
 
There are some important basic points to help us get started: 
 

 Situations and purposes may differ, but basic questions to be asked and the 
process of assembling the information/evidence we need to be convincing are 
essentially the same.  

 The key is to ask the right questions and provide the available answers in 
appropriate and convincing ways. 

 If we discover that answers to our questions are unavailable, then we have 
identified a need for new knowledge. 

 If we think we ‘need’ to assess something, we must have a reason and there are 
a series of basic questions to ask. At PLEAC in 2004, Ann Sherman suggested 
these were essentially the traditional media formula: What? Why? When? Who? 
And How? 

 More specifically we need to ask: 
 What is it we want to achieve? 
 What do we need to do this (and who do we have to convince)? 
 What do we already know (and how do we know it)? 
 Do we really know what we first thought we knew? Or are there missing 

perspectives (absent stakeholders, service users, funders)? 
 What more information/knowledge do we need to present a convincing case? 
 How can we get the information/evidence we need? 

 Who/where might already have it? 



 How can we get it? 
 What resources do we need (have we got them or how do we get 

them)? 
 

So how do we get good assessments, evaluations and background research? 
 
The answer is simple, but not easy – work together.  Share our information, experience 
and available resources - the basic definition of collaboration. My experience suggests a 
few factors that provide common ground on which to build collaborations and get the 
kind of information and research we need. Based on my personal experience in the past 
ten years: 
 

 Small community organizations are hungry for good evidence and new research 
knowledge, but feel they do not have the resources (time, money, technical 
experience) needed to get it done.  

 
 People working in justice departments and larger non-profit organizations are 

also anxious for a good evidence-base to effectively inform policy and program 
but feel they do not have the resources (time, money, technical experience) 
needed to get it done! 

 
 At least some funders respond to clear and direct feedback about how to improve 

their funding processes. Some even agree to build in assessment and evaluation 
monies. Make your case and ask for what you need! 

 
 There are often sources of valuable pre-existing information in the form of 

population statistics and other reported quantitative and qualitative evidence. 
These can help us demonstrate a need for services or materials. 

 
Sometimes, however, staff do not have the time to do the background work they know 
would benefit their proposals and reporting. Or, perhaps, staff don’t have the technical 
knowledge to search for and acquire what is needed. There are a number of relatively 
inexpensive, reciprocally beneficial ways in which skills and resources can be shared to 
achieve what we need: 
 

 Hone your own skills. Being able to access and discriminate among sources of 
information is a valuable tool in our information-driven world. Carve out the time 
to learn because ultimately this skill saves us time in many ways. If your 
information seeking skill could be more effective, find someone who can teach 
you good techniques. Ask other staff; a college or university researcher; your 
teenager; a Board member; or staff at another community organization. Can you 
trade an ability or resource? 

 
 Never underestimate the value of experiential evidence. We are experts 

about our own lives. That means we have expertise in our field of work and so do 
our associates. Systematic documentation of our experience-based knowledge is 



an important form of evidence. Most importantly, our clients/service users are 
experts on their needs. We must involve them in providing input and feedback -  
theirs can be the most compelling evidence of all. 

 
 Student work placements. Students often need a community-based practicum 

to meet course/program requirements. Many universities have an office for 
student-community learning placements. University students - especially honours 
year or graduate social science students - generally have mastered the basics of 
finding and reviewing appropriate sources of information and evidence. Arranging 
a mutually beneficial placement can get you what you need and start a young 
person on a career pathway. 

 
 Graduate student researchers. Most graduate students need paid work. his is 

most valuable if they can find it in a field related to their studies. Professors 
should be able to recommend competent students who can provide excellent 
skills at reasonable cost. 

 
 Academic partnerships. Professors involved in university research institutes 

are sometimes looking for small grants and community partnerships to add to an 
area of research interest or to create paid research positions for students. In 
these arrangements, students are supervised by the professor so such 
opportunities are excellent ways to get the technical advice and assistance we 
need. Get in touch with your local college or university. 

 
 Stakeholder partnerships and collaborations. A small organization can 

achieve big things by finding ways to work with others. Instead of fearing 
competition, welcome joint initiatives that have several organizations contributing 
their strengths and combining their evidence for the need to address program 
gaps or increase support to successful ventures. Our clients have enough needs 
to go around! 

 
 Community-based mapping as a research tool. This approach can combine 

all of the above suggestions. It can be small, medium or large in scope. It is not 
something designed for ‘big powerful organizations’ but is a tool to make 
optimum use of available community knowledge and resources in an effective 
way [brief overview and detailed paper available]. 
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