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 A number of years ago, Joe Harless in his brilliant An Ounce of Analysis is Worth a 

Pound of Cure 
i
 set the stage for encouraging serious people not pick a solution, or 

cure, before knowing the problem.  I take his position further and suggest that “an 

ounce of assessment is worth a pound of analysis or a ton of cure.” 

 Nevertheless, people still today address presenting symptoms with a “fix” before 

documenting the existence of a problem. In so doing, they assume the validity, 

importance, value and worth of the problem. Research shows that we too often do 

what our first instincts tell us to do and don’t move on to really digging deep into 

our problem-solving abilities.  And the conventional advice is to begin 

performance improvement is to “analyze the problem.”   

 This is both ineffective and inefficient.  Success will be better  if first—before 

doing anything, including problem analysis or a training needs assessment-- know 

where you and your organization are headed, justify with performance data why 

you want to get there, and then how to tell when you have arrived (measurable 

objectives. Validating where you are headed and justifying why is the major role of 

a valid needs assessment and a major tool for avoiding failure. 

 Some of the tools in our current arsenal of tools and approaches, such as problem 

analysis, training needs assessment, and ADDIE
ii
, tend to encourage us to assume 

that the problem at hand is what we should resolve…and not just a symptom of an 

underlying or larger problem. If we start there, we can analyze the presenting 

symptoms but very well might not get useful performance. Judging from the 

number of organizations failing in the last decades, a lot of time and money has 

been wasted on fixing the wrong problem or doing what we already do but more 

efficiently.  

It is time for us to rethink how we go about planning and needs assessment so we 

don’t continue to create future failures.  We have to resist relying on our first 

impressions and past experiences to assure what we use, do, produce, and deliver 

will add value to all stakeholders. The field is changing as it moves from a focus 

on individual and workplace learning to also align that with contributions within 

the organization as well as value added to all our external clients and societal 

partners.   

In our ASTD book Needs Assessment for Organizational Success
iii

 we take the 

insights of creating success and avoiding failure even further.  Of course, the 



‘heavy lifting’ in any organization is in the analysis and cure but before expending 

our time and talent, let’s do the assessment first to assure that where we are headed 

is where we should be going. If you start with assessment instead of analysis of 

individual performance, you might, perhaps, have a much higher probability of 

success. 

By defining a “need” as a gap in results or resources and by assessing those gaps in 

results at three aligned levels:  (1) societal/external clients (Mega level of results), 

(2) organizational (Micro level of results), and then (3) individual and small groups 

(Micro level of results), we can determine if the organization is heading in the 

correct and most practical direction.  

The linked levels of results and resources are defined by the Organizational 

Elements that are what any organization uses (Inputs), does (Processes), produces 

internally (Micro results)), can deliver outside of itself (Macro results), and the 

measurable value it adds to external clients and our shared society (Mega).  

The Mega level of results is based on adding value to all stakeholders; to assure 

that everything the organization uses, does, produces, and delivers adds value to all 

stakeholders..  The Mega level is defined by an Ideal Vision—the kind of world we 

want to, using our organization as a vehicle—create for tomorrow’s child.  Using 

this orientation we can define those measurable variables that will allow our 

organization to be successful. With the evidence and criteria that needs assessment 

provides, it might turn out that our organization is not going in the right direction. 

And valid information from a proper needs assessment can be provided to 

decision-makers in order to change direction.  

The justification for determining if the problem to be assessed and then cured is 

based on prioritizing the needs at each of the three levels on the basis of the costs 

to meet the needs (close the gaps in results) and compared to the costs of ignoring 

them.  By doing this ‘ounce of assessment’ before doing the pound of analysis and 

a ton of cure we can better assure that all we do in analysis and cure/development 

will be successful.  
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