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Community needs assessment is one element of the comprehensive concept of community 

based (participatory) research. Community based (participatory) research aims at revealing 

weak points, identifying and defining problems, but also at strengthening potentials of 

communities. Geared towards facilitating social change, it seeks to address future challenges 

within a certain territory to enable sustainable policy making, develop suitable technologies 

for easier and secure living or exploit the advantages of ‘ecological thinking’. The main 

characteristic of community based research is its focus on the integration and participation of 

the population in both scientific research and decision making processes. Due to its emphasis 

on heterogeneous actors and a transdisciplinary style of research that helps to produce socially 

relevant knowledge (cf. approaches of ‘mode 2 research’ and ‘post academic science’ etc.), it 

departs from more conventional forms of academic (social) research. 

Community based research draws on ideas of ‘public research’ and ‘citizen science’ with the 

Bureau of Applied Social Research at Columbia University as a prominent predecessor and 

early example. Opposed to top down approaches, which preset concepts and frameworks 

conceived by experts and governmental institutions, community based research operates with 

bottom up methods and related concepts that take people’s opinions into consideration. 

Hence, research becomes a collaborative process that involves academics and non-academics 

and moreover politicians, entrepreneurs and technicians. It bridges the gap between the “ivory 

tower of science” and the “shanties of lay experts” by putting local knowledge into service of 

solving societal problems. In the case under consideration, community based research 

participates senior citizens in studies and surveys and is interested in their opinions, feelings 

and wants. 

In this way, community needs assessment seeks to work out the particular needs and wishes of 

a (senior) population home to a specific locale or region. These may concern general or 

circumstantial aspects of living conditions, for instance live quality or the improvement of 

mobility services and the promotion of communal education or community colleges. To this 

end, researchers select methods from the social science repertoire according to the 

community’s structure and the kind of issues addressed in the research process. 

 

Community and Society 

The social sciences differentiate between society (‘Gesellschaft’) and community 

(‘Gemeinschaft’) as well as sociation and communitization (Ferdinand Tönnies and Max 

Weber). Society refers to a social structure composed of individuals that live together on the 

basis of various formal and informal values and rules. These structures manifest as nation 

states, which are regulated by law, market transactions, cultural heritage and traditions. 

Nation states or any other large scale structure, such as the economic or educational system 

(Niklas Luhmann) are the more durable social configurations we live in. Analytically, these 

configurations belong to the macro level of society. Modern societies assign high value to the 

individuality of people (Georg Simmel), with their (inter-)actions, roles and motivations being 

studied from a micro perspective. The term sociation describes the process through which 

individuals become members of the society as they form social relationships and engage in 

social interactions. The basis of citizenship – human co-existence in a society – is 

instrumental and rational logic rather than emotional or affective commitment. 

                                                 
1 This paper was written for “The SAGE Encyclopedia of Aging: Multidisciplinary Perspectives”, a project that 

was cancelled by the publisher. 
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By contrast, a community appears to be – following the theory of social differentiation – a 

more ancient form of co-existence of individuals. This social structure is characterized by a 

limited number of individuals bound together by mechanisms that imply an emotional quality 

and a sense of togetherness. Here, not only the individuality of members but also the specialty 

of the community is highly important. Community thinking requires a shared understanding 

and mutual commitment between individuals. Communitization processes appear between 

blood relatives, inhabitants of cities and federal states as well as between members of social 

milieus and gangs. Communities feature as entities between the macro and micro on a meso 

level. Understood in this way, communities are social figurations (Norbert Elias) built by 

individuals and positioned within society at large. Contemporary debates revolve around the 

relationship between communities and society from the perspective of subsidiarity versus 

centralist principles. The associated question is how a population’s quality of life may be best 

guaranteed – either emphasizing a strong society or powerful communities. 

One of the crucial differences to other meso level structures such as subcultures or (virtual) 

networks is the spatial limitation of communities, as they are understood in this article. This 

leads to a second distinction of social structures. Communities can be understood on the one 

hand as political entities like municipalities or quarters. These entities have defined 

boundaries and are distinguishable by their relative durability. In this case the cohort of the 

elderly will be easily identified. On the other hand communities may be fluid structures, e.g. 

elderly in rural areas or working poor in cities. In this case differentiating criteria have to be 

determined to mark out such ‘fuzzy fields’ that may exist for a limited time only, e.g. elderly 

with specific interests or abilities. Other features that bring out distinct manifestations of 

communities and ‘social worlds’ (Anselm L. Strauss; Adele E. Clarke), are common 

communitization processes, shared interests or issues, and geographically circumstances. As a 

consequence, every community has its own characteristics, be it the elderly living in the Black 

Forest, the senior population of the federal state Baden-Wuerttemberg in Germany or old 

people engaged in local carnival associations. The respective specific attributes generate 

inward cohesion and define the community against the outside world. These strongly 

converge with available resources and needs of communities, which heightens the importance 

of their (urban or rural) situation. Every environment calls for specific concepts and methods 

to assess community needs. 

 

Needs, Life Style, and Living Conditions 

There are several concepts to conceive and define needs. The socio-psychological point of 

view put forward by Abraham A. Maslow – and in a similar way Erich Fromm – specifies 

five different human needs. First, there are physiological needs to stay alive (e.g. sleep and 

nourishment). Second, people rely on rules and routines as important aspects of daily life. 

These aspects pertain to the need for safety. Third, people gather for contacts and sociality, 

e.g. affiliation and belonging, which are central mechanism to fulfill social needs. Fourth, 

several individual needs emerge on top of this, especially the need for esteem and respect. 

Fifth, people seek for self-actualization, i.e. they strive to find their place in life and society. 

Within this rationale, there is a correlation between unsatisfied needs (except for self-

actualization) and the psychological and physical well-being of individuals.  

The sociological perspective describes needs as the absence/availability of different forms of 

capital (Pierre Bourdieu). There are four types of capital a person may possess: social (e.g. 

personal network), cultural (e.g. education), economic (e.g. money), and symbolic 

(reputation). Klaus R. Schroeter added corporal capital as a fifth type, which is an important 

aspect in socio-gerontology studies. The more of these five resources one individual has, the 

more possibilities to act and interact exist, which enhances the chance for satisfaction. In 

addition to that, a high degree of one capital may be used to acquire other forms of capital. In 
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turn, the lack of capital, resources or unfulfilled needs take negative effect on livability and 

well-being. 

Life within communities is shaped by personal and contextual resources, which points to the 

dualism of life-style and living conditions – in other words action and structure (Anselm L. 

Strauss). Individual resources and capabilities differ from one person to the next and depend 

on ways of socialization and communitization. Contextual factors can be distinguished by 

their varying influence on actions and interactions. Referred to as ‘conditional matrix’ 

(Anselm L. Strauss and Juliet Corbin) or ‘matrix-space’ (Dieter Laepple), structural 

conditions encompass the individual and act like concentric circles: immediate setting of 

interactions (place, time); group aspects (biographies, knowledge, and experiences); 

organizational structures (formal rules, goals); community aspects (see above); national and 

finally international schemes (culture, history, earth’s environment). In the case of elderly 

people often limitations with regard to most types of capital and a strong dependence on local 

supply and support are observable. But all factors differ according to distribution and underlie 

constant change as personal resources as well as contextual conditions fluctuate. Beliefs, 

values and best practices may be different 10 years from now both in their individual and 

societal expressions. Thus, a needs assessment is not only restricted to a specific locale, it also 

works as a snapshot in time and reflects contemporary conditions. 

In general there are two ways to fulfill such needs: either by way of establishing opportunity 

structures (Robert K. Merton) or empowering people to increase their capabilities (Amartya 

Sen; Martha Nussbaum). Both approaches differ as they target the two related levels of 

individuals (micro and meso) on the one hand or the contexts of individuals (meso and macro) 

on the other. Regarding the individual level, the self-responsible citizen is often readily 

assumed: people ought to be able to fulfill their needs themselves (cf. the political 

philosophies of communitarianism or neoliberalism). This school of thought implies that 

individuals have the power to shape their environment and accumulate resources, which 

highlights the influence people have on life circumstances. From a structural standpoint, 

(assistive) institutions are responsible for citizens. The community – respectively the welfare 

system or the nation state – ought to provide appropriate means and resources. The role of 

people is rather passive: they dependent on the system and rely on (expected) benefits and 

support. Tensions may arise regarding responsibilities and questions of allocation between 

individual, community and nation state. Processes of community needs assessment require a 

closer look as these may vary depending on the respective authorities (institutions or 

organizations in charge) that initiate and delegate investigative procedures. With regard to the 

fulfillment of needs of senior citizens it is of importance to find a balance between activation 

processes (as external obligation) and encouragement (as internal empowerment). 

 

Assessment, Research, and Methods 

How a community needs assessment is conducted depends mainly on funding institutions and 

defined goals. That concerns line of research, sample (representative group of people) and 

methods. The social sciences mainly distinguish between qualitative and quantitative 

methods, while in many cases policy issues give rise to studies of communities. Assessments 

then are part of contract research delegated by political actors and government bodies. These 

often favor quantitative methods, including interviews of a large number of (elderly) citizens 

in a relatively short period of time. Despite this amount of work, methods like standardized 

questionnaire keep costs relatively low. Statistical analysis provides corresponding mean 

values of certain statements regarding the conditions within communities. Preconditions for 

this type of research are precise issues and questions, e.g. inquiries about satisfaction with 

local supply of goods, services, and doctors. 
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Concerning rather vague issues and unidentified fields of investigation, qualitative methods 

are more suitable. Especially university research and development may conduct these more 

basic studies and cover open topics like good life in old age. Correspondingly, qualitative 

studies are not so much about obtaining information and opinions from as many people as 

possible. Rather, the aim is to explore the world of a community over a relatively long period 

of time and/or to deepen the understanding of the community actions and interactions on the 

basis of a small group of elderly people. The idea of ‘reality labs’ (German:‘Reallabore’) 

stands for the investigation of localities with and among the population without being based 

on artificial experimental settings und abstract modeling. This type of research generates 

detailed statements about life and aging (on the whole). One of the main advantages lies in the 

possibility to produce unexpected results. Methodologically, the repertoire of ethnography 

and technography (Werner Rammert and Cornelius Schubert) lends itself for this kind of 

investigation. 

Communities appear – as most social structures – as offline communities, observable in real 

life, but they are also present as online communities in virtual spaces. This means that a lot of 

community activities are also performed via the World Wide Web. In some circumstances, it 

may be useful to analyze online as well offline interactions and actions. Suitable for this 

endeavor are multi-sited ethnography (Christine Hine) or virtual ethnography (webnography, 

netnography and so on). Furthermore, online communities provide the opportunity to collect 

data with (standardized) online surveys. 

Any such assessment needs to be part of a superior analysis. Such a research process can be 

divided into (at least) six steps: problem definition, data collection, data analysis, 

recommendations, distribution, implementation and transformation. Whether a community 

needs assessment includes three, four or all steps depends again on funding institutions and 

defined goals. Ideally and commonly in the framework of public science, non-academic actors 

get participated throughout all research phases. The knowledge of the elderly about local 

traditions, regional activities, and historical developments is a crucial resource in community 

analysis. In this regard, involvement means first of all to be informed about potential 

community problems and issues and is continued by interviews, science cafes and science 

shops. Whereas science cafes mainly focus the dialogue between scientists and non-scientist, 

science shops target planning and carrying out collaborative projects. Moreover, there is a 

variety of workshop formats with a low-threshold to involve the public, like world cafés and 

the analysis of strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats (so-called SWOT analysis). 

These kinds of events reveal solutions to (defined) problems and identify actors who could 

assign and undertake specific tasks for the benefit of the community. The results may be 

distributed not only by way of policy recommendations and scientific reports in which the 

results underlie future action for decision makers. One outcome of this could be the start of 

new projects or the continuation of partnerships. Another form of distribution is to disperse 

the gathered information into various fields of society. Informed by approaches like ‘public 

understanding of science’, ‘science communication’ or ‘science in society’, open forums or 

science slams, exhibitions, movies and the like may take place, be produced and made 

accessible at meeting sites and virtual on the World Wide Web. 

Taken together, community needs assessment is a potential and feasible instrument to launch 

the improvement of life quality of the elderly. The ample variety and adaptable methods of 

needs assessments allow for a meaningful application and operation in different settings of 

society. 

 


