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Assessment Working Group: Methodology Guidance Checklist
Background
This methodology has been produced by the Assessment Working Group (AWG) to assist organizations undertaking assessments in Lebanon. The AWG Methodology team will use this guide while supporting agencies conducting assessments in the development of clear and coherent assessment methodologies. As per the MSNA recommendations, the AWG aims at developing a set of minimum standards and best practices for upcoming assessments in order to reduce the considerable methodological limitations identified through the MSNA phase 1. 
When to conduct a needs assessment
A needs assessment may be required at any of the following points:
A new crisis emerges;
A sudden change occurs in an existing crisis;
Additional information is required relating to a specific situation;
Contingency planning is undertaken;
It is necessary to confirm whether beneficiary needs have been met and whether new needs have arisen;
A change of policy provides new opportunities, or
A funding request is planned where identification of needs is essential.
There are some situations in which a needs assessment should not be conducted:
When programmatic decisions have already been made and the assessment results will have no operational relevance;
When additional information is not required because there are few, if any, information gaps that need to be filled;
When conducting an assessment will put data collectors or interviewees in harm’s way;
When the results of an assessment will be incorrect or extremely biased (such as when interviewees do not feel secure enough to tell the truth) or if other factors will limit the effectiveness of the needs assessment; and
When a population feels over-assessed.
For the last three situations above, conducting a needs assessment through a secondary data review only, without any new primary data collection, might be an alternative. 
Where to start? 
Always start with a secondary data analysis – depending on what you find here you may not need to do an assessment involving primary data collection.
Having a specific objective for the primary assessment requires taking into account the secondary data analysis (what do we have already) in correlation to the strategy (what information is needed); from there you derive your information gap, and therefore the objectives of your assessment. Then, you can determine your research questions. 
Large scale assessments are best done through a consultative process involving the partners that will use the results in the end. This collaboration should start with the secondary data collection, and continue through establishing objectives, making an assessment plan and carrying out the primary data collection, analyzing the collected data, agreeing on the findings/recommendations and disseminating the results. 
Formulation of research question
The research question describes what the assessment is trying to find out. It should be unique, and not duplicate a question that has already been answered. The research question should aim to fill a gap in knowledge that was preventing decisions from being made, and thereby enable humanitarian actors to take informed decisions that were previously impossible. 
With this in mind the following considerations should be taken into account when developing a research question:
What decisions need to be made?
Who will be making those decisions?
When will these decisions be made?
What information gaps need to be filled in order to make the decisions?
How can we get this information?
In addition to ensuring that the research question(s) represent a clearly defined information gap, organisational capacity / expertise, available resources, and time constraints need to be taken into account when establishing the scope of the assessment. 
Examples of research questions are: "What is the effect of the Syrian Refugee Crisis on the informal labour market in the districts of Tyre, Nabatieh and Jezzine in Lebanon?" or "What are the primary determinants of vulnerability of households living in Informal Settlements in Lebanon?" (Also see: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Research_question)
Once you have defined your research questions, you can establish your assessment plan. 

How do I develop an assessment plan?
Your assessment plan should contain five elements:
Objectives: Terms of Reference with measurable goals and clear objectives, timeframe (including delivery dates and reporting frequency), the specific deliverables and which decisions they will inform.
Scope: What data do you need to gather? Work with stakeholders to state their specific information needs.
Methodology: How will you collect the data?
Analysis: How will you analyse your data and reach your conclusions?
Dissemination: How will you communicate your findings?
When presenting your methodology, you should make sure to define your sampling strategy, your data collection method(s), your unit of measurement, and the characteristics of your data collection tool(s). 



Sampling strategy (households / individual assessment)
Sample Frames
When implementing probability-based sampling strategies (see below), an appropriate sample frame for each targeted population groups should be used. The AWG has identified the following sample frames for each population group and can assist in deciding on the appropriate frame for more specific populations of interest.
	Population Group
	Available sample frame(s)

	Registered Syrian Refugees
	UNHCR’s proGres

	Unregistered Syrians
	Newcomers database / None

	Palestinian residents of Lebanon
	UNRWA registration

	Palestinian residents of Syria
	UNRWA registration

	Lebanese returnees
	IOM registration

	Lebanese host communities
	Private statistics agency / None

	Iraqi refugees
	RAIS / None


For population groups where there is no reliable sample frame or if the sample frame is inaccessible, for example unregistered Syrians or Lebanese host communities, representative probability-based sampling strategies should not be employed. Until a reliable sample frame has been established, agencies targeting the aforementioned population groups can employ non-probability based sample strategies (see table below). 


Sampling Methodologies:

	Type of Sampling
	 
When to use it
	 
Advantages
	 
Disadvantages

	Probability Strategies
	 
	 
	 

	 
Simple Random Sampling
	When the population members are similar to one another on important variables
	Ensures a high degree of representativeness
	 Time consuming

	 
Systematic Sampling
	When the population members are similar to one another on important variables
	Ensures a high degree of representativeness - and no need for random numbers (take every nth person/HH)
	Less robust and predictive than simple random sampling

	 
Stratified Random Sampling
	When the population is heterogeneous and contains several different groups, some of which are related to the topic of the study. Examples include rural/urban, livelihood zones, geographic characteristics like altitude, areas of poverty, administrative units.
	Ensures a high degree of representativeness of all the strata or layers in the population
	Time consuming. Results cannot be generalized to cover a whole population

	 
Cluster Sampling
	To reduce costs.
When it is impossible to list all the elements of the target population.
	 Easy and convenient
	If cluster members are too similar, cluster will not represent population, and findings will be inaccurate.
Concentrating on clusters leaves out other groups of the population, which may have distinct characteristics, leading to inaccuracy.

	Non-Probability Sampling
	 
	 
	 

	 
Convenience Sampling
	When time and resources are limited.
	Convenience and inexpensive.
	Findings may not represent the population and may be challenged

	 
Quota Sampling
	When strata are present and stratified sampling is not possible.
	Insures some degree of representativeness of all the strata in the population.
	Findings may not represent the population and may be challenged.


Representative samples:
To ensure a higher quality of assessment data, the AWG recommends that assessments using a random sample utilize one of the three following sample options depending on available resources (with option 1 being the most resource intensive, and option 3 the least):
	
	Option 1
	Option 2
	Option 3

	Margin of error
	5%
	7.5%
	10%

	Confidence level
	95%
	95%
	95%

	Response distribution
	50%
	50%
	50%

	Sample size for infinite population
	385
	171
	97



Sample sizes for specific population numbers can be calculated on the following website: http://www.raosoft.com/samplesize.html 

Benefits and limitations of data collection methods
	Technique
	Advantages
	Disadvantages

	Using Available Information
	Is inexpensive, because data is already there.
	Data is not always easily accessible.
Information may be imprecise or incomplete.

	Observation
	Gives more detailed and context related information
Permits collection of information on facts not mentioned in an interview
Permits test of reliability of responses
	Ethical issues concerning confidentiality or privacy may arise
Observer bias may occur.
The presence of the data collector can influence the situation observed.

	Key Informant Interviews
	Is suitable for use with both literates and illiterate.
Permits clarification of questions.
Has higher response rate than written questionnaires.
	The presence of the interviewer can influence responses.

	Focus Group Discussions
	Ability to pose follow up questions, or ask questions that probe more deeply.
Results can be easier to understand than complicated statistical data.
Can get information from non-verbal responses. (facial expressions and body language)
	May not be an accurate representation of larger population.
Can be difficult to steer and control.
Respondents can feel peer pressure.
Requires skill for facilitator in question phrasing.

	Household 
	Is less expensive.
Permits anonymity and may result in more honest responses.
Eliminates bias
	Requires extra training for evaluating



Units of measurement
There are four principal units of measurement in humanitarian needs assessment –community, household, individual and institution – as shown in in the diagram below.
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Community assessments take place at the village or camp level. The aim here is to evaluate the availability and quality of community-shared resources, the existence of community-level threats and the coping mechanisms within a community. 
Institution assessments assess buildings and services, such as schools and hospitals. In some situations, there may be more than one such institution for a particular community, such as a large camp with many schools. In other situations, there may be multiple communities using the same institution, such as a number of villages using the same health clinic. 
Household assessments are carried out on the basis of one household pooling resources for all household members, such as sharing food supplies, a stove and shelter.
Individual assessments evaluate the needs of a particular individual. Such an assessment could disaggregate, for instance, instances when the needs of some individuals in a household differ from those of others within the same household.
The unit of measurement used in a needs assessment directly affects the types of data that can be gathered. For instance, here are some examples of how health-themed questions on a data-collection form could differ depending on the unit of measurement used:
Community level: Is there a functioning health clinic in this village?
Institution level: How many doctors work at this health clinic?
Household level: Can your family afford to buy medicines?
Individual level: What vaccines have you had?
Different units of measurement should NOT be combined on a single data-collection form.
Data collection tool design
As a minimum, agencies implementing assessments should utilize, where possible, the multi-sector or sector specific (where available) assessment tools that have already been endorsed by the sector working groups. Additional questions required by the agency / sector for programmatic or strategic reasons can be added to the pre-endorsed assessment tools. ODK versions of the pre-endorsed assessment tools are available from the AWG. 
Questions are available for reuse from the following questionnaires.

	Household Assessment
	Key Informant Assessment

	VASyR (multi-sector)
	Multi Sector Community Assessment

	WASH working group in depth
	

	Shelter working group phone survey
	

	Economic Vulnerability Survey
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