
3) Cultural day - International nlght (16 points)

4) Adult literacy programs

5) Homework space - encourage contact with parents (10
points)

Question 3: Identify five specific populations (in terms of
age, ethnicity, gender and/or special needs) whose needs
should be addressed by the uses of the community centers.

1) Youth (31 points)

2) Parents (31 points)

3) Pre-school children (24 points)

4) Elderly (15 points)

5) Teen parents (5 points; written as the top choice by
one participant)

Question 48: What are the major challenges faced by youth
in the neighborhood?

1) Peer pressure (28 points)

2) Lack of internal discipline (18 points)

3) Lack of role models (14 points)

4) Lack of positive image (12 points)

5) Teenage parents (12 points)

30



Appendix B

Rankings for the Top Five Responses
for Each Nominal Group Question

The top five issues for each question as voted by partici-
pants were

Question 1: What are the five most crltlcal needs of the
Dudley Street neighborhood which should be addressed by
the planned community centers?

1) Counseling Activities for Youth (21 points)

2) Child care - reasonable cost and reliable (12 points)

3) Provide to the entire community various services and
programs (11 points)

4) The needs of the parents must be addressed (9 points)

5) Intergenerational approach: before- and after school
activities (9 points)

Question 2: What opportunities (i.e., arts, recreation, edu-
cation, health, etc.) beneficial to the residents of the
Dudley Street neighborhood should be offered in the com-
munity centers?

1) Workshops on crime, health, employment, nutrition,
male-female relationships, cultural activities (27
points)

2) Tutoring (16 points)
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* The general feeling was that there was an urgent need
for youth programs. "Once you open up the doors, the kids
will be there." One key is to respond aggressively to
troublemakers: "Toss out the drug dealers!"

Question 4b: How might these challenges be addressed by
activities or programs provided at the community cen-
ters?

* This question was considered redundant by the group;
not answered.
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* structured recreational activities

* a place to do homework after school

* one-on-one tutoring

* workshops on violence prevention, AIDS, teen pregnancy,
and job-seeking (interview techniques, etc.).

Question 3: Identify five specific populations (in terms of
age, ethnicity, gender and/or special needs) whose needs
should be addressed by the uses of the community centers.

Participants agreed that al 1 groups were underserved. The
only specific group named was:

* Children from age six or seven to age twelve or thirteen.

Question 48: What are the major challenges faced by
youth in the neighborhood?

Discussion of this question evolved into an exchange about
factors Important to successful youth programs.

* The facilities must be clean. Getting youth involved in
cleaning and maintaining the facility will help them feel
like the place ls their own. This will limit the amount of
cleaning that has to be done and also get the job done.

* Set clear rules and enforce them consistently. At the
Bird Street Youth Center, youth must check their jackets
and hats to prevent the display of gang colors. Swearing
is not allowed. "Even the bad kids come in and know how
to behave. The kids know the rules and know they are
enforced. This makes the kids feel safe and the parents
feel good about it." At Youthworks, participants sign a
contract and know the staff will follow up to see the
contract is met.

* A third strategy, used by the Orchard Park youth pro-
gram, is to have paid and trained peer leaders. They or-
ganize fundraising efforts and plan activities such as
trips. The peer leaders go through a formal Interview
process and sign a contract. "The kids run the whole
show I"
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Appendix A
A Full List of Responses to the Nominal

Group Questions

Question 1: What are the five most critical needs of the
Dudley Street neighborhood which should be addressed by
the planned community centers?

* the need for structured and ongoing counseling and rap
sessions, particularly as opportunities for youth to talk
about how they feel about what's going on the street.

* arts, music, dance and movement which offer both a
cathartic release and a way for youth to communicate
with community about their situation and their perspec-
tive.

* programs that address the total tty of the human being,
in its physical, mental and spiritual aspects. Particularly
needed are program that focus on values clarification and
raising the sel f-esteem of youth.

* parents support groups

* programs and activities that allow for the integration
of age groups and bring together family members

* a·family counseling center

Question 2: What opportunities (i.e., arts, recreation, edu-
cation, health, etc.) beneficial to the residents of the
Dudley Street nelghborhood should be offered in the com-
munity centers?

* chlld care at a reasonable cost. For older children, this
would be academic programs and crafts clubs. For
younger, school-age children, there is also a great need.

* a before-school program, from 7:30 to 9:00 a.m. and an
after-school program, from 3:00 to 6:00 p.m., both offered
at the school.
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was only very loosely related to the community centers.
People need a forum to vent their frustrations and ex-
press their hopes for the neighborhood, but that process
takes time and attention away from the specific issue
DSNIis seeking to explore. DSNI will have to choose
either to let participants use the groups in a varlety of
ways or to hold firmly to a specific focus, such as the
community centers, which can provide a clearer avenue
for implementation.

In sum, the trial focus groups were inspiring and infor-
mative. Both the nominal group and the focus group
methods have great potential as parts of a broader needs
assessment process. They can also be a part of an or-
ganization-building process. For instance, the community
liaison could use the summary of the session to bring
participants into DSNI's ongoing efforts. The scope and
quality of a more extensive needs assessment will depend
heavily on what staff and funding resources are available.
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identify someone with substantial expertise in the area to
review the question.

It will be important to use the experience of the trial
groups to develop a refined set of questions for the next
round of groups. That was one of the goals of the trial
groups in the first place. It may be that there will be
several stages of refinement that questions go through
before they are completely "on the mark. "

Community Organizing and the Research
Process
The final area that bears some consideration before fur-
ther assessment work is done Is the tension between the
overarching community organizing goals of DSNI and the
short-term goals of the needs assessment process. There
is a creative tension between the more goal-oriented and
partisan organizing process and the desire to develop an
inclusive and objective understanding of the opinions and
needs of community residents. In its organizing, DSNI
seeks to bring people together in an ablding way, to build
community and to build the organization. The organization
also seeks to build out from its existing base of support.
On the other hand, in the interests of getting an objective
and broad-based sample of the community, a research
process requires that each participant come to only one
group and that they are selected in a way that is not bi-
ased for knowledge, support, or sympathy for DSNI and its
efforts.

This is a creative tension to the extent that it challenges
DSNI to look beyond its familiar avenues of support and
information and to actively seek out people who are not
drawn to a community meeting or neighborhood clean-up
day. A dilemma is raised by the need to find a positive
way for groub participants to connect to DSNI's activities.
It would make sense to invite participants to further
discussions about the community centers, but it wouldn't
make sense to invite them to further needs assessment
groups.
Another issue was raised by the parent group. Partici-
pants clearly had a lot that they wanted to talk about that
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DSNI board and staff members or 2) recruiting facilita-
tors from outside the organization.

Training would help facilitators to understand and imple-
ment the specific objectives of the needs assessment
group process, The facllitators of the trial groups had
different strengths and weaknesses. Training would help
them with the sometimes delicate process of encouraging
and guiding the group without leading the discussion or
evaluating the ideas. It was educational and inspiring to
observe the groups. In addition to gaining the skills of
facilitating a needs assessment group, DSNI board mem-
bers and staff would benefit from the hearing the many
different perspectives and ideas that participants bring
to the groups.

There are some clear advantages to having people from
outside who might bring a high level of·experience and
expertise with the research process. In addition to their
skills, the fact of being an outslder could be an asset.
The lack of investment in DSNI or the Dudley Street
neighborhood could make it easier for someone from out-
side the organization to focus on process and disengage
from the content of the discussion.

One compromise solution would be to use a combination
of an outside facilitator with a DSNI-affiliated "commu-
nity liaison." The community liaison would introduce and
close the group session and provide a link between par-
ticipants and DSNI's efforts, but would not be directly
involved in the needs assessment discussion.

Question Development

The questions asked in the groups varied greatly in their
usefulness and clarity. We recommend a longer and more
methodical question developrhent process for future
groups. The facil itators should be involved in that proc-
ess, since they must communicate to participants the
meaning and the importance of the questions and guide
the discussion so that it uncovers the information DSNI Is
seeking. It would also be useful to get preliminary input
from potential participants to see how the question sound
to them. It may also be worth the effort for DSNI to
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Conclusion
One important final recommendation is to continue to use
focus groups with community residents and the nominal
group method with human service providers. The human
services workers in the nominal group responded well to
the structured approach offered by the nominal group
process, while the parents and youth both seemed to ap-
preclate the flexibility allowed by the focus group proc-
ess. The written recording was very useful for focusing
the attention of the youth and unimportant in the parents
group.

Turnout

Turnout for the nominal group was good. Ten out of
thirty-one invited managed to take an hour-and-a-half out
of a work day to meet at DSNI's office. The response of
the youth was overwhelming. More than twice as many
youth as anticipated came and participated in the session,
as invitees brought along friends and siblings. The par-
ticiparits made it clear to us that their interest and en-
thusiasm was representative of the youth in the neighbor-
hood and there would be no problem with recruiting eager
participants in the youth focus groups. The turnout for
the parent group was disappointing. DSNI should consider
paying informants a small stipend or providing food and
drink. They also need to keep in mind that parent part:ici-
pants may have child care needs. There probably should be
a child care arrangement distinct from the youth focus
group.
The three trial groups raise three issues that need to be
resolved as DSNI makes plans for further needs assess-
ment groups. They are: facilitators, question develop-
ment,-and competing goals.

Facilitation

Facilitating the focus and nominal groups proved to be a
challenging task with powerful ramifications for the
success of the group and the quality of the information it
produced. Two strategies for future facilitating groups
are potentially available to DSNI: 1) intensive training of
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fortable with people closer to his own age. The younger
participants did not have a problem with the age range.

All the participants who were asked to do individual
evaluations said that they liked having boys and girls
together. All liked having a mix of ethnic backgrounds,
and said that the facilltators encouraged them to talk and
listened to what they had to say.

Music
The discussion about gangs went on for a long time, and classes.
moved the group away from the topic of the community
centers. Participants were eager to discuss this topic,
and it could warrant further attention in a group discus- What kind of
slon format. music?

Occasionally, ideas would get shouted down or criticized. Rap.
In a smaller group, it would be easier to keep negative
evaluation to a minimum.

- youth group
For this group, unlike the parents group, recording ideas participants
on newsprint was very helpful.

Facilitators did an excellent job with little preparation.
In future groups, emphasis should be placed on limiting
negative evaluation and on keeping the discussion fo-
cussed. More facilitator training or workshops would
help, but the most important change would be to limit the
group to ten particpants.
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participants about what jobs they wanted to have when
they were older. Hands went up immediately, and a di-
verse list was generated, including a pediatrician, three
security guards, a day-care teacher, two lawyers, numer-
ous basketball stars, two engineers, a singer, a rapper, an
actress, an artist, and a lifeguard. Llnking thls question
to the community centers generated the ice-cream parlor
and day-care center ideas.

If you could
design the cen. The question about "uncomfortable social situations" was

reinterpreted by the group to become "things about theter to be the neighborhood that make us uncomfortable. " This producedway you'd like it a valuable discussion of garbage in the streets, the per-to be, how do ception of the neighborhood held by outsiders ("People
you think it from other cities think we're all like pigs"), drugs, vio-
should look? lence, the number of police in the neighborhood ("It's good

to have them, with all the violence that's around, but it
doesn't feel right. " "They mistake you for gang mem-An elevator. bers. "), and gangs.

Four floors,
and in the base- Lessons about the Process
ment, swim-
ming. Youth focus groups offer a valuable method to hear the

needs of young people and involve them in a planning proc-
ess. The remarkably high level of interest among theAnd a back- youth confirmed the sense of the Human Developmentyard Little Committee that youth have not been asked about their

League field. thoughts and experiences and have a lot of insight and
enthusiasm to contribute to neighborhood activities.

-- youth
group partici- The large size and mix of ages and genders made the group

process difficult. The boys tended to outshout the girls.pants The boys were more likely to stop and allow other boys to
talk, but did not accord the same respect to girls. Younger
participants overwhelmed the older ones. The older girls
sometimes looked bored or impatient with the interrup-
tions, while a couple of the youngest boys were restless.
In individual evaluations after the group, a number of the
older participants said they would like to be in a group
with a closer age range-thirteen to sixteen and fourteen
to seventeen were two suggestions. One participant, a
fifteen-year-old boy, was very qulet and got teased when
he did say something. He said afterward that he was un-
comfortable in the group and would have been more com-
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Youth Focus Group

Twenty-six young people between the ages of nine and
fifteen participated. DSNI had invited only twelve; how-
ever, many of the invitees brought friends or relatives.
The facilitators were Sister Sue Beaton, of Project HOPE,
and Andrea Nagle, DSNI's newly hired Director of Human
Services. Participants were a mix of ethnic backgrounds. You could do
Fifteen boys and eleven girls participated. Since four of your hornework
the girls arrived quite late, boys outnumbered girls two- there.
to-one during most of the session.

Yeah--haveThe group had a great deal of energy and creativity, de-
spite the cramped setting. The youth were excited to something like a
hear about the community centers and pleased to be in- library room, a
cluded in a planning process. Participants responded es- quiet room, with
pecially well to concrete questions (Le., "What programs encyclopedias.
should the centers offer?" and "What rules should they And there'll be
have?"). More abstract or personal questions elicited a
confused response or none at all. For example, "What are grown-ups
some uncomfortable social situations for people your around there,
age?" was answered by " Peopl e who put garbage on the and if we ask
street. " questions they

can answer
Interruptions were a problem. Theoretically, when one them.person was talking, twenty-one others were listening. In
fact, several would talk at one time, some would talk to - youth groupeach other, and the remaining people might or might not
11 sten. participants

The group generated lists of ideas that were written on
newsprint taped onto the walls. They produced a long
"wish list" of programs and activities for the centers,
including basketball, baseball, ballet classes, music
classes, tutoring, karate, language classes, a theater, an
ice cream parlor run by youth, and a day care center
where youth could work. The group was very enthusiastic
about generating a list of rules. For instance, the conse-
quences of fighting would be suspension for a few days,
but if weapons were involved, then the suspension would ,
be permanent.

Another question that generated excitement asked the
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changed the group dynamic.

In addition, DSNI should consider formal training sessions
for facllitators of future groups. Timing and focus
needed some attention; there were nineteen questions, and
the group only responded to five. Responses averaged four
minutes in length. Facilitators clearly need to learn ap-
propriate methods of moving the discussion along without
cutting off responses. They can also learn that it is not
necessary for each person to respond to every question.
Another option is to bring in facilitators from outside the
organization.

Some responses were written on newsprint taped to the
walls. The group largely ignored these 11 sts, Instead
focusing on each other. Since the process is also tape-
recorded, the additional written recording may be unnec-
essary.

Finally, attention needs to be given to the summary proc-
ess. DSNI must think through its objectives for a sum-
mary, including how particpants will be involved in fur-
ther planning for the community centers and other DSNI
efforts.
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paper into reality..unless they're 100 percent involved. "
She further suggested programs to prepare teenagers for
family life. "it doesn't have to be called parenting, or
pre-parenting; it could be called survival."

After the focus group, the Tufts students met with inell-
vidual participants to evaluate the meeting. The parents
reported that they felt comfortable participating in the
groups and that the facilitators helped by listening well
and asking if they had more to contribute. Participants
overwhelmingly supported the need for diversity in the
groups and were motivated to participate in the future.
Two participants asked for a copy of the questions to
bring home with them, indicating that they wanted to
think more about these issues and DSNI's plans.

Lessons about the Process

This group successfully accomplished three things. First,
the discussion allowed the participants to come together
and offer information that reflected their own experl-
ence. Second, it confirmed that focus groups can be an
empowering process. Finally, it provided participants
with a connection to DSNI that could lead to future ln-
volvement.

We chose to focus on the community centers in order to
center the discussion around a concrete proposal. How-
ever, it was apparent that participants had overriding
concerns that needed to be voiced before they could dis-
cuss a community center. This is important, since focus
groups are intended to allow participants to shape the
process and the information they provide. Future groups
will have to find a balance between the specific informa-
tion desired and the need to allow participants to voice
their concerns.

A related issue is the role of the facilitators. The par-
ticipation of. Gus Newport and Na}wah Tawaab raises the
concern about personal investment of factlitators that
was noted above in the nominal group report. While both
factlitators made a clear effort to be objective and not
allow their DSNI roles to intrude, simply the fact that
Gus Newport is executive director and Na}wa Tawaab a
personal friend of two of the participants may have
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encouragement of the participants to answer.

After the initial shyness, participants began to open up.
They then gave honest and in-depth responses. While the
group convened to talk about youth in relation to the two
proposed community centers, some of their responses
addressed the Immediate issues that the community
faces, such as violence and destruction of property. One

They're really woman expressed frustration at trying to think about
programs in a community center in the face of what shehungry for that described as "the absolute total void of not having a com-communicating munity. I'm in a struggle to be neighbors with my neigh-

with each other, bors. " She went on to tell a story about her relationship
being with each with one neighbor. She said that a stolen car was on her
other, doing street, and her neighbor's children "cleaned out" the car.
things together. When she telephoned the police to report the incident, it

caused a rl ft between her and her neighbor. "it was like aThis is the rea- wedge that I couldn't bridge for the life of me...The dif-son that you ference in values is so profound. "
see them hang-
ing on the cor- Participants further commented on a reluctance within
ners--it's like the community to collaborate with DSNI and a disrespect
they're saying, for differing cultures. The major theme stated throughout

the focus group was that ongoing education was essentialWe're not a to strengthen ties within the community.gang, we're a
family. We look Another major theme was that DSNI should look to the
after each community, especially to the youth, in order to tap their
other. talents. Those specific talents should be connected with

-- parent concrete job skills. One proposal was to have youth help
in the construction of the centers, allowing them to use
thelr productive talents as well as learn marketable
skills. Even after the construction, the youth could be
responsible for basic maintenance needs.

The participants wanted the activities and the programs
in the community center to involve a variety of activities.
These included art, horticulture, sewing, parent support
groups, survival skills, career counseling, and recreation
actions. The overriding concern was to make the activies
relevant to the future needs of youth. The group agreed
that the youth need opportunities to explore career
choices. One woman said, "Thirteen-year-olds, fourteen-
year-olds, ten-year-olds, even eighteen-year-olds don't
realize what it takes to get a plan of any magnitude off of
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Focus Groups: Parents and Youth
Preparation

Before the focus groups, the staff of DSNI and the Tufts
Field Project team collaborated on preparing for them.
The first task was to invite parents and young people, and
then to make follow-up phone calls. Because the
facilitator's role is so Important to the success of the
focus group, the second task was facllitator orientation.
The orientation included a review of the agenda and
guidelines, a discussion concerning the objectives of the
focus group, and a revision of the questions. Third, the
Tufts students and Ros Everdell took responsibility for
specific support tasks for each group: tlmekeeper, re-
corder, and facilitator assistant. The groups were held
on May 4, from 5:30 to 7:30 p.m., at the DSNI office.

Parents' Focus Group

The factlitators of the parent group were Gus Newport,
executive director of DSNI, and Nalwa Tawaab, chair of
the Human Development Committee. We were expecting
ten parents to attend. A hal f hour after the proposed
start time we began with three parents (all women), two
facilitators, two Tufts students and Ros Everdell. An
hour later, two more parents, a man and a woman, Joined
the discussion.

The discussion began with an introduction to DSNI and an
explanation of the purposes and structure of the focus
group. This introduction was presented clearly and suc-
cinctly, and laid a foundation for the group questions to
begin. The first questions were intended to get the par-
ticipants thinking and talking. While participants re-
sponded at length to an icebreaker question about how
they spent their teenage years, they were not comfort-
able with the second question, which asked, "What were
some of the dl fficulties you faced as a teenager?" This
was a rather personal question which required an amount
of trust that had not yet been established. There was an
uncomfortable silence only broken by the facilitators'
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tors lack a sense of ownership of the process, and may lack
clarity about their role asafacilitator versus a participant.
Both of these problems occurred in this nominal group.

The five questions we raised might be more sharply fo-
cused as the following three questions: 1 ) What are the
needs experienced by youth? 2) What is required to re-
spond to those needs? and 3) What challenges or barriers

If we had the face efforts to address those needs?
money to insti- The facilitation needs more attention in future groups.tute before- Because of the tight timeline and conflicting schedules,
school we were not able to convene an orientation meeting of
programs...they both facilltators and members of the field project team.
would be full. We had planned to bring in an experienced facilitator

either to hold a training or to facilitate this group. In-There are kids stead, DSNI relied on the skills of experienced boardon the street at members. In retrospect, training would have been helpful.
7:30,8:00 in the This nominal group process resembled a working meeting,
morning with and both facilitators seemed to lose sight of the di ffer-
no place to go. ence between such a meeting and a research-oriented

-- nominal nominal group. An issue here may have been the personal
investment of the facilitators in DSNI, the neighborhood,group partici- and in particular human service agencies and approaches.pant While they were active in contributing their ideas, they
were passive in responding to the different levels of
participation by different group members. This was not a
severe problem, since everyone spoke up and contributed,
and no one dominated the meeting. Finally, the facillta-
tors sometimes evaluated ideas raised by participants,
which is inappropriate, because their evaluations can
powerfully shape and sometimes artificially limit discus-
sion.

The nominal group process fell short of our vision of a
structured brainstorming. We had anticipated that input
would be met·hodlcally solicited from each participant by
going around the circle. On the other hand, the group ex-
ceeded our expectations in terms of the quality of the
dialogue and exchange between participants. Some very
exciting ideas were raised and thoughtfully discussed.

See appendix for full list of responses to questions and
rankings.
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esteem. The sense of the group was that these issues
reflect something that is deeply felt by youth every-
where; however, because programs and services address-
ing these needs are lacking in the Dudley neighborhood,
youth here are especially vulnerable. They strongly advo-
cated ongoing and structured counseling and rap sessions
for both parents and youth. This subject also gave par-
ticipants a chance to share their successes and express
hopefulness for the community.

Despite the generally positive response of participants,
and the hlgh degree of creativity, two important Interre-
lated weaknesses were noted, having to do with the for-
mulation of the questions, and with the quality of facill-
tation. Questions 48 and 4b were interpreted by the fa-
cilitators and the group as overlapping the first two
questions. Question 4b was considered completely redun-
dant. Question 3, regarding the needs of different popula-
tions, seemed irrelevant to the group. Participants stated
that all populations needed attention.

The facilitation was problematic, as the facilitators
sometimes acted as full participants in the meetlng,
offering their own ideas and reacting to the 1 deas of
others, rather than concentrating on guiding others' par-
ticipation in the group.

The nominal group successfully accomplished three
things. It generated interesting dialogue and exchange
among a diverse and well-informed group of service pro-
viders who generally did not know a lot about each other
before the meeting. It raised a rich variety of issues and
strategies, and the groups set some priorities for further
efforts.

Lessons about the Process

This was a test group. The experience brought to 11 ght
several areas of the process that need improvement. First
of all, as discussed above, not all the questions worked well.
Future nominal groups may need to involve the facilitators
more closely in the process of developing the questions. I f
the distinctions are not salient to the facllitators or if the
questions are unimportarit to them, it will be difficult for
them to guide a discussion. Without involvement, facilita-
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Agency Nominal Group Discussion Questions

1) What are the flve most critical needs of the Dudley Street
neighborhood which should be addressed by the planned
community centers?

2) What opportunities (1.e., arts, recreation, education,
So often I health, etc.) beneficial to the residents of the Dudley Street

see...integration neighborhood should be offered in the community?
of ethnic and 3) Identify five specific populations (in terms of age,racial groups ethnicity, gender and/or special needs) whose needs shouldbut we're al- be addressed by the uses of the community centers.
ways segregat-
ing our age 4a) What are the major challenges faced by youth In the
groups. neighborhood?

-- nominal 4b) How might these challenges be addressed by activitiesgroup partici- or programs provided at the community centers?pant
Because the process and other participants were unfamil-
lar and the introduction had been lengthy, participants
were slow to warm up. However, after about the first 10
minutes, the group became more comfortable, and an
interesting exchange developed. Observers were im-
pressed by the strong sense of commitment to and invest-
ment in their work displayed by the group. Participants
responded positively and supportively to one another's
ideas, with very little negative evaluation. Many creative
ideas were generated about the needs of the neighborhood
and ways to address them.· They ranged from developing
before-school programs, to holding cultural nights, to
workshops on a variety of topics for parents and youth, to
tutoring and adult literacy programs.

A central theme was that one cannot address the needs of
youth without taking into consideration the needs of
whole families. Participants felt strongly that a variety
of programs and workshops should be offered in the cen-
ters for the benefit of the entire community.

When asked what were the major challenges faced by
youth, the group reacted powerfully, citing peer pressure,
and a lack of internal discipline, role models and self-
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Nominal Group Session
DSNI staff and board and fieldprojectteammembers worked
together to plan and conduct a nominal group session with
human services agency staff who worked with youth. The
session took place from 400 p.m. to 5:30 p.m. in the meeting
room at the DSNI office on Thursday, April 26, 1990. The
meeting was facili tated by two DSNI board members, Marla
Fidalgoand Arnaldo Solis. Fidalgoisanactivememberofthe
Human Development Committee, a community resident and a
social worker at Brigham and Women's Hospital. Solis isa
DSNI board member and director of human service programs
at La Allanza Hispana.

Participants in the group were recruited from a variety of
human services agencies in the area. DSNI mailed aletter to
the directors of 31 agencies, asking them to designate as a
nominal group participant a person on their staff who had
extensive daily contact with young people. The following
agencies were represented at the group session:

* St. Patrick's Church
* Bird Street Youth Center
* Roxbury Youthworks, I nc.
* Boston Housing Authority
* Emerson School
* Center for Arts Therapies
* Orchard Park United
* Sister Clara Muhammad School '
* WAI TT House
* La Alianza Hispana

Also present were two members of the DSNI staff and two
members of the field project team.

The group began with an introduction which included a
history of DSNI. The three steps of the agenda were
presented: 1) identify needs 2) identify solutions and 3)
prioritize. The five questions to be addressed had been
included in the invitation letter and were as follows:
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The nominal group has a more structured format that
was designed to allow information to be analyzed quan-
tltatlvely. Nominal groups are interactive discussions
of between 15 and 20 participants. Participants are
asked to rank issues and possible solutions, first on
their own, then as a group.

Advantages of Nominal Groups:

• The ranking process helps the groups to end with a sense of closure and
achievement.
• The structure encourages equal participation (making sure that louder
voices do not drown out softer ones).
• Information reported out of the group is more structured and quantifi-
able than information from a focus group.

Weaknesses of Nominal Groups:

• The discussion and the information they produce are more likely to be
shaped (and possibly limited) by the survey design.
• The ranking process means minority or divergent opinions are de-em-
phasized.
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Group Methods

Group methods lend themselves well to community in-
volvement and action because they bring people together
to discuss issues that are important to them. Partici-
pants in groups can shape and define the information
they provide, because the discussion format allows
them to go beyond the questions asked. Group assess-
ments goes beyond the individual; participants can ex-
change information and find support for their opinions.
They can also suggest plans for action.

Group methods have the advantage of allowing the dis-
cussion to be driven by 1nformants' concerns, rather
than following predetermined questlons. The DAC report
indicated that area residents felt "surveyed out" and
recommended focus groups as a method that residents
would prefer to participate in. We researched two types
of group assessment methods: focus groups and nominal
groups.

Focus groups are interactive discussion groups of
eight to ten participants, guided by a facilltator. While
topic areas are clearly defined, the discussions allow
spontaneous, In-depth responses.

Advantages of Focus Groups:

• More than any other assessment method, focus groups allow the partici-
pants' voices to be heard freely.
• Participants can build on each others' ideas, allowing for greater depth
than pre-planned questions can achieve.
• Focus groups can produce important information that is unexpected or
more detailed than that obtained through more structured methods.

Weaknesses of Focus Groups:

• It is difficult to reach a large number of people with any group method,
and a typical focus groups is about half the size of a typical nominal
group.
• Data derived from the focus group method is non-quantitative. An
interpretive summary or selections of the transcribed discussion make up
the report.

9



also time- and labor-intensive, and analyzing the data
usually requires computer analysis.

Traditional survey methods take three forms: face-to-
face interviews, mailed surveys, or telephone
Interviews. Mailed surveys have the advantage of
being the cheapest and least labor-intensive method;
they also eliminate the possibility of interviewer bias.
However, the very lack of human contact can be a weak-
ness. Mailed surveys also have a low return rate, and in
particular are difficult or alienating for those who are
not comfortable with written language, or for whom
English is not a first language (unless 2311 surveys are
sent out in all three languages). Mailed surveys can be
very successful when sent to selected populations, how-
ever, such as human service agencies or community
organizations.

Telephone surveys provide human contact and have a
higher return rate; however, they add the possibility of
interviewer bias, and do not reach residents who have no
phone or have an unlisted number. Some people are re-
luctant to answer questions on the telephone. Telephone
surveys also require more time and labor than mailed
surveys. In order to get a simple random sample, it is
necessary to call at different times of day and days of
the week.

Face-to-face surveys provide the highest degree of
human contact, and may be used to promote neighborhood
unity and community involvement. They can be a power-
ful organizing tool. Their greatest weakness is that
they require a tremendous amount of labor and time. An
organization that uses them must also take care to use
interviewers who are sensitive to other cultures and
comfortable talking to strangers. Interviewers need
some training; often, they are paid.

8



Methods
In determining the needs of residents, DSNI wants to
adhere to its values of building community ownership
and community action. When we researched survey and
needs assessment methods, therefore, we looked at how
well they fit with these values, as well as criteria such
as cost, rate of return, and quality of results. It is also
central to this effort that any needs assessment be tled
quickly and concretely action. Therefore, we looked for
a needs assessment technique that could be used to
identify strategies that lead directly to implementa-
tion, action, and community involvement.

Needs Assessment Overview

The models of assessment methods we looked at can be
divided into two broad categories: traditional surveys,
which consist of a fairly large number of questions that
are answered individually, and group methods, which
generally address a shorter list of questions and utilize
group Interaction and discussion.

Survey Methods

Survey methods are more familiar to most people. They
produce information that is well-defined and quantifi-
able. I f a simple random sample of the population is
used, the information can be statistically significant-
that is, one can confidently predict the same results in
the population at large as in the survey sample. Surveys
can also include a fairly large number of questions, and
can more easily cover a larger sample than group meth-
ods.

The survey's very familiarity can also be a drawback,
however. Ifa community has been surveyed often with
little or no action resulting from the surveys, residents
can suffer from "survey burnout, " and be unwilling to
submit to any more questioning. In addition, survey
questions are " closed-ended, " which means that respon-
dents' answers are strongly shaped by the survey design.
A survey can miss important information because the
right questions were not asked. Surveys of all types are 7



nominal group technique with the human services group
and the focus group technique with the parents and
youth. To get a more objective perspective, focus group
participants would be recruited from networks beyond
that most immediately at hand, 1.e., the members and
supporters of DSNI.

A nominal group of ten human service program staff met
on April 26 at the DSNI office. Two focus groups, one
with youth and one with parents, were held at the DSNI
office on May 4. The rest of this report will discuss a)
assessment methods b) the experience of the three test
groups DSNI conducted and c) flndings and recommenda-
tions that come out of the test groups.
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particularly lacking in services and programs. Thls
focus allowed us to maintain a very broad view, cutting
across different types of agencies, but it also narrowed
the scope and provided more structure for our process.

While not ruling out a later comprehensive survey, the
field project team came to feel strongly that any needs
assessment should include the use of group methods.
The team proposed to DSNI's Human Development
Committee that we test group methods by conducting
two focus groups, one with youth and one with parents,
as a way to get more information about the needs of
youth and about the method appropriate to assessing
those needs. I f DSNI chose to do a survey, the groups
would be valuable as a means of developing the ques-
tionnalre. I f group methods were chosen, the groups
would provide us with experience with the method
useful for planning a larger needs assessment effort.

When we made this proposal to the Human Development
Committee at its meeting on March 7, the committee
questioned the need for any further needs assessment at
all, in light of the survey of human service agencies
done by DAC in 1987. If there was to be a nel ghborhood
assessment, however, they emphasized that it must be
tied to a concrete plan of actlon. They also Indicated
that service providers were an important source of
information not to be overlooked.

The outcome of the meeting was a decision to conduct
three test groups, one each with parents, youth and
service providers. For the purposes of this project, the
groups would focus on youth between the ages of 11 and
14, an age group that is notoriously underserved and
which has generally not been asked what its needs are.
In order to make the tie to action explicit, 2111 three
groups would address what activities or programs
should be offered in the proposed community centers.
For the service provider group, we would seek to Involve
staff who work directly with youth rather than manage-
ment of the human service agencies.

During March and April, the Field Project Team worked
with Ros Everdell to plan the three groups. In order to
evaluate another group method, we decided to use the

5



Needs Assessment Process
The field project team met in January with Ros Everdell,
and DSNI staff members Gertrudes Fidalgo and Richard
Woodard. We all recognized that assessing the human
development needs of a community as large and diverse
as the Dudley Street neighborhood would be a major
undertaking. Furthermore, the project would require
extensive guidance and support from the Human Develop-
ment Committee of the DSNI board and the full board,
both of which meet monthly. Our group had a firm dead-
1 1 ne of May 11 to complete its work.

Since the team had limited direct experience with needs
assessment techniques, and since Ros Everdell was cov-
ering for the human services director position as well as
her own organizing position, we realized we could not
complete a meaningful needs assessment with the time
and resources available to us. Our goal thus was to make
a recommendation to DSNI about how to do a needs as-
sessment.

Our first mandate was to learn about methods, including
a choice between group methods, such as focus groups,
and traditional survey methods. We proceeded to re-
search both group and survey techniques. At the same
time, we needed to find an area of focus.

On February 21, the Fleld Project Team met with Ros
Everdell and the Human Development Committee chair,
Nalwa Abdul-Tawaab, to attempt to define the scope of ~
the needs assessment. One option was to leave the defi-
nition of "human development" wide open, to include all
of what are considered " human services" and other hu-
man development needs such as laundry facilities,
supermarkets, and recreational opportunities. However,
we decided that for practical reasons we needed to nar-
row the scope for the time being, by choosing one area of
human services on which to concentrate.

Two of the most pressing needs in the Dudley neighbor-
hood are child care and youth activities. Nalwa Tawaab
suggested that we start by looking at the needs of
middle-school-age youth, because that age group is
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organization's clout was its ability to win the power of
eminent domain over 15 acres in the Dudley Triangle.
Three hundred and eighty-four units of housing and two
community centers are planned for this area. In Novem-
ber, the group chose two developers, each of whom w111
develop about fifty unlts of affordable housing as Phase
I of the development plan.

Having launched this major housing initiative, DSNI
recognized the necessity to take a holistic approach to
neighborhood needs. While the lack of decent and af-
fordable housing in the neighborhood is dramatic, the
effect of disinvestment has been to deny the community
other basic needs as well, such as recreation, child
care, and access to Jobs and transportation. The needs
assessment will help DSNI move its human development
work toward implementation, action, and community
involvement.

3



DSNI History
The Dudley Street Neighborhood initiative is a commu-
nity-based organization in Boston. In order to under-
stand DSNI, one first needs to understand the Dudley
Street neighborhood. The 14,500 African-American,
Hispanic, Cape Verdean, and white residents of the area
live in an area that has been subjected to massive pub-
lic and private disinvestment. This disinvestment has
taken many forms, from lack of city services to redlin-
ing. Residents are acutely aware that the current prob-
lem of disinvestment could in the near future lead to
real estate speculation and gentrificatlon, which could
result in the displacement of many low Income residents
of the Dudley Street Neighborhood.

As the residents face disinvestment and the threat of
displacement, they have two options: giving in to hope-
lessness, or taking control of their neighborhood. DSNI
provides an avenue for residents to organize and ulti-
mately direct their own futures. Begun in 1984 as a
coalition of residents, nonprofit agencies, small busi-
nesses and churches, DSNI has evolved Into a democratl-
cally run organization led by its board, a majority of
whom are neighborhood resldents. The organization's
cultural diversity is ensured by reserving three "resl-
dent slots" for each of the four maJor ethnic groups in
the nel ghborhood.

DSNI's first actions were to address the effects of a
lack of city services. The group concentrated on cleaning
up garbage-strewn vacant lots, shutting down illegal
trash transfer stations and opening the Midlands com-
muter rail line.

In 1987, consultants DAC International inc., working
with neighborhood committees, completed a comprehen-
sive revitalization plan for the Dudley Street commu-
nity. The report proposed community controlled strate-
gles to deal with such issues as affordable housing,
economlc development, and human service needs. DSNI
used the plan effectively. One indicator of the
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I ntroduct i on
The Field Project Team is a group of five graduate stu-
dents from the Tufts University Department of Urban
and Environmental Policy. Over the course of one
semester, from mid-January to mid-May, we were as-
signed to assist the Dudley Street Neighborhood Initia-
tive (DSNI ) in undertaklng a human needs assessment of
the Dudley Street neighborhood of Roxbury. Ros Everdell,
the organizing director of DSNI and the field supervisor
of the Field Project Team, felt that the needs assess-
ment could be the core of a planning process for the
"human development" aspect of DSNI's work that would
parallel the extensive community planning process done
around the development of the Dudley Triangle.

The hope was that the needs assessment would be the
"heart of the master plan" for human services and hu-
man development programs in the Dudley Neighborhood.
Because intensive effort had been focused on DSNI's
housing development plans, and because the human serv-
ices director position had been vacant for a year, this
aspect of DSNI's work had not gone as far as It could
have. The overarching goal of the needs assessment
process was to bring the human development work up to
the same high level that the development effort had
achieved. The next DSNI campaign would be called: "We
bulld houses and people, too."

1
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