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Extract from Chapter 2 - Needs Assessment: Goals, Needs, 
and Priorities, Burton and Merrill (1991)

The Concept of Need 

The term need is uscd in many different ways: psychologists 
refer to primary needs and learned needs, physiologists study 
biological needs, economists identify consumer demand needs, 
while the general public has its own conception of needs. 
Educational need, however, draws heavily on the concept of social 
need. One social scientist, Bradshaw (1972), has enumerated four 
types of needs: normative necd, felt need, expresscd need, and 
comparative need. Thesc four, as well as a fifth type of need, 
anticipated need, are described below. 

Types of Needs 
1. Normative Need. A normative nced is prescnt whcn an 

individual or group has less than some established standard. Thus, 
an individual whose diet is deficient when compared to the Food 
and Drug Administration's minimum daily adult requirements, or 
whose income is low when compared to the federal govemment's 
poverty level income standard, has a normative need. A normative 
need also exists if student performance in a given school system is 
Jess than state or national standards or averages. Unfortunately, it 
is sometimes difficult to get experts to agree on what the norm or 
standard actually is. Dietary need is certainly affected by such 
things as climate, work output, body size, and other individual 
differences. Financial standards may not be the same in New York 
City and Niangua, Missouri. 

2. Felt Need. Felt need is synonymous with want. This type
of need is usually identified by simply asking people what they
need. Although this approach has a certain democratic ·appeal to
most of us, it also has some inherent problems. What people say
they want is affected by their perceptions of what is possible and
socially acceptable as well as what they think is available. Sorne
people may be so independent that they feel it would be
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