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Introduction

Health impact assessment is a tool that can contribute to decision-making and the development of a more integrated approach to policies and programmes. Many organisations have identified the potential of assessments to identify the wider implications of their decision-making, but are uncertain how to set about applying it. 

This shortened version of a more comprehensive guide is intended to help organisations respond to guidance offered in the Health Social Care and Well Being strategy documents. It should be read in conjunction with Annex B of the Policy Guidance on Health, Social Care and Well being Strategies. which summarises the health impact assessment approach and its use. The guidance also states that ‘Local authorities and Local Health Boards will wish to utilise health impact assessment as a tool that can assist the development of an integrated approach’ and this short guide is designed to inform future action as part of further work to develop the use and usefulness of health impact assessment in Wales. 

What are health and wellbeing?

Health is often perceived as simply the absence of disease.  However the World Health Organisation (WHO) defines health as ‘a state of complete physical, mental and social well-being and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity’.  People’s well-being can be poor even where there is no identifiable disease.  It follows that, as the WHO points out: ‘The policies that are the most successful in sustaining and improving the health of the population are those which deal with economic growth, human development and health in an integrated way’.  The environment, income, employment, the organisation of transport, the design and condition of houses, crime, and the social and physical condition of local neighbourhoods all contribute to good and poor health. These factors are often called the determinants of health (see table A).  Health impact assessment identifies how a proposal or policy will alter these determinants and assesses the likely impact on the health of different groups in a population. 

What is health impact assessment?

Health impact assessment has been defined as ‘a combination of procedures, methods and tools by which a policy, program or project may be judged as to its potential effects on the health of a population, and the distribution of those effects within the population’. In other words it is a process that considers the wider effects of local and national policies or initiatives and how they, in turn, may affect people’s health. Some of these may be positive, and others could be more harmful.  The idea is to ensure that any proposed initiative can be adjusted to ‘add value’ and ensure maximum benefits in terms of its effects on health. 

The definition above is also useful in that it suggests that there is no standard way of conducting an assessment.  The combination of procedures, methods and tools used may depend on both the decision-making organization and the proposal in question.  Flexibility is necessary to ensure the best approach is taken in the given circumstances (Breeze and Hall 2002). 

The definition also highlights the inequalities dimension since a policy or project can affect groups within a given population in different ways.  Health impact assessment is a way of ensuring that those people who are most vulnerable to the causes of ill health stand to gain as much as possible.

The benefits of using health impact assessment include: 

· Greater awareness amongst policy and decision-makers of how the decisions may affect health

· Identifying the links between people’s health and other policies, programmes and services

· Assessing how and,  if possible,  the extent to which health will be affected by a decision or development. 

· Informing planning and decision-making processes 

· Allowing health benefits to be maximised and health hazards to be minimised

· Making the decision making process more transparent

· Involving the people who will be affected by, or have an interest in, the decision.

Throughout the document we refer to ‘the proposal’ by which we mean the project, programme, policy or other development for which the impact are to be assessed.

How to do a health impact assessment

Health impact assessment offers a systematic means of gathering information to inform decision-making, based on the available evidence. By being flexible and realistic, it is an approach that can improve decision-making without imposing excessive demands on resources or creating unnecessary bureaucracy.

A brief introduction to the process of health impact assessment follows. For more detailed information and support, see the resources section at the end. Although the process can sound rather technical, it is a simple series of stages of which many will already be familiar.

Screening

In its simplest form, screening means someone stepping back as early as possible in the planning and development process to ask the question ‘Could this proposal have an impact on or implications for people’s health?’ If the answer is ‘No’, then no further action is needed. However, if the answer is ‘Yes’ or ‘Don’t know’, then it triggers the subsequent stages of the health impact assessment process to consider what the impacts might be.  Despite its grand sounding name screening may consist simply of a decision around a table that a proposal warrants a health impact assessment on whatever grounds. 

The true potential of health impact assessment will be realised when the screening stage is embedded in an organisation’s planning, development and decision-making processes. Usually organisations will want to make this a routine process, perhaps using a checklist or “screening tool”, there is an example of this at the end and more information can be found via the resource list.

Scoping

The next stage is to decide the ‘scope’ of the impact assessment. It involves asking a number of questions and making a number of decisions in relation to undertaking the assessment including: 

· What kind of assessment is necessary and/or possible in the time available – rapid to in-depth?

· Who are the stakeholders?

· Should a steering group be set up and who should be involved?

· Should the assessment be an in-house exercise or should someone be commissioned to do the appraisal?

· Roles and responsibilities

· When should the health impact assessment be completed?

Involving a range of stakeholders will promote participation in, and ownership of the process. Again for more detailed questions to ask in this ‘scoping’ stage see links in the resources section.

Appraisal

Once a decision has been made on how to proceed, the next stage is to do the appraisal, from a rapid assessment to an in-depth assessment. Here, the method that was chosen in the scoping is put into practice. By consulting people most likely to have an insight into the potential effects of the proposal and looking for other relevant evidence, an understanding of the likely impacts and the people most likely to be affected can be developed. It will be useful to use a table  (such as in Table A) to remind participants of the determinants of health and wellbeing.   In addition locally relevant information on vulnerable or disadvantaged groups will ensure that a focus on inequality is maintained. 

Reporting

The information found in the appraisal stage should be collated and presented in a form accessible to the intended audience. There are many possible formats ranging from a simple list or matrix of the findings, to a more comprehensive report. In some cases the report will be read by an audience with a variety of perspectives and skills, it is important that this is taken into account. The Welsh Health Impact Assessment Support Unit currently holds a register of completed assessments and this is one way to disseminate reports to a wider audience.

Monitoring and evaluation

It is important to be aware of the eventual impact and accuracy of the work. More detailed help on monitoring and evaluation is available in the full guide and other guidance can be located through the resource list.  As the aim of a health impact assessment is to inform and influence decision-making, it is useful to evaluate how the information was used, its usefulness as seen by its target audience(s) and whether or not it influenced decision-making and developments. This will help to assess how effective the health impact assessment process is in influencing decisions within individual local authorities and throughout Wales. Given that health impact assessment is a relatively new approach, it is useful for the report to include information on the resources required to undertake the assessment and the experience of doing it as the basis for learning and future development. 

Choosing a process

Each of these stages can be conducted in more or less depth. The decision about the level of detail should be based on the resources in skills and time available to those carrying out the health impact assessment. Although there are a number of ‘models’ of health impact assessment, from rapid appraisal to comprehensive assessment, in practice choices will be made about each part of the assessment process based on factors specific to the local context. The table below will help illustrate a range of options. 

Details of the various models, from rapid to in-depth, can be found in the full version of the guide.  Only rapid health impact assessment is covered here. Again, most assessments will use features from more than one ‘model’, depending on resources available. 

Rapid appraisal

This is usually a desktop exercise. It is unlikely to involve a great deal of data gathering or literature review. The output may simply consist of a summary table and conclusion. The summary table will list the relevant determinants and their likely impacts with minimal quantification. The conclusion should state whether the net impact of the proposal is likely to be positive or negative for the relevant population groups. It should also attempt to suggest ways in which negative consequences could be mitigated, and benefits exploited, particularly for disadvantaged groups. Depending on the size of the proposal a rapid appraisal may take as little as a couple of hours or as much as one day. It is also possible to break the process up into a series of two or three short meetings.  It is important, even with a rapid health impact assessment to make a note of the procedure and monitor the outcome. 

Table demonstrating the range of options for health impact assessment, a ‘pick & Mix’ model

	
	Rapid  [image: image1.emf] 

In-depth 

	Time Taken
	Hours
	Days
	Weeks / Months

	Who steers process
	One person on behalf of an organisation or team
	Limited multi-agency steering group involving the agencies directly involved
	Steering Group with many stakeholders represented including the community. Involvement at all stages from scoping to evaluation



	Who consulted
	Desk based – little consultation
	A number of stakeholders and experts consulted through a workshop or stakeholder conference
	A wide range of stakeholders and experts consulted individually and/or in groups.

	Who conducts the appraisal
	Conducted in-house from the human resources available
	
	Researcher/appraiser commissioned to collect and analyse data and write report.

	Evidence collected
	Baseline demographic data. Existing knowledge available data Evidence from past projects
	Existing community profiles Data collected from workshop sessions with key experts Review evidence from similar health impact assessments.
	New community profile data collected through local survey or interviews Data collected from individual and/or group interviews with key experts (lay and professional and stakeholders from a range of Population groups). Selective literature review – using library and internet resources or Systematic review of the evidence

	Output
	Checklist written up in standard format
	Brief report with references to evidence and sources
	Comprehensive report, agreed and possibly co-written with a number of stakeholders.

	Evaluation
	Note made of effect of the assessment on decision making process, and subsequent likely health impacts at agreed time point
	
	More extensive evaluation with a process for assessing the impact of the health impact assessment on subsequent decisions. Indicators agreed at scoping meeting monitored at specific time points.


Evidence to use in health impact assessment

In anything other than a very rapid appraisal, many of the impacts identified will be the opinions of the various stakeholders involved. In addition to documenting these, it is likely that other information will need to be collected to shed more light on these impacts. There are many sources of further evidence and specialist training or experience may not be necessary.  For more information see the resource list.
Values of health impact assessment

There is a danger that health impact assessment can be used to justify or add credibility to potentially controversial decisions that would have been made anyway. As such, it is important that assessments should be open and transparent, impartial and consider both sustainability and equity.  Steps should be taken to ensure that assessments are open to public scrutiny. 

Reducing health inequalities 

Any health impact assessment should, as an integrated part of it, pay particular attention to how the proposal will affect health inequalities. With many proposals there will be gainers and losers or there will be different levels of impact on different groups within the population. The assessment should try to identify which, and how, different population groups are affected and in what ways.  It will then be possible to assess whether the proposal increases or decreases inequality and if it could be modified in some way to reduce health inequalities further.

Sample tool

The tool on the following pages is but one example of the many that have been developed for screening purposes. It can be used as a template for both screening and rapid appraisal but  is flexible and should be adapted for local use. Consideration of all relevant groups within the population is important. Table A is downloadable from the Welsh Health Impact Assessment Support Unit web-site.  The format should be seen as flexible, allowing organisations to ensure the determinants and population groups listed are comprehensive and relevant to the proposal and the target population.   Many other tools are available via links in the resource list.

For screening Table A should be completed writing significant, moderate or nil in cells relating to relevant impacts, for relevant groups . The likelihood of an impact should be indicated for each population group.   Depending on how it is to be used, it may be possible to note briefly, where relevant, how the proposal impacts on the health of the groups. 

On examining the completed table, a decision can be made as to whether this proposal warrants further investigation. Ask: are there significant impacts, missed opportunities or scope for improvements for all or some groups?  If, on balance, the proposal would appear to benefit from a health impact assessment then an appraisal should be conducted. 

A decision on the necessary scope for the appraisal will need to be made. For a rapid appraisal, table A can be used as a desk exercise, or as the basis for stakeholder discussion. The table can be filled in again, in more detail – describing the likely impacts in each category for each group. Table B can then be completed by suggesting potential solutions, or pointing to the need for further investigation and information gathering.

Template for a health impact assessment screening or appraisal tool

	Project title and brief description of the proposal:

	Key aims and objectives:

	Table A
	Target

 Groups
	Those on low income 
	Older people
	General population
	Minority ethnic

Groups
	Children and young

people*

	  Factors that determine health
	
	
	
	
	

	Individuals 

Lifestyle / capacities affecting health:
Smoking, nutrition and health eating, physical activity, alcohol / drug misuse, sexual health, 

Propensity to use heath and care services 

Skills and knowledge, training and education
	
	
	
	
	

	Social and Community

Influences affecting health:

Family: Structure and function, Parenting

Community:

Social support mechanisms, social networks, neighbourliness. Peer pressure.

Community divisions, degree of isolation.

Historical identity, Cultural and spiritual ethos.
	
	
	
	
	

	Living conditions:

Built environment, civic design and planning, housing, noise, smell, air and water quality, physical view and outlook, public safety, waste disposal, road hazards, injury hazards,

Safe play spaces.
	
	
	
	
	

	Working conditions:

Employment, workplace conditions, occupation, income.
	
	
	
	
	

	Services: (access to and quality of)

Medical services, caring services, careers advice and counselling, shops and commercial services, public amenities, transport, education and other services. Access to information technology.
	
	
	
	
	

	Socio-economic, cultural and environmental and sustainability factors:

Biological diversity, efficient use of resources, pollution, diversity / local distinctiveness, climate.

Macro-economic factors:

Political climate, GDP, economic development., policy climate.
	
	
	
	
	

	Others**
	
	
	
	
	


*e.g. Others may need to be added eg. People with disabilities, Asylum seekers.  ** e.g. Bullying 

	Table B
	Describe 

	What positive effect(s) is the proposal likely to have for people’s health and well being, and for which groups within the population? 


	

	What negative effect(s) is the proposal likely to have for people’s health and well being, and for  which groups within the population?
	

	If negative impacts were identified for one or more group within the population, are there ways in which these can be removed or mitigated?
	

	Is further investigation, information and evidence collection needed to find potential solutions?
	

	Are there opportunities to build in more actions to improve people’s health as a part of the proposal.  Are there sources of information or experience else where that may help explore this question more fully?
	


Resources:

Welsh Health Impact Assessment Support Unit

The Unit has been established by the Welsh Assembly Government to help organisations in Wales to develop their use of health impact assessment. A more comprehensive version of this guide, together with links to other resources can be found on the Welsh Health Impact Assessment Support Unit website at www.whiasu.cardiff.ac.uk 

If you do not have internet access, or you wish to contact the Unit directly:

Eva Elliott
Welsh Health Impact Assessment Support Unit
CISHE
Cardiff University
53 Park Place
Cardiff CF10 3AT 
Tel:  029 2087 4000 ex. 7133

e-mail: elliotte@cf.ac.uk
Other UK resources for health impact assessment

Other tools and resources relating to health impact assessment can be found on the Health Development Agency Health Impact Assessment Gateway website at: www.publichealth.nice.org.uk/hiagateway
Welsh Assembly Government Documents

The following are a selection of relevant documents that have been produced by the Welsh Assembly Government: 

· Developing health impact assessment in Wales http://www.wales.gov.uk/subihealth/content/keypubs/healthimpact/pdf/healthimp_e.pdf
· The health potential of the Objective 1 Programme for West Wales and the Valleys: A preliminary health impact assessment http://www.wales.gov.uk/subihealth/content/keypubs/pdf/healthimpact_e.pdf
· Building a healthier future by taking health into account as part of Objective 1 projects http://www.wales.gov.uk/subihealth/content/keypubs/pdf/object1-e.pdf
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