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Health Impact Assessment is
… a tool for systematically

evaluating, synthesizing, and 

communicating information about 

potential health impacts for more 

informed decision-making.
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Health Impact Assessment is

"a multidisciplinary process within which a range 

of evidence about the health effects of a proposal is 

considered in a structured framework …based on a 

broad model of health which proposes that 

economic, political, social, psychological, and 

environmental factors determine population health."
Northern and York Public Health Observatory, 2001
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• Influence decision makers using a broad understanding 
of health and wide range of evidence 

• Highlight potentially significant health impacts that are 
unknown, under-recognized, or unexpected

• Assess how proposals will affect all members of the 
community, particularly the most vulnerable

• Facilitates inter-sectoral working and public participation 
in decision making

• Encourages sustainable development—considers short 
and long term impacts

• Increase public awareness of public health issues and 
strategies to improve the public’s health

Why use HIA?
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Challenges facing the application of 
HIA to built environment issues

• Complexity of the built 
environment and health 
outcomes.

• Lack of reliable and 
valid indicators of built 
environment effects. 

• Insufficient data on 
interventions to improve 
health status.

National Institute of Environmental Health Sciences
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Program 
implementation Participation

Changes in
physical activity

Physical Health 
Outcomes

Policy Proximal Impacts Intermediate Outcomes

Changes in
BMI

Health Outcomes

Complexity of impact pathways

Outline of physical activity pathway
For Safe Routes to School HIA
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Build/improve
pedestrian and
bike facilities

Traffic calming

Traffic
enforcement

Crossing Guards

Parental Monitoring
(e.g. "walking
school bus")

Walkability/
bikeability of

routes to school

Pedestrian/bike
rider traffic

safety

Short-term
physical activity

Exposure to air
pollution

Obesity

CVD risk
factors

Insulin
sensitivity

Asthma

Unintentional
injury

Intentional
injury

Parental and
children's

perceptions of risks/
barriers/benefits

Policy
Components Proximal Impacts Intermediate Outcomes Health Outcomes

Mental Health

Neighborhood
safety

Increased law
enforcement

patrols

Osteoporosis

Long-term patterns
of physical activity

Social norms and
reinforcement for
physical activity

Parental and
child education

Cancers

Motor vehicle use

Social capital

Complexity of impact pathways

Safe Routes to School
Logic Framework
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Data gaps: The inverted iceberg phenomenon
Example - Data on physical activity

• Many research studies report strength of association, 
not magnitude of effect;
(e.g. research on walkability and walking)

• Data usually not available for small areas and narrowly 
defined demographic groups;
(e.g. African Americans in Trenton N.J.)

• Baseline data may not be aligned with effect data and 
impact models;
(e.g. youth physical activity data:  days/week meeting recommendations vs. 
minutes of P.A./week)
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Dealing with data gaps
Buford Highway/NE Plaza Redevelopment, Atlanta

Collaborative Analysis with
• Centers for Disease Control
• Georgia Tech, School of 

Architecture & Planning
• UCLA School of Public 

Health
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Aim: Redevelop a “greyfield” into a 
vibrant, pedestrian-friendly environment

Project Elements
• Reduce the number of 

lanes from 7 to 4
• Build sidewalks and add 

crosswalks
• Reduce speed limit
• Add center median
• Increase density, 

connectivity and land-use
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Scoping (Buford Hwy HIA)
Defining pathways and populations of interest

Pathways
Physical activity
Traffic-related injury
Air pollution
Social capital and 
crime
Noise

Populations
Residents within ½
mile (N=14,000)

People driving 
through, working or 
shopping in the area 
(N=37,500+)
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Impact analysis (Buford Hwy HIA)
Physical activity

Methods
walkability assessment (pedestrian level of service)
“virtual walkability” assessment of planned project
Relationship between neighborhood walkability and 
amount of daily walking extrapolated from cross-
sectional studies reported in literature
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Using existing cross-sectional research to 
estimate walking based on walkability

Ped-L.O.S. B (2.0)       A- (1.4)   (data collected by UCLA)
Avg min. walked/week 65 138 (from Saelens et al, 2003)

Walkability and Walking in two San Diego neighborhoods
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Virtual Walkability Analysis

Before After

Average L.O.S. = D (4.1) Estimated L.O.S. = B- (2.4)
Avg min. walked/week = 51
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Impact analysis (Buford Hwy HIA)
Results of walkability modeling

Estimated increase of 11-75 minutes of daily walking

So what?
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Impact analysis (Buford Hwy HIA)
What is the value?

Prediction of specific estimate?
Building the case that design influences walkability and 
walking?
Providing a model to allow examination of alternative 
scenarios and broadening understanding of cost/health 
trade-offs?
Supporting opportunities for community input?

--------------------------
Would a simple textual summary

of existing research suffice?
Does the model strengthen or weaken defensibility?
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Advancing HIA
Lessons learned from countries outside 

the U.S.

Importance of broad political support

Value of enabling legislation

Casting HIA as a resource rather than an imposition

Judicious, purpose-driven use participation coupled 
with technical analysis
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Advancing HIA – Technical Capacity
Quality and Efficiency

Training and technical assistance to build a 
community of HIA practitioners

HIA Repository/Clearinghouse
– Toolbox:  learning modules, adaptable models, best 

practices
– Evidence-base:  Common projects, pathways, intermediates

Field testing of existing HIA tools

Formal process and impact evaluations
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Advancing HIA – Institutionalization
Value, Credibility, Impact

Collaborating with policy-makers to shape and focus 
HIAs on high priority issues

Linking universities, health departments and 
legislative analysts 

Developing incentives and political support for use of 
HIAs
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