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The issue of relevance in HIA 



The Danish Prevention Committee 

The Danish Prevention Committee: 
  ”Even though HIA to some extend is performed via SEA in Denmark today, 

not all relevant suggestions for bills are assessed” 

In the final report of the Danish Prevention Committee it is recommended:  
  “...to implement impact assessments of political decisions on a national and a 

municipal level, where a decision is assumed to have a DIRECT AND 
DOCUMENTED EFFECT on the public’s health”  

  “…a quality assured set of HIA tools” 



• The strengths of HIA is to effectively place health on the 
political agenda, improve knowledge of health, and to 
increase and define the role of health in policies, 
strategies, programs etc.  

•  However, HIA is based on values and the link between a 
proposal or bill and the effects on health are the two ends 
of a chain that also contains determinants of health and 
risk factors. Thus a direct, straightforward and causal 
relationship between political decisions and a health 
outcome is hard to document.  

• There is literature describing the process and methods of 
HIA as well as there are reports describing different 
experiences with HIA 

•  But are there validity tested tools? 



Health impact assessment of an  
urban regeneration project:  
opportunities and challenges in the  
context of a southern European city 
HIA is a political-context-dependent tool determined by the 
weight of those values in the political culture of a country 
and traditions in the use of intersectoral approaches to 
include health in non-health policies. 



Health in All polices 
• If HIA is conducted on an ad hoc basis there is the danger of 
opportunistic HIAs. Health impact assessments may only be 
initialized if the outcome is expected to support a preferred 
policy decision. This reduces the potential of HIA substantially.  
• It is doubtful criteria-based priorities can be addressed by HIAs 
conducted on an ad hoc basis. 
•  Even the undertaking of a large number of HIAs in a given 
country does not necessarily mean that those policies and 
decisions, which matter most in terms of health consequences 
and should therefore be prioritized, are subject to an HIA. 
• This does not mean that HIAs conducted on an ad hoc basis 
have no value. The point is that ad hoc HIAs have their limits. 



Oxford Handbook of  
Public Health Practice 

• Although HIA is itself part of the political process, 
external political imperatives may sometimes 
inappropriately determine the outcome of the decision 
being assessed. Disagreements or power inequalities 
between different stakeholder factions may be similarly 
important. Health impact assessments will often be taken 
out of context to justify pre-set political positions. None of 
this ‘policy-based evidence making’ should deter us from 
continuing to use this innovative approach to promote 
healthy public policy. 



Aim 
• Identify when a political decision is considered to have 
direct and documented effect on the population health and 
therefore is relevant to perform a HIA on a national level 

•  Identify relevance criteria in the screening phase of a HIA 
on political decisions 
• According to experts and stakeholders 

• Consider the pre-screening aspect 
•  How does the potential decision-maker or case worker 

decide to even use the screening tool at hand? 



Pre-screening 

Screening 

Should a full 
HIA be 

initiated? 
•  Yes 
•  No 

Scoping 

Which main 
questions should 

be examined?  

Risk assessment 

Identify the 
knowledge 

relevant to the 
main questions 

Reporting 

Devise 
conclusions and 
recommendation

s  

Decision making 

The 
decisionmaker 

decides whether 
to follow the 

recomendations 

Monitoring and 
evaluation 

Evaluate 

When 
appropriate, the 
implementation 

should be 
monitored to 

contribute with 
new knowledge 
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Literature search 
Search words: ”Relevance criteria” AND ”HIA” 

• 6629 (4950) Hits 

• 232 Potentially relevant after reading Abstracts 

• Less than 50 touch upon either relevance OR criteria in 
HIA or SEA 

• Less than 5 talk directly about relevance AND criteria in 
HIA on a policy 



Searching for ”HIA” 
Pitfalls (short list): 
• Heparin Induced 
• HIA-Medos  
• Human Intestinal Absorption  
• Home Improvement Agency  
• Hydride Ion Affinity  
• Health Insurance Act  
• Housing Industry Association  
Hemeagglutination Inhibition 
Assay  
• Hazard Incident Accident  
• Human Intestinal Absorption  

Searching for 
”Relevance criteria” 
• Is in some resources only 
possible as Relevance AND 
Criteria 
• And in other recources possible 
as Relevance OR Criteria 
Synonyms used in the 
texts include: 
• Fit to the purpose  
• Relevant  
• Checklist  
• Criterion  



NO HITS: 52 resources 
AIDS & Cancer Research AMED ASM Handbooks Online ASSIA Applied 
Social Sciences Index and Abstracts Bibliotek.dk Biotechnology & 
Bioengineering BMJ Britannica Online CancerLit Cell Press CINAHL 
Cochrane Compendex Computer and Information Systems Abstracts 
Conference Papers Index CSA Worldwide Political Science Abstracts 
Danmarks Elektroniske Fag og- forskningsbibliotek Directory of Open 
Access Journals Electronic & Communicatin Abstracts Encyclopedia of 
Statistical Sciences ERIC (CSA) ERIC (EBSCO) ERIC (US Department of 
Education) Esp@cenet FRANCIS (CSA) Inspec International Bibliography 
of the Social Sciences International Political Science Abstracts Lexis Nexis 
Linguistics and Language Behavior Abstracts Mantis MathSciNet (AMS) MD 
Consult Journals (1990-Present) MLA PAIS Archive PAIS International 
PEDro Periodicals Archive Online Periodicals Index Online Philosopher's 
Index (EBSCO) Physical Education Index PILOTS Database PsycArticles 
PsycINFO (OVID) Readers' Guide to Periodical Literature Royal Society of 
Chemistry Safety Science and Risk Social Services Abstracts Sociological 
Abstracts Thieme eJournals TOXLINE Wikipedia (ENG) 



Academic	  Search	  Premier	   1	   1	   BioMed	  Central	  Open	  Access	   2	   2	  
Annual	  Reviews	   6	   1	   Google	  Book	  Search	   40	   1	  
BioMed	  Central	  Journals	   9	   3	   Ebrary	   143	   5	  
CIAO	   2	   1	   Science	  Direct	   256	   12	  
IEEE	  Xplore	   24	   1	   Wiley	   366	   3	  
Informaworld	   20	   4	  
Medline	  CSA	   1	   1	   WISO	  (Literaturnachweise)	   45	   0	  

OECD	  iLibrary	   4	   1	  
American	  Chemical	  Society	  Journals	  
Search	   11	   0	  

Ovid	  Journals	   32	   7	   Cambridge	  Journals	  Online	   500	   0	  
Oxford	  University	  Press	   116	   14	   Informa	  Healthcare	   23	   0	  
PubMed	  Medline	   2	   2	   Nature	  Journals	   11	   0	  

SCIRUS	  
2659	  
(1000)	   158	   SPORTDiscus	   17	   0	  

Social	  Sciences	  CitaYon	  Index	  
(Web	  of	  Science)	   1	   1	   Mary	  Ann	  Liebert	  Online	   9	   0	  
Springer	   123	   13	   Toxicology	  Literature	  Online	  (TOXLINE)	   2193	   0	  

Web	  of	  Science	   1	   1	  
American	  Society	  for	  Microbiology	  
Journals	   12	   0	  

HITS:30 resources  
Potentially relevant HITS: 20 resources 



Health Impact Assessment in WA  
Discussion Paper 
Questions that should be asked about the relevance of 
undertaking an HIA include: 
• Are the key elements of a particular proposal (or activity) well 
understood? 
• Can the potential for impact on the wider determinants of 
health and equity on the population be determined? 
• Is there the potential for impact on differing population groups, 
particularly the extent to which any disadvantaged, vulnerable 
or marginalised groups might be affected? 
• What existing evidence and data sources are available?  



Health Impact Assessment in WA  
Discussion Paper Cont. 
• Have similar types of HIA been undertaken that might inform or 
negate the need for a dedicated HIA in this case?  
• Do other alternatives to undertaking an HIA exist which would 
ensure health and equity issues are effectively considered by 
decision makers?  
• What capacity and resources are needed and exist?  



Health Impact Assessment in WA  
Discussion Paper 
It is important to filter out proposals that are unlikely to 
benefit from HIA. 
The following are examples of situations where an HIA 
may not be appropriate:  
• The proposal may be seen by health and other experts as 
having little potential impact on health and equity issues;  
• Impacts may be likely but the evidence is already well 
documented and it may be possible to develop evidence-based 
recommendations without the need for a fuller HIA;  
• Under certain circumstances, decision makers may not be 
receptive to considering any evidence-based recommendations. 



What is next? 



• The “relevance criteria” identified in the literature search 
will be used to developed a screening tool that further will 
be used as starting point for a modified Delphi process 
with experts from Danish governmental  level 
organizations with the aim to integrate them into a Danish 
context and test them. 

•  A sample of the group of experts and government officers 
who contributed to the initial process will be invited to test 
this tool. Cohen’s kappa coefficient will be calculated  

• The purpose of the consensus workshops will also be 
validate the results and conclude in a form of a guidance 
report on screening of governmental level policies and to 
get a final round of feedback from experts. 



Thank you for listening 


