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improving community health
through evaluations

joanna Becker

Abstract There has been an increasing emphasis on sustainable community
development in recent years, which is linked to community heaith
through quality of iife and intergenerational considerations. Fvaluations
are one of the basic tools to improving community health with the
most effective evaluations being those that are meaningful to the com-
munity kse, and which provide tangible feedback and incentives for
improved performance. Drawing on weli-known matheds, this paper
flustrates four important components of community evalustions.
Although each method incorporates some or il of these COMPONEntS,
thelr achievernents to date have been limited. The reasons for this, 25
well as how evaluations can play 2 more efective role in improving
community health, are discussed.

Introduction

¥

Com::*;-.z ies have historically had a close relationship to their natural
resource base and have tended to remain within the carrying capacity of
a region :f they were to survive. However, this is no Enpge* the case,
especially for North American communities, which need to address sus-
able development to continue in the future. This paper looks at o
what extent evaluations he elp to do this.
Evaluating commun e will not by itseif zmp'fcva its health but pro-
vides a reference to start from. As Besleme ¢f al. \L999 concluded from 2
study © ’*f comununity indicators in two communities, the process itself pro-
duces cutcomes, but moving from evaluation o act:cn requires both citizen
par‘ziczﬁpai:ion and poiicy implementation.
nis paper considers to what extent four evaluation methods have
improved community health in North America. These m Iti'zods ithustrate
how public participation, clarity of presentation, re@ea ed application and
s taoi shment of target ehav;ors emphasized in the Bellagio Principles
{Becker, 2004} are importani for communi ity evaluation methods. The
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paper summarizes the sirengths and weaknesses of these methods and their
accomplis b nients to date based on the literature and personal interviews. It

concludes with suggestions as to how to better use evaluations io improve

comim u"i"V health.

WWhat is community health?

1

A community is an organized body of people who share a common interest,
generally living in the same area. Jacobs (1995) identifies j\iacc ag the
important Hnk between people in a community, whereas Warburton
i that the relationships between people are im@crmm as
e af piace. A shared sense of history is also important. A com-
ity may be little more than an extended famiive a megapolis of several
on peopie. Increasingly, there is also awareness of the giobal commu-
consisting of all the Earth's inhabitants. Smaller communities such
usiness, religious and political groups may nest within larger ones.
fembership in one community does not preciude membership in another.
is not easy to define commumi’y heaith, often equated with ‘quality of
life’, referred to in the ‘Caring for ihe Earth’ definition of sustainable devel-
opment (TUCN, 1991}. Quality of life has often been treated synonymously
with the term ‘well-being’ Roge*so”- et al., 1987). Many characteristics
have been identified with quality of life (Mitchell et 4l.,, 1995) and includ
personal and community development and security as well as the physica
environment and the provision of goods and services. If the intergenera-
tomal considerations of sustainable devempmim (WCED, 1987 are

included in community health, then the sustainability of many urban

communities is quesizonabie and may actually be deteriora i,zg,
Ideally, community development is closely linked to sustainable develop-
ment with provision of goods and services for both current and future
demands. Sustainable development may be less relevant in poor commu-
nitles where problems are immediate and environmen ai impacts are
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iocal and comparatively minor {McGranahan ef al., 1596). But at the most
fundamental level, sustainable dweiopmenir means continued existence
(Bossel, 1998). Many communities have persisted in the same iocation for

years, whereas others have sadufcmy perished or been reformudated.
Most survive now at the expense of resources from other places {see
Heological Hoo*m‘mt}

Agenda 21 identified the major physical environmental issues facing
global urban settiements: roved planning and mmagerwenf; infe-
gwref‘- provision of environmental ;nf“astm"mre, the Dromoh 71 Of 51

disaster-prone areas and urban health ’L‘\CEC, }392‘
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How then can modern communities become more sustainable? Selman
proposes that a top priority for sustainable urban development is the cre-
ation of viable political and institutional systems capabie of ‘framing
broadly based strategies, programmes and policies’ (1996, p. 41). Jismy of
the characteristics of making a community sustainable are what make it a
desirable place in which to kve.

“omponents of a community evaluation program

&)
[45)

An evaluation program uses some type of indicators, whether these
gualitative or quantitative, summarized in an index or assigned an arbitrary
vaive. Much has been written elsewhere about the desirable qualities of
indicators (Mitchell, 1996; Cairns o i, 1953; Van der Bergh, 1996; amon g
others} and those that are selected for the assessment of community
b will depend on the interests of the specific group but should
include social indicators. The social indicators movements arose in the
USA about 1910 (Smith, 1991). Environmental indicators, inciudi *zg the
pressure-siate~response (PSR} framework described subsequently, w

aiso inspired from the social indicator movement in the 1980s.

What are the important indicators of a community evaluation program?
Cobb and Rixford (1998}, in 'z'beiv history of social mdlCB‘O"‘a, conciude
that measurement itself doe t induce a,,pm,;ria*e action nor mean that
it is a good indicaior '?hﬂy ecommend seeking indicators that reveal
causes not symptoms when planning to act and that a democratic indicators
program requires more than good public participation.

Given the appropriateness of the seiecte"" indicators, can the implemen-

tation of an evalvation method itself help improve community health? No
matter how wei}: an evaluation method is devised and imy ¢
i not help improve comumunity health unless there is the 3011%‘;:&1 will
individual commitment to make it happen. However, the Bellagio Prin-
ciples are important in all evaluation methods as illustrated in the fo! Howing

Fublic participation

Community health must be determined by the citizens of that comr nunity.
artzcmatory development is defined by the World Baﬂk a8 ‘a process
hrough which stakeholders influence and share control over development
inthiatives and the decisions and resources which affect them " {World Bank,
1996, p. xi}. Lack of participation and control of resources are reco grized as
coniributing to threats and failures of projects (Machiis and Tichnell, 1985,

12424

Nepal and Weber, 1995). Cobb and Rixford (1998 conclude that movi ng
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from indicators to outcomes is more likely with ‘control over resources’.
Cozmmmztv participation helps identify local issues as well as implement-
ing necessary changes.

McAliister (1999} lists potential benefits of participatory monitoring
and evaluation: as direct learning from the lessons for the community;
inzormai:zor‘, ownership of the process by the comununity and commur nity

pacity building. A study by the World Bank’s Learning
P rticipation found that, aithough more time was required for the
preparatory stages, the costs may be no higher for preparing and imple-
meniing pa:‘tczpﬂto projects than non-participatory ones (Bhatnagar,
15923, Tifz Cy concludes that consideration should be taken of the
costs of not providing for participation.

The concept cf stakeholders has now expanded to include not only the
rural poor, as in the FAC's People Pa H.czpaﬁo'ﬁ Programme of the 1980,
but also local institutions and civil society in a power-sharing scheme
based on negotzat on and conflict management (Warren, 1998). Participation
i not guarantee success, however, and CGilbert {1987 believes that
the achievements of community participation have been greatly exagger-
ated, ﬁoﬁng that the J‘t ests of weaker groups may be damaged
depends primarily on political interests.
?arﬁczpaim’*z 1‘3‘*% n@eds to be evaiuated to determine the extent and
quality of participation, the costs and benefiis of participation and the
pa rti r*af:za on outcomes, performance and susiainal
. One evaluation program notable for its public participation

is the Sustainable Seattle Program.
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Sustainable Segttle Program

This Program was initiated by public participation with a multi-stakeholder
process of 150 citizens in ‘992 {Sustainable Seattle, 1598). This DrOCEss con-
tinues with a steering committee of fwenty or more citizens and a bi-annual

i:nc’alcai:o*~ review. It therefore also addresses re-application, although
ing is not guaranteed for its continuance and it is not mandated } by
siatre. 1t | has improved its clarity of presentation by reducing the
indicators from ninety to forty and presenting these as sustainability
irends that are deciming, improving or new with a further category for
those with insufficient data (Fxgure 1}. The indicators serve as educational
tools, as well as being heipful to decision-makers. Atkisson {1999) attributes
its success to its adminisirative base, good timing and skilled ‘acxiz‘satsz He
notes, however, thatt e long-term focus caused some alienation and the dif
ficuity of handling tec:‘n:cai topics by volunteers. Other limitations noted
by Hardi ef gl (1997} are that some indicators cannot be presented in time
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Figure 1 Susteinable Seattie indicator trends (Sustainable Seattle, 1598)

ator set making comparisons over time dif-

urrent work on the Program is addressing some of these issues, such
as considering the use of targets and applying a filter to the indicators

to determine their appropriateness, data availability and the ahi}ié

transiate the findings into action. The current Executive Director, Chantal
Stevens, is well aware of the need to incorporate the program with action.
Strategies for actions are to be developed by the Steering Committee for
the 2005 Indicators Update, with the data collected by Sustainable
Seattle and community volunicers. Stevens admits that in the past Seattie
has had litile capacity to implement the findings of the Program,
parily 4 : i i she thinks it could be instructional

eattle with other cities (personal
comumunication, 2004).
As 1o its effectiveness, a study by Olden (2003) found that, although the

3
Sustainable Seattle Program did not directly affect policies, it did have a sig-
nificant impact on decision-makers. Seatile has recent iy been praised for its
indicators and comprehensive plan {Kent, 2003). However, the lack of incor-
poration into public policy and iis dC?C“L.uCﬁC on volunteer staff has
limited the effectiveness of the program to direct changes in Seattie and

King County. As of now, therefore, its ongoing public participation is
' i articularly by the business community, so as
to maintain and improve the quality of life that atiracts its workers to the

community
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