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What is Impact Assessment?

“the process of identifying the future consequences 
of a current or proposed action”

A procedural tool that assesses specific factors that benefit, 
mitigate, or exacerbate the ecosystem and human health.
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Research questions

1) What variables are missing from conventional 
impact assessments that would improve their 

applicability to Indigenous populations?

2) How do impact assessments address cultural, spiritual, 
environmental, and community health concerns?
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How are Impact Assessments 
failing to address tribal health?
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1) Health determinants are often focused on biophysical health or 
environmental outcomes (e.g. exposure assessment)

2) Impact assessments that explicitly include culture focus on 
tangible/physical aspects of culture such as gravesites

3) Limited assessment of the interconnectedness of environment, 
health and culture: environment, health, culture are 
compartmentalized

Primary problem → Does not include 
Indigenous definitions of health
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“Our culture depends on the existence of a healthy 
environment to sustain the habitat for our fish,

birds, deer and other traditional animals”
Swinomish Chairman, Brian Cladoosby, spi-spáˀc

“Of the 400 images, 393 
(98.2%) did not include 

humans, 4 (1%) had 
humans within the 
ecosystem, and 3 

(0.8%) had humans 
outside looking in.” 

-Medin and Bang

Disconnect between conventional impact 
assessments and Indigenous Knowledge



Indigenous Health Indicators
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Measuring use of impact assessments
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Methods: PubMed search for 11 identified impact assessments identified. 
Query: "name of assessment"; date range: 1/1/2008-12/31-2017 

11 Impact Assessments Evaluated:
Environmental Impact Assessment 
Health Impact Assessment 
Public Health Assessment 
Ecological Risk Assessment 
Community Health Assessment 
Social Impact Assessment 
Cultural Impact Assessment
Strategic Environmental Assessment 
Human Health Risk Assessment
Human Rights Impact Assessment 
Integrated Environmental Impact Assessment



Relative use of impact assessments
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Prevalence of impact assessments on PubMed. Queries searched for name of 

impact assessment as a phrase over a ten year period, 1/1/2008-12/31/2017.



Creating a Code Book of health indicators

Methods: 

• Review of literature to identify the determinants of human and/or 
environmental health considered by each of the 11 impact assessments

• Used the compiled list of determinants to create a Code Book.

• Code Book contains 44 codes based on the determinants
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Example code:



6 main emergent themes of 43 
health determinants
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Biophysical 
Environment:

Natural Environment 
Human Exposure 
Built Environment 

Sustainability

Health Outcomes, 
Behavior & Care:

Biologic Factors
Health Outcomes 

Health Care Services 
Health Behavior

Public Resources 
& Services: 

Public & Social Services 
Infrastructure

Education

Social & Economic 
Environment:

Occupational Environ. 
Resources

Social Conflict

Society & Culture:
Cultural Resources 

Communication 
Quality of Life

Political 
Environment:

Contemporary Setting
Historic Setting

Self-determination
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Describing the scope of Impact 
Assessments

Biophysical 
Environment

Health outcomes, 
behaviors, care

Public resources       
& services

Social & Economic 
Environment

Society                       
& culture

Political 
Environment

Public Health Assessment

LOW Human Health Risk Assessment

MED Ecological Risk Assessment

HIGH Environmental Impact Assessment

Integrated Environmental Health 
Impact Assessment

Strategic Environmental Assessment

Community Health Assessment

Cultural Impact Assessment

Social Impact Assessment

Health Impact Assessment

Human Rights Impact Assessment

Indigenous Health Indicators



Overlap of 
determinants 
between IHIs 

and IAs

Biggest gaps:

• Lack of deep 
assessment 
of cultural impacts

• Lack of connectivity 
between environment, 
culture, health
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Most overlap with Indigenous Health Indicators: 
1) Human Rights Impact Assessment
2) Social Impact Assessment AND 
Health Impact Assessment
3) Community Health Assessment
4) Strategic Environmental Assessment



Future 
directions

• How effective is stakeholder 
engagement in the Impact 
Assessment process?

• Challenges in incorporating IHIs 
and Indigenous definitions of 
health

• What do IAs accomplish? 
Threshold at which action is 
taken? (i.e. a project is 
cancelled, an intervention is 
taken, etc.)
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Questions?

Meredith Cocks

cocksm@oregonstate.edu

Diana Rohlman

diana.rohlman@oregonstate.edu
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Prevalence of impact assessments on PubMed. Queries searched for name of 

impact assessment as a phrase over a ten year period, 1/1/2001-12/31/2017.



Highest use seen 
among IAs evaluating 
biological health and 
impacts to ecosystems, 
and use trending up.
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Prevalence of impact assessments on PubMed. Queries searched for name of 

impact assessment as a phrase over a ten year period, 1/1/2001-12/31/2017.
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