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Community engagement that aims to empower requires us to recognise, value, and use all forms of knowledge in an equal way.
 

What does this case study describe?
Case study


The purpose of this case study is to describe an example of practice which recognises and equally values different kinds of knowledge to inform decision making. Here we investigate how Health Impact Assessment (HIA) can be used to facilitate the recognition and use of knowledge from communities in an equal way to knowledge from other sources. 
Background – about Health Impact Assessment
The practice of HIA is defined as ‘...a process through which evidence (of different kinds), interests, values and meanings are brought into dialogue between relevant stakeholders (politicians, professionals and citizens) in order imaginatively to understand and anticipate the effects of change on health and health inequalities in a given population’. (Elliott et al. 2010) 
HIA is a practical framework which allows for systematic and objective assessment of a wide range of evidence and different kinds of knowledge, some of which is the contextual knowledge of communities, in order to support decision making. It can be used at local and national levels. The Welsh Government has demonstrated commitment to develop the use of HIA in Wales as a part of strategies to improve health and reduce inequalities, through the introduction of statutory HIA within the Public Health (Wales) Act 2017.  
How does the HIA approach facilitate the recognition, valuing and use of lay knowledge from communities in an equal way to knowledge from other sources?
The HIA framework and its underlying principles has a significant impact on the way knowledge is used.
Recognition of the importance of knowledge from communities is implicit in the HIA approach. The methodology is underpinned by valuing the participation, engagement and involvement of communities as a fundamental aspect of the HIA concept. This means that the tool has a structure that allows for people to be brought into the process– through the triangulation of three sources of evidence; population profile data, academic evidence, and stakeholder knowledge and experience.  Clarity about sources of information is important, and all information is included in the assessment. Whilst weighting methods are deployed in the analysis stage, HIA acknowledges that it is not attempting to come to a consensus view, but reports and reflects upon all findings, recognising the impact of community beliefs and experiences.  
Transparency is a crucial value of HIA, and helps to manage expectations. The framework expects that those involved will be clear about how information will be shared and used, as well as understanding the scope of influence to inform decision making. 
The variety of tailored methods to capture knowledge facilitates appreciation and use on an equal basis.  
The specific methods deployed to capture community knowledge are planned in context, and selected by the team of people delivering the HIA, based upon insight from the community and opinion about what will work best for all stakeholders. Tailoring methods of knowledge capture for different communities helps in gathering quality information; which makes for a positive experience for participants and is helpful for those using the information. 
One of the methods frequently used are workshops where a range of stakeholders, including community members, come together to have dialogue on the issues at hand. The workshops use a wider determinants of health framework and ask participants to identify positive or negative consequences of the proposal in question against each item on the framework, as well as thinking about most at risk groups. Participants also identify opportunities to maximise health and wellbeing outcomes for the community.  “Everyone is an expert in the room. All experience and knowledge is as valid as the next person’s” (Interviewee). Transcripts or working notes are shared back with participants from communities to check whether information has been captured fairly.  
The approach places emphasis on key factors that enable the effective and equal use of community knowledge.
Roles are clearly defined within a HIA knowledge and skills framework, this values the particular skills required for inclusive facilitation of workshops. This approach also means that the necessary skills to deliver HIA can be spread across a whole group of people delivering.  

Providing opportunities to bring people together from professional and lay communities, to engage in dialogue and share perspectives on an equal basis. 

The topics covered by HIA aren’t theoretical, they always have relevance for the people involved. This means engaging with people on topics that matter to them and are current in their life. 

The explicit acknowledgement of community views coupled with the embedded cycles of communication means that people really feel listened to, and this lays the groundwork for developing shared understandings. 
The HIA approach acknowledges the barriers faced and seeks solutions to recognising, valuing and using different forms of knowledge in an equal way.
There are prevailing perceptions which do not value community knowledge, for some the use of this information is a cause for dismissing the value of HIA. The lack of value placed on lay knowledge as opposed to academic evidence can be especially challenging when communities have real concerns that aren’t validated by scientific evidence. Rather than dismissing the views of communities, the HIA approach recognises the inevitable impact of community beliefs as a relevant finding in its own right. Although community voice does not determine the outcome alone, HIA provides a framework whereby professional advice and community experience are acknowledged and used in decision making. Regardless of outcome, the transparency of the process means that all parties can understand how decisions have been reached and how their input has contributed. 
Power and influence is held by the ultimate decision makers to whom HIA is presented, those who have participated have little control over outcomes. However requiring decision makers to formally respond to the HIA can contribute to participants feeling a satisfaction with being listened to and part of a process, even in examples where community views have not determined the final decision. 

Sometimes there is a struggle to find contacts in communities and to develop links with relevant networks; sometimes communities don’t appear to want to engage, or face significant barriers that prevent them from engaging. Ensuring a variety of people sit on the HIA working group can overcome some of the problems. 

Conducting a HIA takes time and resources. Leadership’s acknowledgement of this, and the specific skills set necessary to deliver is sometimes lacking. The HIA knowledge and skills framework and team delivery approach supports the development of key skills. 
HIA values the outcomes of using knowledge from communities.
 “Some of the most positive outcomes of the HIA come because of the use of lay knowledge” (Interviewee).
There are benefits for individuals and communities when those involved are supported to understand the views of others and the wider context, feel valued and listened to, whether or not that voice influences the end decision. In these instances, practitioners experienced in HIA report that people are more likely to feel some satisfaction in being part of a process.
Recognising, valuing and using knowledge from communities in an equal way to other evidence also bring benefits for the wider system. This way of working improves shared understanding and starts new conversations on health and wellbeing, exploring how activities in diverse sectors have an impact. This can lead to better implementation of policy and more rounded comprehension of the issues.
HIA creates information that is useful across sectors, and there is a recognition that different types of knowledge are often valued differently by different sectors. In the political or local government context lay knowledge tends to be regarded as incredibly important and therefore HIA approaches can be helpful to engage key decision makers. 

What does this case demonstrate?
This case study has described how the HIA approach can facilitate recognition, value and use of different forms of knowledge in an equal way, as part of effective community engagement practice that aims to empower.
Creating appropriate opportunities to capture knowledge based on lived experience, which comes from the community, is crucial. The process of facilitating dialogue on an equal basis, and developing shared understanding on the use of all relevant information, is a fundamentally important aspect that leads to realisation of the beneficial outcomes identified. 
Producing this case study
The case was selected through conversation with the Welsh Health Impact Assessment Support Unit (WHIASU), confirming HIA as an example of practice that would lend itself to describing the use of lay knowledge alongside other sources of evidence in decision making. 
Information was gathered through a review of key documents, including HIA examples; and semi-structured interviews with practitioners experienced in HIA, who volunteered following an email invitation. 
A database was created to organise and document the information gathered. Through a combination of thematic analysis and pattern matching approaches, themes were identified which informed our interpretation of the information, and linked what we had found to that which we had expected to find. This case study has been reviewed by the interviewees. 
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