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The Institute of Public Health is an all-island organisation which 
operates on a transboundary basis, focused on Ireland and 
Northern Ireland as well as in a cross-UK and European context.

The purpose of the Institute is to inform public policy to support healthier 
populations in Ireland and Northern Ireland.

The Institute does this through research and evidence review; policy analysis and 
evaluation; partnership working; specialist training and public communications.

The Institute focuses on promoting health and wellbeing, improving health equity 
and reducing health inequalities throughout the life course.

The Institute has researchers and policy specialists from a range of disciplines based 
in offices in Dublin and Belfast and is jointly funded by the Departments of Health in 
Ireland and Northern Ireland. 
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Key messages
Health Impact Assessment (HIA) is a decision support process for improving population 
health and reducing inequalities in health. 

This guidance steers the user through the process. It provides tools and conceptual models 
that are flexible, and which encourage a proportionate assessment. It uses case studies to 
show what is done. 

HIA is part of delivering Health in All Policies and it supports delivery of Making Life Better 
and a Healthy Ireland. 

HIA can be applied across all departments, agencies, boards, committees, partnerships, 
organisations, sectors and types of decision making.

HIA brings awareness of the population health implications of decisions, particularly 
decision that are outside of the health sector. HIA supports better decision making. 

HIA can be done as a standalone assessment, or health outcomes can be considered as 
part of environmental assessments, such as Strategic Environmental Assessment and 
Environmental Impact Assessment. There are common HIA principles, processes and 
approaches but methods and styles of reporting can vary. 

HIA can be applied at the strategic level to legislation, policies, plans and programmes. 

HIA can also be at the project level. 

The requirement to conduct an HIA can be established by policy. This would make it an 
automatic requirement to undertake HIA in situations that are likely to significantly affect 
population health. A policy on HIA bring efficiency and consistency. 

HIA can also be undertaken on a ‘case-by-case’ basis for complex or unusual circumstances. 
The decision on whether to undertake HIA is termed ‘screening’. 

HIA can inform, or be informed by, other assessment instruments, such as Poverty Impact 
Assessment, Human Rights Impact Assessment, Equality Impact Assessment, Regulatory 
Impact Analysis/Assessment and Social Impact Assessment. Each is relevant to health. 

This is an update to guidance issued by the Institute of Public Health in Ireland in 2009. It 
draws on best practice in impact assessment from across the island of Ireland, the UK and 
internationally. The guidance is for Ireland and Northern Ireland. 

HIA adds value to decision making by being evidence based; unpicking the complex 
health pathways and trade-offs inherent within all decisions; and providing clear 
recommendations or conclusions. HIA supports sustainable healthy communities.

Policy makers can include HIA as a standard part of their approach to policy development. 
Some nations, like Wales, have introduced a statutory requirement for HIA. 
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Introduction
Society faces ongoing challenges from climate change; environmental pollution; poverty; 
emerging infectious diseases; increasing chronic diseases; reduced mental health and 
widening health inequalities. The island of Ireland is tackling these issues while working 
towards a green recovery from COVID-19 (1,2). The Pan-European Commission on Health and 
Sustainable Development recognises the role of assessment in this process (3) and, even 
though times are very hard, there still are opportunities for improving health (4). 

Improving population health and reducing inequalities in health has an intrinsic value that 
is of huge importance to all communities and it is a highly cost-effective policy objective (5-
7). Health Impact Assessment (HIA) is a decision support process for improving population 
health and reducing inequalities in health. In this guidance the Institute of Public Health 
in Ireland defines HIA, sets out the stages involved and provides tools for each step of the 
assessment process. 

This is an update to 2009 guidance issued by the Institute (6). It draws on best practice 
in impact assessment from across the island of Ireland, the UK and internationally. The 
guidance is for Ireland and Northern Ireland. It uses 30 case studies to show practice from 
across the island of Ireland, the UK and internationally.

HIA is defined as a process which systematically judges the potential, and sometimes 
unintended, effects of a project, program, plan, policy, or strategy on the health of a 
population and the distribution of those effects within the population. HIA generates 
evidence for appropriate actions to avoid or mitigate health risks and promote health 
opportunities. HIA guides the establishment of a framework for monitoring and 
evaluating changes in health as part of performance management and sustainable 
development. From Winkler et al (8).

The World Health Organization is clear that action outside the health sector has dividends 
for population health. 

“A rapid global transition to clean energy would not only meet the Paris climate 
agreement goal of keeping warming below 2oC, but would also improve air quality to 
such an extent that the resulting health gains would repay the cost of the investment 
twice over” (9).

“The current costs of ill health are significant for governments in Europe: trends 
suggest unsustainable increases in costs unless cost-effective policies are put in place 
… Interventions that focus on addressing social and environmental determinants 
(such as promoting walking and cycling, green spaces, safer transport and housing 
interventions) are shown to have early returns on investment, with additional social 
and environmental benefits. Healthy employment programmes show returns on 
investment within 1–2 years (5).
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“There is an evidence base from controlled trials and well-designed observational 
studies on the effectiveness of a wide range of health promotion and disease 
prevention interventions that address risk factors to health. These include measures 
to reduce the risk of smoking and alcohol consumption, increase physical activity and 
promote more healthy diets, protect psychological and emotional well-being, reduce 
environmental harms and make road environments safer. Many of these actions may 
be both funded and delivered outside of the health sector ” (10).

What is health?
The World Health Organization defines health as “a state of complete physical, mental 
and social wellbeing and not merely the absence of disease or infirmity” (11). Individual and 
community health is determined by behavioural choices, by social, environmental and 
economic conditions and by access to quality healthcare services.

The Public Health Frameworks across the island of Ireland, Making Life Better (12) and a 
Healthy Ireland (13), place a premium on improving health and on the wider determinants 
of health. Public health spans the domains of protection, promotion and improvement. It 
also includes health and social care services as well as health intelligence systems. 

The World Health Organization recommend HIA as one of the approaches that help with 
progress towards the Sustainable Development Goals (14).

What is HIA and what does it look at?
This guidance refers to assessments being conducted on a ‘proposal’. This encompasses 
legislation, policy, plan, programme or project. 

HIA is a structured process. It looks at a proposal while it is being planned. HIA shows what 
the effects will be on people’s health. HIA shows how to improve the proposal. 

HIA aims to capture potential positive health impacts and avoid the potential negative 
health impacts of a proposal. 

HIA informs the decision-making process about effects on health, health inequalities and 
health equity. Health inequalities refer to the gap in health outcomes between those at 
the top and bottom ends of the social class or socio-economic classification scale. Health 
equity introduces an explicit moral and ethical dimension to the way in which we look at 
health inequalities, i.e. whether the gap is unjust. Full and proper consideration of health 
equity requires debate and dialogue. 

HIA’s guiding principles are set out in Figure 01. 
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Comprehensive 
approach to health

Ethical use of evidence

Sustainability

ParticipationEquity &
equality

Figure 01. Guiding principles for HIA 

Adapted from Winkler et al (8)
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At a glance – the guidance documents 

Impact assessment
reviewers & practitioners

Executive
Summary

Technical
Guidance

Public

Plain 
Language
Summary

Manual

Policy-makers

Commissioners

This guidance is for organisations that are developing legislation, policies, plans or 
programmes. It is also for planning authorities and developers who are considering 
whether to grant, or who are seeking, permission for an individual project. 

It can be used at different levels of government and decision-making, such as: 

• Ministerial committees

• Official groups

• Project boards

• Local partnerships

• Authorising bodies

• Councils and government departments

It is also for practitioners delivering impact assessments, including standalone HIAs, as well 
as health within environmental assessments. 

This is The Case for HIA, it is a supporting document to the four part guidance. Each part is 
aimed at a different readership.

This document focuses on the reasons for using HIA in practice and for strengthening the 
requirement for HIA. 

This document will support the work of policy-makers and commissioners. 
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The HIA Process
Figure 02 summarises the stages of HIA. These are common to both standalone HIA or 
health in environmental assessment, such as SEA and EIA. These HIA stages align to, but 
are different from, formal statutory reporting procedures in EIA and SEA.

Screening 

Scoping 

Analysis 

Reporting 

Implementation 

Monitoring 

Evaluation

Decide whether to conduct an assessment; this may be a case-by-case
decision or a statutory/policy requirement

Choose the health determinants and issues to assess, specify methods 
and clarify governance arrangements

Gather evidence and assess the proposal's effects, particularly likely 
significant effects

Present conclusions and recommendations/measures, including in
relation to inequalities and equity

Follow through with the recommendations and/or the measures when
implementing the proposal

Collect or examine further data/indicators and if appropriate take 
further action

Review the robustness and effectiveness of the assessment and its
outcomes. Improve practice. 

0 2 4 6 8 10
Figure 02. The HIA process

HIA and other assessment instruments 
The determinants of health and the consideration of vulnerable groups are a feature of 
many assessment instruments. Other instruments may require a discussion of health 
outcomes as part of their assessments; or the assessment of health may be framed in 
terms of other outcomes, e.g. poverty, human rights or equality. 

The tables below consider health as part of other assessment instruments. Further detail is 
provided in the Technical Guidance. 

The assessment instruments in Table 01 should include a consideration of human health 
that aligns with HIA principles, processes and approaches. If good practice is followed these 
environmental assessments should not require a separate standalone HIA. 
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Table 01. Environmental assessment: the consideration of health and the 
assessment of health outcomes

Assessment 
instrument Notes

Environmental 
Assessment (EA) 

EA is not an assessment in its own right, but it is an 
important umbrella term that covers both Strategic 
Environmental Assessment (SEA) and Environmental Impact 
Assessment (EIA). Environmental Assessment should 
include proportionate consideration of human health with a 
population health outcome perspective. 

Strategic 
Environmental 
Assessment (SEA) 

SEA is conducted on plans and programmes that set the 
framework for future development consent. 

… and health The SEA Directive (15) requirement relates to health being 
considered in its own right as a factor affected by the plan or 
programme and in terms of the interrelationship between 
health, population and listed environmental factors. 

The emphasis on health under the Protocol on SEA, 
includes the objective that “environmental, including health, 
considerations are thoroughly taken into account in the 
development of plans and programmes” (16). 

Good practice SEA should include integrated assessment 
of human health with a population health outcome 
perspective. 

The United Nations Economic Commission for Europe 
presents draft guidance to address human health within 
SEA (17).

Environmental 
Impact Assessments 
(EIA)

EIAs are conducted on individual projects as part of an 
application for development consent. Among the changes 
that came into force from 2017 was the requirement for a 
consideration of effects on “human health” (18). 

… and health EIA should include proportionate consideration of human 
health with a population health outcome perspective. EIA 
should take a broad interpretation of health, to provide 
decision makers with information on how health is affected 
directly by environmental change and indirectly by the social 
and economic consequences of environmental change. The 
International Association for Impact Assessment and the 
European Public Health Association present a reference 
paper on health in EIA (19). 
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Each of the assessment instruments in Table 02 can inform, or be informed by, a 
standalone HIA. 

Table 02. Other assessments: the consideration of health and the assessment of 
health outcomes 

Assessment instrument Notes

Poverty Impact 
Assessment (PIA)

In Ireland, PIA is used to assess policies and programmes 
for the likely impact that they will have, or that they have 
had, on poverty and on inequalities which are likely to 
lead to poverty, with a view to poverty reduction (20). 

In Northern Ireland, there is no requirement for PIA 
but Section 75 statutory duties fulfil a similar function 
for inequalities more generally (see Equality Impact 
Assessment). PIA shares a similar process to HIA and 
determinants of health overlap with factors that create 
and perpetuate poverty. 

… and health Good practice PIA should include an integrated 
assessment of human health from a poverty outcome 
perspective.

Human Rights Impact 
Assessment (HRIA) 

In Ireland, HRIA is used to place human rights at the heart 
of how a public body fulfils its purpose and delivers on its 
strategic plan (21). The Irish Human Rights and Equality 
Commission guidance (22) prioritises action where the 
‘wellbeing’ of specific groups is at particular risk.

In Northern Ireland, HRIA was developed to assist civil 
servants in evaluating the impact of a policy or proposal 
on the rights contained in the Human Rights Act (23). 

… and health Health as a human right (24, 25) is not part of the 
European Convention on Human Rights (26) or the 
Human Rights Act 1998 (27), and does not feature within 
the Northern Ireland proforma for HRIA (28). In Ireland, 
the Commission guidance states that “human rights are 
interdependent and indivisible, … failure to protect the right 
to health may affect the right to life” (29). Human rights can 
align with or relate to the determinants of health that can 
be considered within HIA. 

Good practice HRIA should include an integrated 
assessment of human health from a human rights 
outcome perspective.
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Table 02. Other assessments: the consideration of health and the assessment of 
health outcomes 

Assessment instrument Notes

Equality Impact 
Assessment (EqIA) 

In Ireland, the EqIA process is set out in guidance to 
public authorities (30). 

In Northern Ireland, EqIA relates to the Section 75 of 
the Northern Ireland Act (31) statutory duty on public 
authorities to have due regard to the need to promote 
equality of opportunity (32) 

… and health The nine equality categories of EqIA may overlap with the 
vulnerable groups considered during HIA, but HIA will 
not necessarily consider all nine equality categories and 
may consider other vulnerable groups, e.g. in relation 
to income, social disadvantage or social isolation. Good 
practice EqIA should include an integrated assessment 
of human health from an equality outcome perspective. 
Good practice is for all HIA to consider equality and 
equity.

Regulatory Impact 
Analysis (RIA) 

In Ireland, RIA is used for structured exploration of 
different options to address particular policy issues (33). 
The Revised RIA Guidelines (33) quote Quality and Fairness 
- A Health System For You (34) which states that HIA is to be 
carried out on all new relevant Government policies and 
a RIA should therefore, where appropriate, examine the 
potential impact on health, with particular reference to 
health inequalities (33). 

In Northern Ireland Regulatory Impact Assessment is a 
key tool to simplify regulation (35). UK-wide guidance for 
RIA notes that the protection of human health can be a 
legitimate policy objective (36). The Northern Ireland RIA 
template refers to Policy Toolkit Workbook 4 (37), which 
recommends HIA. 

… and health Good practice RIA, in both its Ireland and Northern 
Ireland forms, should include a proportionate assessment 
of human health from a regulatory options appraisal 
perspective.
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Table 02. Other assessments: the consideration of health and the assessment of 
health outcomes 

Assessment instrument Notes

Social Impact 
Assessment (SIA) 

In Ireland, SIA is an evidence-based methodology which 
estimates the likely distributive effects of policies on 
household incomes, families, poverty and access to 
employment (38). 

The Government of Ireland has committed to incorporate 
poverty impact assessment as part of an integrated social 
impact assessment, with health impacts as a core feature 
of this new tool (13, page 13). 

SIA is not a formal process in Northern Ireland. 

… and health The outcomes and populations considered by SIA are 
a subset of determinants of health and vulnerable 
groups considered within HIA. SIA therefore overlaps 
with HIA but does not explicitly relate findings to health 
outcomes. Good practice SIA should include an integrated 
assessment of human health from a social outcome 
perspective.

Table 01 demonstrates how environmental assessment, a statutory mechanism that 
applies at strategic and project levels, can deliver HIA when good practice is followed. 
Standalone HIA should be considered when, for example, (i) an environmental assessment 
is not undertaken; or when an environmental assessment is undertaken but it (ii) does 
not take a wider determinants of health approach or (iii) it does not reach conclusions on 
health inequalities. The Technical Guidance provides more detail. 

Table 02 shows the coverage of ‘health’ within other types of impact assessments. Whilst 
it is good practice for these assessments to incorporate health as one of the topics they 
consider, these assessments do not replace the role of HIA, i.e. they do not conclude on the 
population health outcomes. To improve population health these other assessments may 
inform, or be informed by, HIA. 

The specific issue of border impact assessment is receiving renewed attention on the 
island of Ireland in the context of the UK withdrawal from the European Union. The Centre 
for Cross-Border Studies produced an impact assessment toolkit in 2011 with useful 
guidance on how impacts in the border region can be considered within the development 
of policies and programmes in Ireland and Northern Ireland. The toolkit can also assist with 
determining whether the proposed activities could have a greater overall impact – socially, 
economically or environmentally – if undertaken on a cross-border basis than separately 
within each jurisdiction (39). 
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Promoting the use and development of HIA 
HIA can assist in delivering a wide range of health, environmental, social, economic and 
institutional objectives across sectors. HIA needs resources and it needs people who are 
technically capable. The Institute seeks to increase the use of HIA and to build capacity and 
raise awareness. This will contribute to better informed decisions about ways to promote 
sustainable health communities.

Many of the opportunities to improve population health lie outside the direct control of 
the health sector. Intersectoral work between public health and other public, private and 
voluntary sector organisations is fundamental to delivering international and national 
health policy, including Healthy Ireland and Making Life Better. HIA is a mechanism. 

HIA is a core part of Health in All Policies and it can become integral to public health 
practice. This guidance provides advice on good practice and it informs the public, policy-
makers, commissioners and impact assessment reviewers and practitioners.

The island of Ireland has strategies in place to tackle climate change and work towards a 
green recovery from COVID-19 (1, 2). Policy-makers, and society, will need to take some 
hard decisions but there are still major opportunities for improving health (4). HIA can 
identify win-win opportunities while guarding against unintended consequences. 

Making HIA a routine part of developing new legislation, policies, plans, programmes and 
projects will contribute to improved population health, an outcome that has intrinsic value 
in and of itself, and which also reduces costs across many government sectors (5-7). 

Future directions for developing HIA across the island of Ireland 
HIA encompasses standalone HIA and health in environmental assessment. The statutory 
environmental assessments SEA and EIA are influential in the planning process even 
though they are relatively few in number. There is variable practice in the way that health 
is addressed within environmental assessments. As standalone HIA is currently voluntary 
across the island of Ireland, there are frequently gaps in understanding the implications of 
a decision for population health. 

The triggers for considering ‘health in environmental assessment’ are set by statutory 
screening and assessment procedures for SEA and EIA. Currently there is no equivalent 
trigger for standalone HIA on the island of Ireland. 

This makes for innovation and flexibility in the way that HIA is used. It also means that 
decisions about undertaking standalone HIA are voluntary, they may not be consistent, 
and they can be resource intensive. This gap can be filled with a policy that defines when a 
standalone HIA is required. The policy may apply at local, regional or national level. It would 
define triggers, based on ‘types’ of proposal and on ‘thresholds of scale’.

The policy would trigger standalone HIA only in circumstances where there are likely to 
be significant population health effects. The policy can also make provision for ‘case-by-
case’ decisions for complex or unusual circumstances where there is greater uncertainty. 
A policy on HIA provides certainty to stakeholders, brings efficiency savings and supports 
resourcing, including for capacity building. 
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There is also scope to extend the statutory basis for HIA. Currently, this is limited to health 
in environmental assessment, with the extent to which the HIA principles, process and 
approach are adopted dependant on good practice. A specific HIA requirement could 
be included within legislation, as is the case in Wales. The Public Health (Wales) Act 2017 
requires Welsh Ministers to make regulations about carrying out HIAs by public bodies. The 
regulations must specify the circumstances in which a HIA is to be carried out and how it is 
done. The regulations may require the Public Health Wales NHS Trust to give assistance to 
another public body carrying out a health impact assessment.

The direction taken by the Welsh Government is an important step forward, using HIA to 
assess the likely impact of a proposal on the physical and mental health of its citizens. If 
a similar approach was adopted in Ireland and Northern Ireland, such an extended legal 
requirement for HIA could be facilitated by a bespoke HIA support unit to help develop and 
facilitate its implementation. Regardless of mandatory status for HIA, it remains essential 
that support is in place to expand the application of HIA across the island of Ireland.

The suite of HIA guidance documents includes a Plain Language Summary, Executive 
Summary, Manual and Technical Guidance. In particular, the Technical Guidance 
provides examples of triggers, based on ‘types’ of proposal and on ‘thresholds of 
scale’. It also provides a case-by-case screening tool.

https://publichealth.ie/hia
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