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Conducting Intensive Equity Assessments of Existing
Programs, Policies, and Processes

Authors and contributors: Kate Bradley and Kimberly Aguillard.!

This content was initially created to inform federal staff at the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services. In an effort to increase collaboration and share promising practices, the Office
of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation has made this tool available for both
public and private partners. Potential audiences that may be interested in these materials
include, but are not limited to, state and local governments, tribal governments, and other private
or non-profit organizations focused on programs and policies relating to health and human
services. Links and references to information from non-governmental organizations are provided

for informational purposes and are not an HHS endorsement, recommendation, or preference for
the nongovernmental organizations.

What are equity assessments? Equity assessments are systematic examinations of available
data and expert input on how various groups—especially those facing inequity or disparities—
are or likely will be affected by a policy, program, or process. They aim to minimize unintended
adverse outcomes and maximize opportunities and positive outcomes. This document is a
resource to help organizations conduct intensive equity assessments.?

When do offices conduct intensive equity assessments? Different types of equity
assessments and related assessments may involve slightly different goals, steps, timelines, and
resources. Intensive equity assessments may be used to analyze a program’s equity impact,
rather than the impact of a specific policy proposal or a grant in a specific community.

Offices may conduct these intensive equity assessments when they have time to collect in-

depth input from experts (such as program participants/beneficiaries and staff), to collect new
data, and/or to conduct detailed analyses.

What is equity?

The consistent and systematic, fair, just, and impartial treatment of all individuals, including
individuals who belong to underserved communities that have been denied such treatment, such
as Black, Latino, and Indigenous and Native American persons, Asian Americans and Pacific
Islanders and other persons of colors; members of religious minorities; lesbian, gay, bisexual,
transgender, queer, and intersex (LGBTQI+) persons; persons with disabilities; persons who live

in rural areas; and persons otherwise adversely affected by persistent poverty or inequality.
Definition adapted from Executive Order 13985.

! Suggested Citation: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of the Assistant Secretary for Planning and
Evaluation. “Conducting Intensive Equity Assessments of Existing Programs, Policies, and Processes,” by Kate Bradley, and
Kimberly Aguillard. Washington, District of Columbia: 2022.

2 This document draws on sources from an environmental scan, including MITRE’s “A Framework for Assessing Equity in
Federal Programs and Policies,” the Government Alliance on Race and Equity’s “Racial Equity Toolkit: An Opportunity to
Operationalize Equity,” the Louisville Metro Government’s “Racial Equity Tool — Worksheet,” the Ontario Ministry of Health
and Long-Term Care’s “Health Equity Impact Assessment (HEIA) Workbook,” and King County’s “Equity Impact Review.”
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https://www.mitre.org/sites/default/files/2021-11/prs-21-1292-equity-assessment-framework-federal-programs.pdf
https://www.mitre.org/sites/default/files/publications/pr-21-1292-a-framework-for-assessing-equity-in-federal-programs-and-policy.pdf
https://www.mitre.org/sites/default/files/publications/pr-21-1292-a-framework-for-assessing-equity-in-federal-programs-and-policy.pdf
https://racialequityalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/GARE-Racial_Equity_Toolkit.pdf
https://racialequityalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/GARE-Racial_Equity_Toolkit.pdf
https://racialequityalliance.org/wp-content/uploads/2015/10/GARE-Racial_Equity_Toolkit.pdf
https://louisvilleky.gov/document/racialequitytoolkitpdf
https://www.health.gov.on.ca/en/pro/programs/heia/docs/workbook.pdf
https://kingcounty.gov/elected/executive/equity-social-justice/tools-resources.aspx
https://kingcounty.gov/elected/executive/equity-social-justice/tools-resources.aspx
https://www.whitehouse.gov/briefing-room/presidential-actions/2021/01/20/executive-order-advancing-racial-equity-and-support-for-underserved-communities-through-the-federal-government/

What steps does an equity assessment involve? To prepare for an intensive equity
assessment, organizations will first develop a schedule, plan the level of effort, and identify a
team. This process is known as scoping. The assessment itself consists of the following six
steps. Although these steps are numbered for clarity, assessment teams should synthesize
information from all steps rather than completing them in isolation or one at a time. These steps
can also be used as section headers in a written summary of an assessment once complete.

Step 1: Describe the selected program, policy, or process, and populations affected by it
Step 2: Consider historical, societal, and policy context and drivers of disparities

Step 3: Collect expert input, including from affected community members

Step 4: Identify information sources and gaps

Step 5: Analyze policy/program effects—potential or current—on people and communities
Step 6: Plan for action and accountability

Pre-work: Scoping

Time frame and level of effort. The time frame for an intensive equity assessment of an
existing program, policy, or process should be long enough for the assessment team to collect
or analyze quantitative and qualitative data and other input, as appropriate, and to conduct a
comprehensive analysis. For example, this may mean collecting in-depth input from experts
(such as program patrticipants/beneficiaries and staff), collecting new data or using existing data
in new ways, and conducting original analyses. Intensive assessments can take up to several
months.

O Plan a detailed schedule that accounts for staff availability, budget, technical assistance
needs, data availability, and the need to make decisions in a particular timeframe.

O Identify and document risks to the timeline, such as staff availability, or threats to the
comprehensiveness of the assessment, such as lack of access to experts. Consider
potential ways to mitigate risks.

Assessment team. Organizations planning an equity assessment can read through the
remaining steps in this tool to identify the team members and resources needed to complete the
assessment.

O ldentify staff with the necessary organizational skills and relevant subject matter expertise,
including knowledge of potentially affected populations. Ideally, the team will be diverse in
terms of members’ expertise, identities, and professional roles and perspectives.

Specialized training or expertise in equity is not required.

O Define roles for team members and assign responsibilities. Plan to share information at key
milestones to synthesize information from different assessment steps.

O Consider how to meaningfully involve experts, including people with lived experience with
relevant programs and topics; people in communities affected by the program, policy, or
process; staff who work with program participants/beneficiaries; or representatives of other
offices. Experts can contribute to the assessment process in several ways, such as
suggesting data sources, providing multiple perspectives to inform and enhance the
analysis, and developing recommendations for action.
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Assessment steps

affected by it

@ Step 1. Describe the selected program, policy, or process, and populations

Describe the focus of the assessment to provide a foundation for all members of the
assessment team and external partners.

O What is the purpose of the selected program, policy, or process, and what are its goals?
What are the known successes or challenges in meeting those goals?

0 What types of agency actions or policy levers are involved in the selected program, policy,
or process (such as direct service provision, grants, contracts, waivers and flexibilities,
guidance to partners, technical assistance, or other actions)? Which of these agency actions
will be included in the assessment?

0 What general descriptive or performance data can the organization use to describe the
program, policy, or process (such as number served, total funds distributed, uptake
estimates, or other key outcomes)? Are there existing quantifiable performance targets
relevant to the focus of the assessment? Provide a brief summary.

Identify and describe populations of interest.

0 What populations are participating in the program, policy, or process, including program
participants/beneficiaries? Consider which characteristics are relevant and of interest, such
as race, ethnicity, gender identity, sexual orientation, disability status, income, religion, and
rural geography.

0 What populations are currently left out, or not participating or benefiting at desired rates or at
the same rates as others?

0 What are other disparities related to the selected program, policy, or process that are known
at the outset of the assessment? What are the information sources for those inequities or
disparities?

00 What is the comparison population or reference point for observed disparities? Reference
point options include the total population in an area, the national population, the largest
group, or a benchmark chosen through a planning process. Whenever possible, try to think
critically about this population rather than simply defaulting to comparison populations used
in the past.

O How might population groups’ identifying characteristics overlap in ways that expose them to
relatively greater inequities (known as intersectionality)? What implications does this overlap
have for the impacts of the program, policy or process? For example, immigrants who are
also LGBTQI+ might face multiple barriers in accessing a particular program.
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disparities

6 Step 2. Consider historical, societal, and policy context and drivers of

Describe the context for observed disparities and the program or policy itself.

O What is the social and cultural history of the populations listed in Step 1 and how does this
history shape their current conditions? How does this context play a role in how these
populations might perceive, access, or otherwise interact with the program or policy?

O What structural or social drivers of disparities might explain observed disparities? Structural
drivers of disparities are governing processes and economic and social policies that
distribute power and resources in unfair ways, such as an inequitable distribution of
emergency funds to certain communities. Social drivers of disparities are differences in the
conditions in which people are born, grow, live, work, and age, such as poverty,
employment, housing, environment quality, transportation, food security, and community
safety. Differences in these social conditions drive disparities. Although these conditions are
also known as social determinants of health, this tool uses a broader term to encompass
multiple outcomes, including both health outcomes and other outcomes (e.g., economic
outcomes). Thinking through these drivers of disparities is important for placing focus on
systems and institutions that need to be changed, and it helps to avoid blaming groups of
people for poor outcomes.

0 What is known about whether structural, systemic, or institutional racism or structural
barriers affect the implementation and outcomes of previous programs or policies? Systemic
or institutional racism refers to policies and practices that create or sustain disparate
outcomes for persons of different races. An example is redlining, where financial services
and other housing-related opportunities were restricted for individuals largely based on their
race/ethnicity and originating neighborhoods.®

a Step 3. Collect expert input, including from affected community members

Experts can include former or current program participants/beneficiaries, members of
communities affected by the program, policy, or process, staff who work with program
participants/beneficiaries or affected communities, subject matter experts such as researchers,
or staff in other organizations, among others. Sources of expert input on programs, policies,
and processes include listening sessions, surveys, interviews, focus groups, and position
papers by experts in the field or advocacy groups.

O How will the assessment team engage experts with lived experience with relevant
programs, policies, processes, and/or issues? To what extent can these experts be part
of the assessment team?

O How will the assessment team engage other experts in the equity assessment (in addition to
potentially involving them in the assessment team)? Which experts will be engaged?

5 See https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/01/29/2021-02074/redressing-our-nations-and-the-federal-governments-
history-of-discriminatory-housing-practices-and.
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https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/01/29/2021-02074/redressing-our-nations-and-the-federal-governments-history-of-discriminatory-housing-practices-and
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2021/01/29/2021-02074/redressing-our-nations-and-the-federal-governments-history-of-discriminatory-housing-practices-and

O What individuals or communities have historically been excluded or disempowered in
decision making? How can they be included and meaningfully engaged?

0 How can the assessment team ensure inclusivity when engaging experts, such as
translation services or accommodations for people with disabilities? Will there be different
options for sharing input for people with different communication preferences or time or
transportation constraints?

O How will the assessment team work to decrease power dynamics and ensure that experts
are comfortable providing candid input? How can the team be transparent about how input
will be shared and used?

O What methods can the assessment team use to collect input, such as focus groups on
participants/beneficiaries’ experiences with programs?°

O What are experts’ experiences with current programs and policies, and what are their views
on the benefits and burdens involved in participating? What are experts’ perceptions about
barriers to participation? Can experts help the assessment team understand whether there
are current or potential burdens or barriers that are more severe for certain population
groups?

2
@ Step 4. Identify information sources and gaps

Consider a variety of qualitative and quantitative information sources to support the
assessment, including gray and peer-reviewed literature, organization documents and
administrative records, surveys, customer inquiry or complaint information, administrative data,
program performance data, key informant interviews, and listening sessions or focus groups.
Ideally, equity assessments often include both qualitative and quantitative data. Data sources
can include, but should not be limited to, expert views.

O What are the quantitative data sources for the assessment process? Quantitative data such
as program, administrative, or survey data shed light on the magnitude and prevalence of an
inequity or an opportunity for improvement.

O Are available quantitative data disaggregated by relevant variables, such as race, ethnicity,
income, and relevant geographic areas? If not, how can the assessment incorporate data
that can help organizations understand or estimate the equity impacts of the program,
policy, or process?

0 What are the qualitative data sources for the assessment process? Qualitative data such as
interview or focus group data increase understanding of context, as well as helping to
interpret and understand quantitative data.

6 See the “Framework for Assessing Equity in Federal Programs and Policies” from MITRE, which describes methods for
this, such as journey mapping.
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https://www.mitre.org/sites/default/files/publications/pr-21-1292-a-framework-for-assessing-equity-in-federal-programs-and-policy.pdf
https://www.mitre.org/sites/default/files/publications/pr-21-1292-a-framework-for-assessing-equity-in-federal-programs-and-policy.pdf

O Are there gaps or limitations in the information needed for the assessment? If either
qualitative or quantitative data are not available, explain why. If there are gaps, how might
the assessment team obtain new or better information, or highlight the need for investments
in better data? It is important to describe gaps that might reflect historically overlooked
inequities or point to the need for information sources that could be developed in future
years.

communities

‘p Step 5. Analyze program/policy effects—potential or current—on people and

Drawing on all previous steps in the assessment process, analyze the available data and
describe equity-related outcomes of the program, policy, or process. Describe findings with as
much specificity as possible.

0O What quantitative and qualitative analysis methods did the team use to analyze the available
data? Did the team synthesize quantitative and qualitative data to develop a complete
picture of current inequities or disparities related to the program, policy, or process?

O What are the assessment team’s findings on positive and negative equity-related outcomes
of the program, policy, or process? What quantitative and qualitative evidence of inequities
exists?

0 What evidence is there on inequities in areas such as awareness of programs and benefits,
processes and rules, administrative burden, access to services, participation, outcomes,
guality, and engagement?

O How do findings change the team’s understanding of disparities related to the selected
program, policy, or process known at the outset of the assessment?

O What factors might be driving observed inequities or disparities? Are any of those factors
potentially caused by the program or policy that is the focus of the assessment?

0 Have experts helped the assessment team interpret the available data or validate or refine
the initial findings?

O In what ways might the findings be limited due to data gaps or analysis constraints? What
findings point to the need for further research?

@ Step 6. Plan for action and accountability

Develop a detailed plan to address inequities identified in Step 5.

0 What solutions are needed to resolve observed inequities or disparities, or to address
identified drivers of those inequities or disparities? Which solutions are in the organization’s
sphere of authority?

0 What are the organization’s short-term and long-term goals for improvement? Quantify
those goals if possible.
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O What steps will the organization take to accomplish each goal? What coordination,
training, information systems changes, business process changes, or other
implementation actions are needed?

0 Have subject matter experts—including those with lived experience—weighed in on needed
solutions, proposed goals, or planned action steps? Are all components of the improvement
plan responsive to the needs and cultures of different populations or communities?

O What resources will the organization need to carry out the improvement plan?

0 Has the organization consulted or collaborated with key partners on potential improvement
options and actions?

O In what ways could the organization coordinate with other partners to achieve equity
improvements that are not solely within the control or influence of the organization
conducting the assessment?

Additional follow-up actions help organizations learn about equity impacts and whether
implementation should be adjusted to realize positive outcomes. In addition, equity
assessments have the potential to generate many new lessons about equity that could be
helpful for other partners. Articulating plans for these actions is part of the equity assessment
even though these actions occur after the formal assessment is over.

O Would sharing the equity assessment with other partners support collaboration on other
policies and programs intended to benefit priority populations?

00 Would sharing the equity assessment or a summary of findings with experts who were not
directly involved in the assessment further promote equity through transparency and
accountability?

O What measures or indicators will the organization use to track progress over time? Are
these disaggregated individual-level or community-level measures? Monitoring can help
the organization assess whether trends are in the expected direction or require course
corrections.

O How and when will the organization evaluate the results of potential program changes?
Evaluations focus on whether programs or policies reach their goals within a defined period.
How can the organization design an equitable and inclusive evaluation?

O Who will be responsible for developing and executing monitoring and evaluation plans?

O Will the organization share monitoring and evaluation results with the experts
involved in the assessment or other partners? If so, how?
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