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Perhaps the single most crucial task facing a local health official who undertakes a community environmental health assessment is putting together an effective and committed assessment team.  The obstacles threatening good assessment team development can seem daunting.  The CEHA coordinator is looking for a locally representative cross-section of individuals and groups that are willing to commit themselves to a long-term, work-intensive project without pay.  The team has to be prepared to work together for a year, or more, to complete the project.  Individual team members have to be willing to set aside any personal agenda (possible action on which may have drawn them to volunteer in the first place) if the team opts to focus elsewhere.  There is often little fanfare for the project, especially in the early stages.  And, team members have to be prepared to remain committed even as ancillary members of the original assessment team drop by the wayside.


Nevertheless, based on interviews with PACE-EH pilot site coordinators, it appears that efficient and successful assessment teams can be, and have been, built.  In light of this, NACCHO asked the pilot site coordinators to discuss which volunteers and community groups have proven most valuable for successful assessment team development, and what made them so valuable.  The answers proved both surprising and enlightening.  Taking into account the specific responses of the majority of pilot site coordinators, three distinct attributes of a successful assessment group emerge: diversity, commitment, and flexibility.  This article includes examples of some of the strategies employed by pilot site coordinators to build an assessment team that is diverse, committed, and flexible.

Diversity


Overwhelmingly, the attribute of diversity was acknowledged as the single most important element of a successful assessment team.  Community-based environmental health assessments are, by their very nature, complex processes.  Coordinators are unlikely to be able to predict which issues, let alone which indicators, will become the focus of the project from the outset.  As such, a successful assessment team will be one that is prepared to investigate a plethora of possible options.  And the best way to ensure the team can rise to the challenge is to “stack the deck” beforehand.  

A diverse assessment team is one with members representing as many local interests as possible.  Build an assessment team as diverse as the community it is tasked with representing.  Bring aboard representative citizens groups from high school civics clubs through to members of the local AARP.  Ask local minority group leaders, and representatives from local “equal rights” organizations to volunteer.  Incorporate both ecological interest groups and local business/industry concerns.  To paraphrase one PACE-EH pilot site coordinator, “bring to the table individuals and groups that you would never expect to see sitting together.”  That is the very essence of diversity.         

Another pilot site coordinator suggested that every assessment group include participation from individuals representing no specific interests.  Local citizenry without “an axe to grind” serve the purpose of representing a more broad general perception and they provide a “reality check” for the entire assessment team.  That is, they balance the viewpoints of single-issue advocates for whom a community-based health assessment is a potential vehicle for specific individual priorities.

A diverse assessment team is, then, a team with members representing a broad spectrum of community interests and community perceptions.  A diverse team has two distinct advantages.  First, it is a reliable reflection of the community it seeks to represent.  Second, it incorporates an innate system of checks and balances such that the assessment remains a non-partisan effort throughout.

Commitment


This is likely the most obvious attribute required by a successful assessment team.  A local-level environmental health assessment is a time, and work, intensive project.  Initial findings suggest the majority of pilot sites will need a minimum of 18 months to see one through from start to finish.  As such, a successful assessment team is one that is committed to staying with the project from beginning to end.


While the necessity of commitment is not hard to comprehend, acquiring it is considerably more difficult.  How can community-based environmental health assessment coordinators encourage commitment among team members?  Coordinators pilot-testing PACE-EH suggest the most effective tactic for ensuring commitment from the assessment team is creating a reasonable schedule of activities and adhering to it.  One coordinator mentioned that nothing will dissolve an assessment team more quickly than missed deadline dates and unrealistic expectations.  If team members come to think their valuable time is being utilized in a fruitless or ill-conceived venture, they are likely to drop out.  Thus, assessment coordinators’ benefit from organizing team work (and meeting) schedules which treats the members time seriously and allows for realistic and attainable goal completion.


Another pilot site coordinator recommended constructing an assessment process that prioritizes the benefits afforded to assessment team members.  The commitment of the team increases dramatically when the individual members come to recognize their involvement will have personal value to them.  To this end, the coordinator has helped each team member to focus attention on addressing issues deemed important by them regardless of whether or not the given issue is going to be addressed in the final assessment.  Further, the coordinator has taken to promoting even small-scale project progress in the local media, and during assessment team meetings.  In this fashion, team members can see they are “getting something done.”  

However it is attained, there is no overstating the fact that no community environmental health assessment will ever be completed absent a committed assessment team.  As one coordinator so succinctly put it, “I rely on the folks who show up at every meeting, roll up their sleeves, and get the job done.”

Flexibility

A third important element of a successful assessment team is flexibility.  The team has to be prepared to operate the assessment in an environment of ever-changing conditions.  The issues driving the assessment are affected by everything from the availability of data to the meeting budget of the coordinator.  Team members come and go.  Community perception is difficult to gauge and extremely fluid.  A successful assessment team has to be prepared to roll with the changes.  They cannot be too firmly wed to a specific methodology, roster, or action plan.  Time, funding and staff limitations require creative problem solving, of which flexibility is a key ingredient.

Of course, the diversity of a given assessment team is one factor which influences flexibility.  A diverse team is one that lends itself to flexibility, as disparate members will bring a great deal of unique experiences to bear on the project.  Bringing in team members with broadly applicable skills and/or contacts further encourages flexibility.  

For example, a number of coordinators have actively recruited assessment team members from local universities.  According to these coordinators, faculty members, and possibly interested students, tend to display a more general, and broader, understanding of relevant issues, than do single-issue advocates, local county employees, or community residents.  Further, academics in programs with a focus on ecological issues often have a well-developed network of contacts that can prove valuable in uncovering existent data sources, providing inexpensive labor (e.g., student interns working for independent course credits), and brainstorming novel solutions to perplexing problems developed throughout the assessment process. 

Blending the Elements - Team Management

However, the key to flexibility, as well as diversity and commitment, according to a number of pilot site coordinators, is intelligent team management.  It is not about whom you bring onto the team, but what you do with them.  Most assessment teams tend to breakdown into a series of smaller work groups to oversee specific aspects of the project.  The dynamics of each workgroup need to be maintained to ensure productivity.  

To ensure dynamic workgroup chemistry, construct workgroups with an eye toward making each member an active participant.  Separate individuals who work together outside of the project into different workgroups.  Make sure each work group is balanced such that no one individual dictates the agenda, but each has a sufficient amount of leadership.  Provide consultation for the workgroup process such that a model develops which requires action by all the participants but never relies on the work of one. The commitment and flexibility of the assessment team depends upon the social dynamics of the workgroups.  To paraphrase another coordinator, “if you want anyone to contribute, make sure everyone does.” 

Conclusion

It is worth considering not only what made the list of elements necessary to create a successful assessment team, but also what is not on the list.  For the most part, pilot site coordinators cared less about what team members brought to the process and far more about what they contributed when they got there.  The expertise and material contributions of assessment team members were of less importance than their attitude.  A successful assessment team does not require a battery of experts in all areas of environmental health, nor does it require the deep pockets of an unseen fiscal “angel” (though both would likely be appreciated).  What a successful assessment team needs is diversity, commitment, and flexibility, blended together by good team management.  Most heartening about this conclusion is the realization that every community in North America has the basic ability and resources to conduct a successful community-based environmental health assessment.     

