
1. Review general strategies for interpreting 
data

2. Introduce one approach for considering 
data from multiple sources

3. Practice putting it all together to identify 
opportunities for action

Can You Hear Me Now?
What is the Data Saying?



Interpreting the Data

General strategies for interpreting data
– Look for extremes, outliers
– Compare to a standard

• Quartiles
• Healthy People 2020
• Best/worst

– Note the magnitudes
– Look at trends

• Changes over time?  Getting better or worse?
– Consider subpopulations



So What is “Important?”

One approach:
• Rough guideline – 15% or greater difference 

between health indicators
• Use the 15% rule to gauge:

• Comparisons between
– Standards
– Peer counties
– State, nation
– Areas of great improvement
– Problem areas



Putting it all together:  
Important Questions
• What makes your community (agency, system) 

unique?
• What do these numbers mean for my community’s 

health (or agency, system functioning)?
• How has my community (agency, system) 

changed?
• Do recent changes affect the health of community 

members? The work of health professionals, 
agencies, service providers?

• What gaps in services did you identify?



Putting it all together:  
Important Questions, continued

• Why are these risks or rates so high? So 
low?

• Where did these problems come from?
• How has my community’s 

development/history affected the health of 
its residents?



Interpreting the Data:  
Health Status

Health status assessment or health profile report
• Community’s major health risks and problems
• Major causes of death
• Major causes of illness and disability
• Major causes of hospitalizations
• Health areas that are better/worse than peer 

communities
• Health areas getting better/worse than they have 

been in the past



Interpreting the Data: 
Local System Assessment

Local public health system assessment results from 
National Public Health Performance Standards

• Major strengths
• Major weaknesses
• Weaker, weakest Essential Services
• Areas of inconsistent performance (within 

Essential Services or Model Standards)



Interpreting the Data: 
Performance Snapshot

County Health Department Performance Snapshot
• Major strengths
• Major weaknesses
• Changes
• Emerging trends



Interpreting the Data: 
Opinion Survey Data

Community themes and strengths assessment, 
health perceptions surveys  

• According to survey respondents:
– What areas seem to need attention in your community?
– What are the biggest health issues, health problems?
– What are some of your community’s health assets?
– What was the general opinion about quality of life in 

your community?



Example Exercise

• Identify key findings from each data source
– List 3-5 findings from each report

• For each key finding, use other data sources to 
answer these questions:
– How does info from this source validate or support 

finding?
– How does info challenge or contradict finding?
– How does info offer different perspective on finding?
– How does this source help to better understand finding?

• Answer:  what story does the data tell?
• Identify 3 of your most significant opportunities for 

action



Exercise – Key Findings

• Health Profile reports High rates of 
HIV, STDs



Exercise – Key Findings

• Health Profile reports MCH issues



Exercise – Key Findings

• Health Profile reports Rates of deaths from 
chronic diseases 
improving



Exercise – Key Findings 

• Local Public Health System Assessment

Lowest self-
rated capacity 
in community 
health 
assessment



Exercise – Key Findings 

• Local Public Health System Assessment

Linking people to 
services among 
lower self-rated 
capacities



Exercise – Key Findings 

• Local Public Health System Assessment

Lower rated 
capacity in 
evaluating 
personal health 
services



Exercise – Key Findings 

• Snapshot Report High rates 
of STDs, 
HIV and 
getting 
worse



Exercise – Key Findings 

• Snapshot Report Strategic planning, 
community health 
improvement planning 
potential weaknesses



Exercise – Key Finding: 
High HIV, STD rates
• Local Public Health System Assessment Data Support Key Finding:

Communicate 
testing 
message



Exercise – Key Finding: 
High HIV, STD rates 
• Snapshot Report Data Support Finding

High rates 
of STDs, 
HIV and 
getting 
worse



Exercise – Key Finding:  
High HIV, STD rates
• BRFSS County Report Data Support Finding

HIV 
testing 
rates 
high for 
some 
groups



Exercise – Key Finding:  
High HIV, STD rates
• BRFSS County Report Data Support Finding

Misconceptions 
about HIV



Example Exercise

• Identify key findings from each data source
– List 3-5 findings from each report

• For each key finding, use other data sources to 
answer these questions:
– How does info from this source validate or support 

finding?
– How does info challenge or contradict finding?
– How does info offer different perspective on finding?
– How does this source help to better understand finding?

• Answer:  what story does the data tell?
• Identify 3 of your most significant opportunities for 

action


