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Windshield Survey Community Assessment Example: A
Practical Guide

Want to understand a community quickly and efficiently? A windshield survey is your answer. This
powerful tool allows you to gather observational data about a community's physical and social
characteristics - all from the comfort of your car (or while walking!). This post provides a
comprehensive example of a windshield survey community assessment, complete with practical tips
and a structured approach to help you conduct your own effective assessment. We'll break down the
process step-by-step, providing a real-world example to illustrate the methodology and ensure you're
fully equipped to perform your own windshield survey.

What is a Windshield Survey?

A windshield survey is a descriptive community assessment method involving systematic observation
of a community while traveling by car or walking. It's a rapid assessment tool, providing a quick
overview of the area's physical environment, social infrastructure, and overall health. Think of it as a
reconnaissance mission, offering a preliminary understanding of the community before more in-
depth data collection. It's crucial to remember that a windshield survey provides a snapshot in time
and should not be the sole method of community assessment.

Why Use a Windshield Survey?

Windshield surveys offer several advantages:

Speed and Efficiency: They provide a quick overview of a large area in a short time.
Cost-Effectiveness: Requires minimal resources beyond transportation.

Direct Observation: Offers firsthand observation of the community's characteristics.
Preliminary Data: Helps identify key issues and areas requiring further investigation.
Accessibility: Relatively easy to conduct, requiring minimal specialized training.

Windshield Survey Community Assessment Example: The
"Oakhaven" Case Study

Let's imagine we're conducting a windshield survey in a fictional community called Oakhaven. Our
objective is to gather preliminary data to inform a broader community health assessment.

1. Defining the Geographic Area: We'll focus on a specific section of Oakhaven - the northern
quadrant encompassing residential areas, commercial zones, and a small park.



1. Developing a Data Collection Tool: Before embarking on the survey, we create a simple
checklist with key categories:

Housing: Housing types (single-family homes, apartments, mobile homes), housing conditions (well-
maintained, dilapidated), evidence of overcrowding.

Commercial Establishments: Types of businesses (grocery stores, restaurants, pharmacies),
availability of health services (clinics, hospitals), presence of liquor stores or fast-food chains.
Transportation: Availability of public transportation, road conditions, pedestrian safety.
Community Resources: Parks and recreational facilities, community centers, places of worship.
Social Interaction: Observed social interactions, evidence of community engagement (e.g.,
community gardens, neighborhood watch signs).

Environmental Factors: Air and water quality (visual assessment only), presence of green spaces,
waste management.

Public Safety: Visible signs of crime (graffiti, broken windows), police presence.

1. Conducting the Survey: Driving or walking through Oakhaven's northern quadrant, we
systematically record observations based on our checklist. For instance:

Housing: We note a predominance of older, single-family homes, with a few newer apartment
complexes. Several houses show signs of disrepair, such as peeling paint and overgrown yards.
Commercial Establishments: The area has a limited number of grocery stores, one pharmacy, and
several fast-food restaurants. No clinics or hospitals are visible.

Transportation: Public transportation seems infrequent, with limited bus stops. Road conditions are
generally good, but pedestrian walkways are lacking in many areas.

Community Resources: A small, well-maintained park is present, along with a community center.

1. Data Analysis & Reporting: After the survey, we analyze our observations. The prevalence of
dilapidated housing, limited access to healthcare, and lack of pedestrian infrastructure
suggest potential areas of concern. These initial findings will inform further research and more
in-depth data collection methods, such as interviews and surveys. This initial assessment helps
prioritize areas needing attention. For example, the lack of healthcare access warrants further
investigation into the distance to the nearest medical facility and the transportation barriers
faced by residents. The dilapidated housing indicates a potential need for housing
rehabilitation programs.

Tips for Conducting an Effective Windshield Survey

Develop a Clear Focus: Define specific objectives before beginning the survey.

Use a Consistent Route: Follow a predetermined route to ensure systematic coverage.
Take Notes: Record observations immediately to avoid forgetting details.

Use Photography (with permission): Photos can provide valuable visual evidence.



Teamwork: Conducting the survey with a partner enhances observation and discussion.

Safety First: Prioritize personal safety, especially when conducting surveys in unfamiliar areas.
Ethical Considerations: Respect the privacy of individuals and avoid intrusive observations.
Limitations: Acknowledge the limitations of a windshield survey; it provides a snapshot, not a
comprehensive assessment.

Conclusion

The windshield survey is a valuable tool for gaining a quick understanding of a community. By
employing a structured approach, utilizing a checklist, and focusing on key areas, you can gather
valuable preliminary data that informs subsequent, more detailed assessments. Remember that the
Oakhaven example is illustrative; your own windshield survey will reflect the unique characteristics
of the community you are studying. Always consider ethical considerations and remember the
limitations of the method. Combining the data with other assessment methods provides a
comprehensive understanding.

FAQs

1. Can I use a windshield survey for all types of communities? Yes, but the focus and data
collection tools might vary depending on the community's context (rural, urban, suburban).

1. What are the limitations of a windshield survey? It's a superficial assessment and may not
capture the nuances of community life or the lived experiences of residents. It's observational,
so it relies on what is visibly apparent.

1. How can I improve the accuracy of my windshield survey? Conducting multiple surveys at
different times of day and with multiple observers can enhance accuracy and reduce bias.

1. What other data collection methods should I combine with a windshield survey? Interviews,
focus groups, surveys, and secondary data analysis (census data, etc.) provide a more
comprehensive understanding.

1. Is it necessary to have specialized training to conduct a windshield survey? While formal
training isn't strictly necessary, understanding the principles of community assessment and
observational methods is beneficial.



Additional Resources
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