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Executive Summary  

Sanitation in public places, such as restaurants, is one of the cornerstones of public health practice. Local 

health departments in North Carolina are responsible for conducting regular sanitation inspections and 

issuing permits to most restaurants serving food to the public. North Carolina’s Department of 

Environment and Natural Resources (NC-DENR) monitors county performance through rate of 

inspection, that is, the number of inspections completed versus the number of inspections mandated. State 

oversight ensures counties provide adequate surveillance of restaurants; however, local health 

departments vary in the number of inspections they complete with some falling well below the number 

required by law. A series of interviews with Environmental Health professionals identified factors 

hindering counties from completing a higher proportion of restaurant inspections. This capstone offers 

strategies counties can use to achieve higher inspection rates. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Restaurant inspections are an essential part of ensuring food safety and establishment sanitation for the 

public’s health. This capstone examines factors affecting the rates of restaurant inspections
1
 for North 

Carolina counties and offers strategies for increasing these rates. Inspection rates quantitatively measure 

performance with better inspection rates indicating higher performance. During fiscal year 2006-2007, the 

statewide inspection rate was 81%, with individual counties rates ranging from 5.9% to 100%. (Refer to 

Appendix A for all inspection rates.) Although 41 counties completed 100% of required inspections, eight 

counties completed less than half.
2
 The purpose of this research is to (1) identify challenges 

Environmental Health professionals believe prevent departments from achieving a 100% inspection rate 

and (2) offer strategies for addressing those challenges.  

BACKGROUND 

A critical part of public health is sanitary food preparation in restaurants. Environmental Health 

Specialists (EHS) inspect and grade restaurants in North Carolina using standards specified in state 

statutes and regulations.
3
 The policies and practices set by state law are based largely on federal law.

4
 

During an inspection, EHS observe food preparation, handling, and storage as well as good retail 

practices. In fiscal year 2006-2007, EHS performed 88,202 inspections of food service establishments 

within North Carolina. The primary goal of these inspections is to protect the public’s health by 

minimizing consumers’ risk of contracting a food borne illness or other health-related problem, such as 

Hepatitis. Inspections serve as an oversight mechanism under which public health officials identify and 

help restaurants correct issues presenting risks to human health. 

How is the inspection program organized?  Local health departments employ EHS who enforce state 

sanitation laws. Centrally trained by the North Carolina Department of Environment and Natural 

Resources (NC-DENR), EHS are state agents. This agency status means EHS are accountable at both the 

state and local level.  One example of state-level accountability relates to inspection rates:  NC-DENR 

collects restaurant fees and returns the money to counties based upon their inspection rates.
5
 Locally, EHS 

are accountable to the governing board and the public for maintaining safe food establishments. NC-

DENR also maintains a local presence by employing Regional EHS, individuals providing technical 

assistance to EHS in several counties.  

Why does a county’s performance matter?  Due largely to underreporting of food borne illness, there is 

little empirical evidence with a direct causal tie to suggest that restaurants with poor routine inspections 

have higher incidences of food borne illness.
6
  However, studies conclude that poor routine inspections 

result in higher risk of food borne illness.
7
 Anecdotal evidence suggests that inspections also act as a 

deterrent to unsafe practices. As Jones et al. describes, “many businesses may improve compliance with 

regulations to avoid bad publicity and negative economic repercussions… the restaurant inspection 

system may be an effective mechanism to motivate change within the industry.”
8
 Thus, the presumption 

that more frequent inspector interaction increases the system’s ability to motivate positive changes 

resulting in lower risk of outbreaks. 

METHODOLOGY 

To respond to the question “What factors limit a county’s restaurant inspection rate?” data were gathered 

through semi-structured interviews of a cross-section of Environmental Health professionals. The 

following research questions guided the interviews: 

1. How do you currently do inspections? 

2. What are strengths and weaknesses to your approach? 

3. What factors affect how you can perform inspections? 

A two-tiered sampling procedure was utilized. Counties were identified based on rate of inspection and 

workload (Refer to Table 1). A cutoff rate of 90%
9
 was set to differentiate between the highest 

performing and lower performing counties. Workload was categorized by those with less than 600
10

 

required inspections (n=48 counties) and those with more than 600 required inspections (n=52 counties). 
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Two counties were selected randomly from each stratified sample yielding a final sample of eight 

counties.
11

 

Table 1: Selection Criteria for Counties 

 Higher Demand   

(>600 required 

inspections) 

Lower Demand  

(<600 required 

inspections) 

Highest Performing  Group 1 

(Counties A & B) 
Group 2 

(Counties E & F) 

Lower Performing  Group 3 

(Counties C & D) 
Group 4 

(Counties G & H) 

Once counties were identified, employees in three categories were selected for interviews: (1) EHS, (2) 

Environmental Health Supervisors, and (3) Regional EHS. EHS bring a field perspective, supervisors 

typically have field experience but also have the county-level management perspective, and Regional 

EHS offer a comparative view of multiple counties. A variety of perspective was sought to offer a more 

comprehensive understanding of the challenges facing each county in completing a higher percentage of 

inspections. Although all three categories of employees have different responsibilities, they all must work 

together to ensure inspections are completed.        

The semi-structured interview focused on identifying challenges. Questions focused on factors identified 

as challenges from previous research
12

 as well as provided opportunity for emergence of new issues. 

Theme development was used to analyze the interview data. Participant responses were compared to 

identify patterns of current challenges and successes, results provided a basis for identification of 

successful strategies to address challenges and improve inspection rates. (Refer to Appendix B for 

interview protocol.)  

Response Rate 

Two of the initial eight counties selected did not agree to participate in interviews and two new counties 

were selected. In Counties E and H, the supervisors were not able to participate, resulting in interviews 

with just EHS. Only five interviews with Regional EHS were necessary as several of the selected counties 

were within the same region. Nineteen interviews were conducted out of the 21 individuals contacted for 

a 90% response rate. 

Limitations 

There are several limitations to this research.  First, defining success as a 100% inspection rate may be 

problematic. Using this measure relies upon the assumption that more inspections result in decreased risk 

to human health.  In addition, evaluating inspection rates alone captures only the quantity of inspections 

but does not explore the quality of inspections. If not implemented properly, performance measurement 

can turn into a reporting exercise rather than a management tool.
13

 Counties focusing solely on achieving 

and reporting a 100% inspection rate may experience goal displacement
14

 or even competing goals. 

Nevertheless, inspection rates are an accepted performance measure, as they account for how frequently a 

county surveys its establishments.  

Second, this research is limited in scope to single-county health departments. Of the 85 health 

departments in the state, six represent two or more counties.  Because staffing and resource issues may be 

different for single county and regional health departments, the 21 counties served by those regional 

departments were excluded from the interviews. Other management issues may exist for regional health 

departments which this research does not examine.   

Third, the most recent inspection data available from NC-DENR were from FY2006-2007. Since then, the 

state modified the law setting the number of inspections counties must complete. Counties now perform 

risk-based inspections, with inspection frequency depending on the types of foods prepared, processes 

used, and populations served at establishments. Although, the interview sample was selected under the 
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previous inspection system interview data were collected under the new system. Since the implications of 

the new risk-based inspection system are still unclear, the purpose of this research was to identify 

historical challenges to inspection rates rather than to project future challenges. (Refer to Appendix C for 

further discussion of the new risk-based system.)   

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

Through the course of the 19 interviews, two major categories of challenges emerged: staffing and 

environmental. Within these two categories five main challenges were cited:  understaffing, competing 

demands, recruitment, language barriers, and growth. (Refer to Appendix D for examples of challenges.) 

Staffing Challenges 

Understaffing – The most common independently identified
15

 challenge to completing a 100% inspection 

rate is understaffing. Staffing shortages were identified as currently or previously an issue in all 

responding jurisdictions. One of the initial counties selected for interviews declined to participate because 

of understaffing, further illustrating the saliency of this issue.  

Competing demands – All four lower demand counties identified competing demands on staff time as a 

challenge. For example, in some counties inspectors serve additional roles within their department, which 

creates competing demands among job responsibilities. Respondents indicated competing demands are 

the result of inadequate human resource allocation. When the number of staff dedicated to environmental 

health is relatively small, the employees often are cross-trained to work in areas other than restaurant 

sanitation, such as onsite wastewater (i.e., septic tank permitting), drinking water wells, swimming pools, 

and childhood lead inspections. Normally, this system is effective for lower demand counties; however, 

when an area demands more time from staff, other areas may suffer with inspections often being in this 

situation. The greatest competing demand reported was onsite wastewater. One county explained that its 

elected officials and others pressure the health department to prioritize onsite wastewater permitting over 

restaurant sanitation in order to promote development. As one participant said, “the squeaky wheel gets 

the oil and restaurants are usually not calling complaining we haven’t been out to inspect them, but 

contractors are hollering at us to permit them.”   

Recruitment and Retention – Recruitment was not a consistent concern but was a concern by over half  

the respondents, with 58.3% indicating it as a barrier to achieving a 100% inspection rate. However, 

further prompting revealed all participants thought slight competition exists between counties for 

qualified candidates. Higher salaries often lure EHS from neighboring counties, as it can be a faster way 

for inspectors to obtain a significant raise. Half of the interviewees did not see this as a problem as it 

serves to keep salaries competitive. Counties losing talent to their neighbors responded by altering their 

hiring processes, recruiting locally for individuals connected to the community.  

Other staffing challenges – Participants mentioned several other staffing challenges including: pending 

retirements and time required for training. However, as less than 21% of respondents identified them, they 

did not qualify as major challenges but still call for acknowledgement.   

Environmental Challenges 

Language barriers – Nearly every interviewee agreed language barriers are a challenge, but no participant 

identified them as an issue without prompting. The severity ranged from “huge problem” and “very time 

consuming” to “somewhat of an issue.” Five participants mentioned having access to the health 

department’s translator upon request, but another raised issue with the practicality of this tool by 

describing the interpreter as unofficially reserved for the health department’s clinical services.  

Growth – Concerns regarding growth varied by experiences and staffing levels with five counties 

describing growth as “manageable.” The remaining three are all lower performing counties where 

competing wastewater demands prompted by community growth resulted in less resources for the food 

sanitation program. Response to growth is typically reactive with counties having to demonstrate demand 

increases in their food sanitation program before receiving additional staff or resources.  
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Other Findings 

The interviews generated additional data related to this subject, which were determined to be tangential in 

nature. As such, they are further discussed in Appendices E and F.  Appendix E summarizes some general 

factors consistently identified by Regional EHS as making positive contributions to food sanitation 

programs. Appendix F summarizes some of the challenges anticipated prior to the interviews, probed in 

the course of the interview, but ultimately dismissed as non-challenges by the participants.   

ADDRESSING CHALLENGES 

Both currently employed strategies and other new or recommended strategies are available to help address 

staffing and environmental challenges.
16

 Recommended strategies drew from previous research and 

interviewees suggestions for strategies not yet in place in their counties. Table 2 outlines these strategies, 

which may be useful to counties thinking about ways to approach these challenges. The following options 

are not exhaustive. (Refer to Appendix G for further details of current strategies.)   

Table 2: Strategies to Approach Challenges 

Challenge Current Strategies Recommended Strategies 

Understaffing  Retain employees by creating a positive 

working environment  

 Conduct manpower study to determine need  

 Undertake strategic human resource planning 

Competing 

Demands 
 Cross-train staff when possible to 

provide backup coverage 

 Establish clear expectations to help employees 

prioritize and minimize competing demands 

 Create a system for tracking performance and 

integrate short-term team goals to measure 

progress and inspection rate throughout the year 

Recruitment 

and Retention 
 Recruit locally for individuals with ties 

to the community 

 Offer non-monetary incentives, e.g. flexible 

work schedules 

Language 

Barriers 
 Communicate creatively: handouts in 

native languages, procedural 

demonstrations of proper techniques 

 Standardize literature for the most popular 

languages  

 Offer employees training in other languages 

 Recruit bilingual EHS where practical  

Growth  React to increased workload and add 

staff if possible 

 Cross-train staff to respond to growth-related 

demands 

Several of these strategies are discussed below.  

To Address Staffing Challenges 

1. Leverage Existing Resources for Strategic Human Resource Planning – Handling staffing challenges 

through strategic human resource planning is a practical approach.
17

 Managers and elected boards can 

use results from the state’s Manpower Study (Refer to Appendix H) to determine appropriate staffing 

levels. This systematic method determines the appropriate workload for a division by providing a 

demand analysis, which can help identify understaffing. Other tools, such as gap analysis, can help 

managers minimize disruptions in work due to retirements, turnover, or training. As the baby boom 

generation ages, planning for pending retirements will become increasingly important for counties to 

prevent major disruptions in inspection schedules.  

2. Allocate Resources Strategically – Although there are challenges associated with resource allocation 

for cross-trained employees, these employees offer a greater degree of flexibility for supervisors. This 

flexibility enables supervisors to manage employees to balance the department’s workload and cope 

with competing demands. For example, the current economic climate has resulted in a significant 

slow down in new construction, reducing the workload for onsite wastewater permitting. Counties 

with cross-trained staff may be able to reallocate staff from the onsite wastewater section to other 

areas of Environmental Health. Counties that are more specialized could utilize a slowdown in one 

section as an opportunity to cross-train employees to avoid layoffs. Through strategic allocation of 
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human resources, counties can retain positions to prevent future understaffing when demand in these 

areas returns. Additionally, cross-training may address retention issues by improving employee 

morale by presenting new challenges and training opportunities for professional development.   

3. Offer Non-monetary Incentives – One component contributing to staffing challenges for smaller 

counties is retention. A county may invest significant training resources in an EHS only to have the 

EHS leave for another county offering a higher salary. Providing non-monetary incentives as a 

retention mechanism could help reduce turnover.
18

 For example, a flexible work schedule is a feasible 

low-cost solution for EHS given that a restaurant inspection can occur at any time the establishment is 

open for business. Establishing “core hours” for administrative duties could allow availability for 

staff meetings and other responsibilities but allow more choice for when EHS perform fieldwork.  

4. Measure Performance – Integrating a system of short-term goals and performance tracking could be 

beneficial to address competing demands. Short-term goals help manage expectations in working 

towards a 100% inspection rate. Holding employees accountable for their performance can bolster 

productivity and increase teamwork.
19

 The system does not have to be elaborate. A spreadsheet to 

record the inspections completed each month that tracks overall progress can be effective. For best 

results, counties should ensure the goals are SMART
20

 and directly tie to the food sanitation 

program’s objectives. It also may be necessary to incorporate consequences for unmet goals in order 

to maintain employee accountability.    

To Address Environmental Challenges 

1. Consistency in Language Materials – Existing written language materials are useful, but consistent 

materials for all counties was a concern. A state-managed centralized online database of approved 

informational and teaching tools in foreign languages would ensure consistency in translation. 

Collecting and approving foreign language materials could encourage collaboration throughout the 

state and benefit counties currently without these resources.  

2. Additional Support to Address Language Barriers – Offering training in other languages and/or 

recruiting bilingual employees could help to address language barriers. One Regional EHS described 

the success of a bilingual EHS in a county they worked with and where feasible this resource could 

help to significantly improve communication with restaurant operators. Counties with significant non-

native English speaking populations may want to add this as a preferred qualification when recruiting 

to broaden the resources available to the division.   

3. Cross-training – The benefits of cross-training for addressing fluctuations in demand may be a useful 

solution for counties experiencing high growth. While resource allocation among competing demands 

pose a potential problem for individuals who are cross-trained, the benefits from cross-training may 

outweigh the cost. For example, when demand for inspections occurs in one area EHS can adjust their 

coverage in response, while in counties where staff is not cross-trained a backlog begins to build. In 

order to prevent abuse of staff flexibility, management must give specific direction regarding needs 

and expectations to help staff prioritize work.  

CONCLUSION 

Although counties vary in size and workload, they face many similar challenges. Staffing and 

environmental challenges resulting in difficulties in resource allocation require counties to be creative by 

reorganizing resources and processes to achieve greater efficiencies. The 19 interviews revealed 

administrative and environmental challenges hinder performance. Ultimately, a county wants efficient, 

thorough inspections; however, conflict often exists between the two main objectives of a food sanitation 

program:  (1) protection of the public’s health and (2) the return of fees based on percentage of 

inspections completed. The strategies presented in this capstone include those successfully implemented 

as well as new or recommended ideas to offer some solutions for counties to improve their rates of 

inspection.   
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Notes

                                                 
1
 Rate of inspections defined by the ratio between the number of inspections a county completes annually and the 

number of inspections mandated by the State.  
2
 Data provided by the North Carolina Department of Environment and Natural Resources Division of 

Environmental Health 
3
 North Carolina Department of Environment and Natural Resources Division of Environmental Health 

Environmental Health Services Section. Amended Effective July 1, 2008. Rules Governing the Sanitation of Food 

Service Establishments 15A NCAC 18A .2600 
4
 U. S. Department of Health and Human Services Public Health Service Food and Drug Administration 2005 Food 

Code: http://www.cfsan.fda.gov/~dms/fc05-toc.html 
5
 Pierce, Terry L. Memo to Wake County from NC-DENR regarding statuatory requirements for completion of 

inspections. February 8, 2008. 
6
 Jones, Timothy F., Boris I. Pavlin, Bonnie J. LaFleur, L. Amanda Ingram, William Schaffner. April 2004. 

“Restaurant Inspection Scores and Foodborne Disease” Emerging Infectious Diseases. Vol. 10(4):688-692. 

www.cdc.gov/eid.  Other researchers had similar conclusions. See Cruz, Miguel A., Dolores J. Katz, and Juan A. 

Suarez. “An Assessment of the Ability of Routine Restaurant Inspections to Predict Food-Borne Outbreaks in 

Miami–Dade County, Florida.”American Journal of Public Health. May 2001. Vol. 91(5):821-823 (Restaurant 

inspections did not predict outbreaks of FOOD BORNE ILLNESS, this study recommended updates to current 

inspection practices to address other factors relevant to outbreak prevention). 
7
 Irwin, Kathleen; Jane Ballard; John Grendon; and John Kobayashi. “Results of Routine Restaurant Inspections Can 

Predict Outbreaks of Foodborne Illness: The Seattle-King County Experience”. American Journal of Public Health. 

May 1989. Vol. 79(5):586-590.   
8
 Jones, Timothy F., Boris I. Pavlin, Bonnie J. LaFleur, L. Amanda Ingram, William Schaffner. April 2004. 

“Restaurant Inspection Scores and Foodborne Disease” Emerging Infectious Diseases. Vol. 10(4):688-692. 

www.cdc.gov/eid 
9
 90% was determined as the threshold for high performance by examining the data for a natural break above the 

average rate of inspection for all counties (87%) 
10

 600 was determined as a cutoff because it was a natural break close to the median required inspections (621), 

dividing the counties nearly in half 
11

 Regional Health Departments were excluded from the interviews because the effects of regionalization were 

thought to be too great to allow for effective comparison. If a county was selected randomly and found to be part of 

a regional Health Department a new county was selected at random.  
12

 Internship research for Wake County, North Carolina for report titled: “Educational Outreach for Restaurant 

Sanitation and Food Safety: Is education effective and where to target educational efforts in Wake County?” 
13

 Ammons, David N. and William C. Rivenbark. March-April 2008. “Factors Influencing the Use of Performance 

Data to Improve Municipal Services: Evidence from the North Carolina Benchmarking Project” Public 

Administration Review. Vol.68:2(304-318).  
14

 Poister, T.H. “Implementing Effective Measurement Systems,” pp. 255-273 in Poister, Measuring Performance in 

Public and Nonprofit Organizations (Jossey-Bass, 2003) 
15

 Without prompting from the interviewer 
16

 While participants identified current strategies, new or recommended are drawn from participant suggestions, 

research and personal experience working with local Environmental Health staff 
17

 Interview 4R and United States Department of Health and Human Services “Building Successful Organizations: 

Workforce Planning in HHS” http://www.dhhs.gov/ohr/workforce/wfpguide.html#Why 
18

Ramlall, Sunil.“ A Review of Employee Motivation Theories and their Implications for Employee Retention 

within Organizations.” Journal of American Academy of Business. Cambridge. Sep2004, Vol. 5(1-2): 52-63.   
19

 Interviews 1, 3, 8 
20

 Specific Measurable Aggressive but Attainable Realistic Timely 

http://www.cdc.gov/eid
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Inspections required ranged from 52 to over 12,000 



 

 

8 

 

 



 

 

9 

 

Appendix B: Interview Questions (IRB Study# 08-1920) 
 
Personal/Background Questions 

1. What is your background in Environmental Health?  

 EHS – ask how long they have been in the profession 

 For Supervisors and Regional  – ask if they were an EHS before their current position  

Processes 

(EHS and Supervisors)  
1. Can you tell me about how your county currently does inspections? 

PROBES 

  How is it going? 

 What works well? 

 Division of labor (how are territories determined or how work is assigned?) 

 Are those authorized in food and lodging specialized or do they have other authorizations 

(i.e. wastewater, pools, tattoos, etc)? 

 Are goals or achievement rates built into EHS work plans?    

 Are there any team goals? 

 Are there rewards for achieving these goals?  

 Are there consequences for not achieving these goals? 

(Regional) 

2. Are there any consistent factors across the region of counties you work with that lead to success 

on completing restaurant inspections? 

PROBES 

 Division of labor (how are territories determined or how work is assigned?) 

 Are those authorized in food and lodging specialized or do they have other authorizations 

(i.e. wastewater, pools, tattoos, etc)? 

 Are goals or achievement rates built into EHS work plans?    

 Are there any team goals? 

 Are there rewards for achieving these goals?  

 Are there consequences for not achieving these goals 

 

(All) 

3. What, if any, challenges do you see to achieving a 100% inspection rate?  

  PROBES 

 Staffing (inspector to restaurants ratio) 

o Recruitment of EHS  

o Competition between counties for qualified candidates?  

 Inspectors authorized in multiple areas – competing priorities 

 Onsite education 

 Driving distance 

 Language barriers 

 Growth in county 

 Critical violation follow-ups 

 Training and orientation for EHS 

 Time spent away from the field teaching food safety education 
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 (All) 

4. Inspection rates are often thought of as a measure of success; do you think there are alternate 

measures of success?   

 Are there better measures that capture more than just the output of inspections 

completed?  (High rate may not equate to a good inspection) 

 Are these measures tracked?   

 Are they used or factored into a county’s performance?   

 If not tracked or used, why do you think they’re not utilized?   

 

(Regional) 

5. How frequently are counties informed of their restaurant inspections performance by the state? 

  Quarterly, Annually, Only when they are performing poorly? 

  Consequences if mandated inspections not attained?  

  Is there an acceptable range of rates?  

 

(Supervisors and EHS)  

6. How do you know how you’re doing, individually or as a team? 

  PROBES 

 Annual Review 

 Staff meetings 

 Are there consequences if goals not attained? 

 Does a feedback loop exist? 

 Do you compare yourselves to similar counties? 

 

 Perceptions 

(All)  

1. Are the features of the new grade sheet beneficial?     

PROBES 

 Does it affect inspection length? 

 Better or worse than old one? 

 Have you talked to others in the field?  Is there a general consensus about the new form? 

 Has there been any confusion by either the users or the recipients? 

 Is extra training still necessary or are the kinks worked out? 

 Have you noticed it has an impact on critical violations? 

 Have you noticed marking corrected during inspection (CDI) is helpful for reference? 

 

(All)  

3. What do you think will happen to inspection rates if ServSafe or similar classes are made a part of 

the grade sheet next year? 

  PROBES 

 Will it reduce onsite education? 

 Will it decrease inspection length? 

 Do you think it will boost sanitation (grades) of participating restaurants? 

 Does it provide a consistent basis of expectation for restaurants? 

 

Conclusion 

(All) 

1. This ends my set of formal questions, is there anything else you’d like to share that I did not 

cover? 
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Appendix C: Introduction of a Risk-Based Inspection Model  

In May 2007, the state adopted a risk-based inspection model assigning risk categories to establishments 

based on the number of potentially hazardous foods prepared, processes used and population served. Risk 

categories are based on the number of potentially hazardous foods an establishment prepares. The FDA 

defines potentially hazardous foods “any perishable food which consists in whole or in part of milk or 

milk products, eggs, meat, poultry, fish, shellfish, or other ingredients capable of supporting rapid and 

progressive growth of infectious or toxigenic micro-organisms.” The four categories are outlined below. 

 

 Risk Type 1 – Prepare only non-potentially hazardous foods  

  Inspected once per year 

 Risk Type 2 – Cook and cool no more than two potentially hazardous foods 

 Raw potentially hazardous ingredients received in a ready to cook form 

Inspected twice a year 

 Risk Type 3 – Cook and cool no more than three potentially hazardous foods 

Unlimited amount of raw potentially hazardous preparation 

Inspected three times a year 

 Risk Type 4 – Establishments serving highly susceptible populations and/or  

 Establishments using specialized processes 

Unlimited number of cook and cool of potentially hazardous foods 

Unlimited amount of raw potentially hazardous preparation 

Inspected quarterly 

 

This categorization determines the frequency of annually required inspections the local health 

departments must conduct which differs from the previous model of quarterly inspections. Adopting a 

risk-based inspection system is in line with the FDA food code, but also it allows devotion of scarce 

resources of time to the highest risk establishments. Table 1C outlines the impact the risk-based 

inspection model has had on the state’s inspection rate in its first year.   

 

Table 1C: Inspection Rates Before and After RBI Model 

Implemented 

 FY06-07 FY07-08 

Inspections Completed 88,202 63,086 

Inspections Required 108,604 74,260* 

Inspection Rate 81.2% 85%* 

          *estimates 

The risk-based inspection model estimates in the first year increased the statewide inspection rate by 

nearly 4%. However, the number of inspections completed decreased by over 25,000 from FY06-07 to 

FY07-08. Perhaps this discrepancy arose from adjustment to the new RBI system; more data are 

necessary to determine if reduction in required inspections through the RBI system has alleviated counties 

from backlogged inspections.   
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Appendix D: Theme Development ï Selected Examples and Evidence 

 

Theme Percentage 

Cited (n=19) 

Examples or Compelling Evidence 

 

Understaffing 

 

68.4% 

- Manpower is always an issue; lack of manpower is a problem 

for a lot of counties. 

-Not having authorized agents, getting them trained and up to 

speed is the biggest challenge.  Depending on what they need to 

be authorized in it can take awhile, it used to just be onsite and 

everything else was under food and lodging, now it’s much 

more specialized.   

- Those that have adequate staffing tend to complete more 

inspections, those who are understaffed and scraping by tend to 

have trouble completing all their inspections.  

- We don’t want to find out if we don’t achieve 100%. In the 

past we haven’t had adequate staffing levels and that could be 

considered our excuse for not achieving all the goals. 

 

Competing 

Demands on Time 

 

 

31.6% 

 

- We do try to prioritize our inspections, but since we all have to 

do everything, it’s sometimes hard to do. 

- We’re unique, because we’re a small rural county. We have 

two EHS authorized in food and lodging including myself. I 

handle 95% of inspections by myself, the other EHS is mainly 

onsite and we cover the entire county. I’m also authorized in 

child daycares, pools, tattoos, rabies animal conditions. It’s too 

much and I feel spread too thin.  

-Don’t compare all counties against each other. It’s like 

comparing apples and oranges, the details in the EHS field are 

so different for each county.  For example, we only have 7 chain 

restaurants and the rest are locally owned, so we’re not dealing 

with corporate places, we’re dealing with regular people because 

there’s no license required to open a restaurant.  Also, we have 

other competing demands, for example food stands sneaking in 

seats and many other counties might not have the same septic 

issues to worry about, so it’s really hard to compare all of us. 

 

Recruitment 

 

      58.3% 

 

 

- This has happened and could happen again, we’re more rural 

so they use us a training ground/stepping stone to somewhere 

else. This has been addressed by the hiring process to try to 

recruit locally so individuals have ties to the area and are more 

likely to stay.  

- This happens, but it’s the nature of any business, if you can 

attract qualified candidates by paying more then you can usually 

get them.  

- The bigger problem is retention and being able to offer 

competitive salaries. To recruit new EHS out of college, they 

have to make it an attractive salary which is frustrating for your 

more experienced EHS and brings down morale.  
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Language Barriers 

 

89.5% 

-A lot of times, they bring their young child to translate, so 

sometimes if I know a place has trouble communicating I’ll wait 

until the afternoon when I know the children are home from 

school. 

- Huge problem, some counties have interpreters but a lot of 

time they’re more reserved for the clinical side of the health 

department. It’s hard to take an interpreter out into the field 

- It can be very time consuming, typically, not always, these 

places have more issues/violations and with the new grade sheet 

they really need explanations. Handouts in different languages 

are useful, and we have some, but if the State could create 

teaching tools and handouts in other languages for consistency 

across counties it would be really helpful for us.  

 

Growth 

 

50.0% 

-We’re behind the growth curve some; counties seem to stay 

behind their need because of financial restraints. Two of our new 

positions were funded because of the timing they were requested 

at. There was a food borne illness outbreak from an illegal 

catering business at a doctor’s office which was a spring board 

for hiring the two new specialists. 
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Appendix E: Helpful factors to Achieving 100% Inspection Rates 

All of the below factors help to support food sanitation programs and are often qualities cultivated in the 

workplace, rather than specific strategies to apply. Counties looking to improve their inspection rate 

should use these as guidelines for their food sanitation programs. 

Table 1E: Helpful Factors to Achieving 100% Inspection Rates 

Factor Example  

Dedication of upper 

management to the food 

sanitation program 

 

-Environmental Health Supervisors or Health Director can really make a 

difference. Often onsite wastewater section is the “squeaky wheel” of 

environmental health so to speak. They are fee based, so they bring in 

money and permits issued equals growth and development for the 

county. For commissioners they often want their wastewater section to 

be top notch since it drives the economy and tax base, and sometimes 

resources get pulled away from F&L to accommodate wastewater. Since 

there’s no incentive for 100% in restaurant inspection and there is the 

incentive of the fees and being responsive to individuals who need a 

wastewater permit, management needs to place priority on the food 

sanitation program. 
Strong work ethic of 

employees 

 

-My staff volunteers to show places how to stock effectively or whatever 

is needed. They are very committed to doing the right thing and what is 

needed with regards to helping owners/operators. They have a 

comprehensive approach to the food sanitation program, not a gotcha 

approach, it’s hands on and the bottom line goal is to get a safe product 

out the door.  

Emphasis and value on 

continuing education and 

training 

 

- The counties would think it hurts them to have their staff in training for 

so much, but I think the training is very much needed. Before EHSs 

would train in the field and look through CDC manuals beforehand now 

the training is standardized, more effective and they can meet key 

individuals at Centralized Intern Training – their Regional EHS, those 

who write the legislation for Environmental Health, etc. 

-It’s hard to schedule but it’s necessary training and even after the 

training every day is a learning experience, the work is always changing. 

Positive working relationships 

with Regional EHS 

 

-The Manpower study is a proactive way we as Regional EHS can help 

counties justify their staffing needs. As we gear up for a tough budget 

season, I want to do these types of studies early this year and not be 

scrambling in May right when budget crunch time is upon us. 

-The new form requires a much closer look at processes. When I go out 

with EHS during authorizations and training I make sure we only go to 

risk categories 3 and 4 so I can make sure that I see them doing 

everything.  
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Appendix F: Non-Challenges 

As part of the semi-structured interviews, the interviewer asked follow up questions related to common 

challenges identified from previous research. The identified potential challenges were inquired about to 

determine whether the participant agreed that they were challenges. Interestingly, most participants 

rejected the proposition that some of the identified issues were challenges: 

 Onsite education 

 Critical violation follow-ups  

 Driving Distance 

 Division of labor: generalization or specialization  

 

Onsite education, or informal education performed during an inspection, was consistently considered time 

well spent during inspections and was identified a critical part of the EHS’s role. One Regional Specialist 

went so far as to say “I’d rather have a county only achieve 62% of their inspections if they’re doing a 

quality inspection rather than 100% inspections completed and gotten shoe shined biscuit eaters to go 

through the motions looking for hair restraints and dusty vents in the dining room.”  

Critical violation follow-ups (CVFs) are required follow up visits if an establishment does not correct for 

critical violations during their inspection. Nearly all counties agreed CVFs are positive because they 

allow for more interaction with the establishments and another opportunity for oversight.  

Counties effectively handled driving distance through geographic territories or strategic scheduling of 

inspections. EHS manage their sections by localizing inspections or visits and limiting the amount of 

cross county driving.  

Generalization and specialization depended on a county’s workload. Smaller counties cross-trained EHS 

out of necessity while larger counties specialized as a necessity and sometimes chose to cross-train. Both 

approaches worked well for their respective counties and each had positive comments on their approach 

as fitting well with the county’s needs. Cross-trained generalists were able to provide back up to their co-

workers in the event of an EH crisis or a long-term absence. Specialists appreciated the structure in their 

county because they retained a narrow focus and really became experts. One Regional EHS supported 

specialization because they believed there was too much to know when you were cross-trained and it was 

too much for one individual.         
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Appendix G: Currently Employed Strategies ï Selected Examples and Evidence  

  

Strategy Examples or Compelling Evidence 

Reducing need for re-

inspections through 

proactive educational visits 

The manpower study is a proactive way we as Regional EHS can help 

counties. One county I work with is very progressive, and I did this 

study for them and found they were 1.5 positions over, but they were 

using their resources extremely well. They were doing more 

compliance visits to build rapport with owners and operators, and 

working with them to create risk control plans and contracts to verify 

compliance. Their department really worked with the restaurants to 

have open communication and as a result they only had to do one re-

inspection last year, they did over 500 compliance visits to be 

proactive and avoid having re-inspections.  

Cross-training as backup Recently there was a water contamination issue in the county and all 

our staff along with other individuals from other agencies had to drop 

everything to work on that. Luckily, everyone was able to help 

because they knew how to handle the situation and were cross-trained, 

but it meant laying their other duties down to address this major public 

health concern.  

Specialization for expertise 

in the field 

It’s not realistic to be in an expert in every area of Environmental 

Health because they are so diverse and wide. I advocate for 

specialization because I think it allows EHS to become experts in one 

area and do the most thorough job.    

Minimizing driving distance 

and time 

One county mentioned a home based system where EHS would begin 

from their homes in the morning instead of a central office before 

leaving for fieldwork, saving them time fighting traffic and allowing 

for greater efficiencies and satisfied employees. Another cited four-

day workweeks for minimizing driving times because they were in the 

field longer and could complete more inspections during a longer day. 

Teamwork Another EHS may go out in the field with a co-worker to help diffuse 

a tense situation with an operator or they may go to help constructively 

critique them and offer suggestions to help sharpen their skills.  

Open communication with 

staff and with restaurants  

All counties spoke of informal and formal opportunities to 

communicate with their supervisors and co-workers.  Several of the 

counties mentioned since they are a small close group every morning 

are effectively an informal staff meeting.   

One county mentioned the improving working relationship with the 

restaurant owners and operators.  “Externally proprietors can call 

often, started very rocky when I first came, there were many Bs and Cs 

issued and 5 closures for being unable to maintain a 70.  Now the 

relationship has grown to be a much more trusting one, where they feel 

comfortable talking with us. 
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Appendix H: Sample Manpower Study 

N.C. Department of Environment and Natural Resources 

Division of Environmental Health 

Environmental Health Services Section 

Staffing Evaluation Guide for 

Environmental Health Programs 
  

Date:     County: 

I. Environmental Health Services Enforcement Activities 

Type of Establishment Type 

Insp/Yr. 
Each 
Est.  

No. in 
County  

Total # 
Insp. In 

Year  

No. 
Inspec. 
Per day  

Est. Staff 
Days 

Required 

Restaurants 01                   

Category I  1 *  = 0 / 5 = 0.00 

Category II  2 * 22 = 44 / 4 = 11.00 

Category III  3 * 31 = 93 / 3 = 31.00 

Category IV  4 * 47 = 188 / 2 = 94.00 

Food Stands 02                   

Category I  1 * 1 = 1 / 5 = 0.20 

Category II  2 * 21 = 42 / 4 = 10.50 

Category III  3 * 14 = 42 / 3 = 14.00 

Category IV  4 * 5 = 20 / 2 = 10.00 

Mobile Food Units 03                   

Category I  1 *  = 0 / 5 = 0.00 

Category II  2 * 4 = 8 / 4 = 2.00 

Category III  3 *  = 0 / 4 = 0.00 

Category IV  4 * 6 = 24 / 3 = 8.00 

Push Carts 04                   

Category I  1 * 0 = 0 / 5 = 0.00 

Category II  2 * 2 = 4 / 5 = 0.80 

Private School Lunchrooms 05                   

Category I  1 *  = 0 / 5 = 0.00 

Category II  2 *  = 0 / 4 = 0.00 

Category III  3 *  = 0 / 3 = 0.00 

Category IV  4 *  = 0 / 2 = 0.00 

Educational Food Service 06                   

Category I  1 *  = 0 / 5 = 0.00 

Category II  2 *  = 0 / 4 = 0.00 

Category III  3 *  = 0 / 3 = 0.00 

Category IV  4 *  = 0 / 2 = 0.00 

Commissaries Preparing Food 07                   

Category I  1 *  = 0 / 5 = 0.00 

Category II  2 *  = 0 / 4 = 0.00 

Category III  3 *  = 0 / 3 = 0.00 

Category IV  4 *  = 0 / 2 = 0.00 

Elderly Nutr. Sites (Catered) 09 4 * 1 = 4 / 5 = 0.80 

Public School Lunchrooms 11                   

Category I  1 *  = 0 / 5 = 0.00 
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Category II  2 *  = 0 / 4 = 0.00 

Category III  3 * 5 = 15 / 3 = 5.00 

Category IV  4 * 10 = 40 / 2 = 20.00 

Elderly Nutrition Site (Food prepared 
on premises) 12 4 *  = 0 / 3 = 0.00 

Limited Food Service 14                   

Category I  1 *  = 0 / 5 = 0.00 

Category II  2 * 17 = 34 / 4 = 8.50 

Commissary/Pushcarts & Mobiles 15                   

Category I  1 *  = 0 / 5 = 0.00 

Category II  2 *  = 0 / 4 = 0.00 

Category III  3 *  = 0 / 3 = 0.00 

Category IV  4 * 1 = 4 / 2 = 2.00 

Institutional Food Service 16 4 * 9 = 36 / 2 = 18.00 

Lodging 20 1 * 6 = 6 / 3 = 2.00 

Bed & Breakfast Home 21 1 * 5 = 5 / 4 = 1.25 

Resident Camps 22 1 * 2 = 2 / 2 = 1.00 

Primitive Camps (12 month) 24 2 * 0 = 0 / 2 = 0.00 

Primitive Camps (6 month) 25 1 *  = 0 / 2 = 0.00 

Bed & Breakfast Inn 23 2 * 2 = 4 / 4 = 1.00 

Meat Markets 30 3 * 9 = 27 / 4 = 6.75 

Rest./Nursing Homes 40 2 * 10 = 20 / 3 = 6.67 

Hospitals 41 2 * 1 = 2 / 0.5 = 4.00 

Child Care Center 42 2 * 30 = 60 / 3 = 20.00 

Adult Day Service  1 * 3 = 3 / 3 = 1.00 

Residential Care/Foster Homes 43 1 * 19 = 19 / 6 = 3.17 

School Bldg/Private & Public 44 1 * 23 = 23 / 2 = 11.50 

Local Confinement 45 1 * 2 = 2 / 2 = 1.00 

Seasonal Swimming Pools 50 1 * 19 = 19 / 4 = 4.75 

Seasonal Wading Pools 51 1 * 6 = 6 / 4 = 1.50 

Seasonal Spas 52 1 * 2 = 2 / 4 = 0.50 

Year-Round Swimming Pools 53 2 * 5 = 10 / 4 = 2.50 

Year-Round Wading Pools 54 2 *  = 0 / 4 = 0.00 

Year-Round Spas 55 2 * 4 = 8 / 4 = 2.00 

Tattoo Artists 61 1 * 3 = 3 / 4 = 0.75 

Consultative Visits    236 =  / 5 =  

Critical Verification/Visit    69 =  / 5 =  

TFE Permits Issued    87 =  / 8   

Permits/Transitional Permits Issued   60 =  / 3 =  

Plans Reviewed    20 =  / 2 =  

Pre-Opening Visits    132 =  / 5 =  

Reinspections                     

Category I     =  / 5 = 0.00 

Category  II     =  / 4 = 0.00 

Category III     =  / 3 = 0.00 

Category IV     = 1 / 2 = 0.50 

    TOTALS 820  234.5  307.13 

Allow 10% for Conducting Food Service Workers Education 30.71 Estimated Staff-Days 337.85 
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II. Other Environmental Health Activities-Unplanned Mandated Activities 

Type of Establishment Type 

Insp/Yr. 
Each 
Est.  

No. in 
County  

Total # 
Insp. In 

Year  

No. 
Inspec. 
Per day  

Est. Staff 
Days 

Required 

Migrant Housing (Water & Sewer)  1 * 3 = 3 / 6 = 0.50 

Comm. Disease Investigations    2     = 8.00 

Complaint Visit    68 = 68 / 5 = 13.60 

Lead Investigation         =  

Methamphetamine Lab Program      1.5   = 1.50 

Emergency Response         =  

Other Program activities-Recalls,         =  

water emergencies, indoor air, etc     Total Estimated Staff Days 23.60 

           

III. Administrative Activities (This does not include supervision) 

Type of Activity Suggested % of Time for Activities Est. Staff-Days Required 

Office Administration/Data Entry 15% 54.217 

Education - Self Improvement 5 18.07233333 

Unknown program activities-illegal surveillance, 15 53.0245 

legal remediation, embargo/voluntary disposal Total Estimated Staff Days 125.3138333 

specialized process assessments           

IV. Summary 

Estimated Staff Days for Food, Lodging and Institutional State Law Enforcement (I)éé 337.85 

Estimated Staff Days for Other Environmental Health Activities (II)éééééééééé. 23.60 

Estimated Staff Days for Administrative Activities (III)éééééééééééééééé. 125.313 

Estimated Total Staff Dayséééééééééééééééééééééééééééé.. 486.76 

Minimum No. of (Non-supervisory) Environmental Health Specialists Needed-Staff Days +220 2.21254 

Present No. of (Non supervisory) Environmental Health Specialistséééééééééééé 2.525 

Additional No. of (Non-supervisory) Environmental Health Specialists neededéééééé 0.31245 

           

General Remarks: 

 

           

 Signature:  

   

 Title:  

   


