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The Need for Standardized Medical Mission Evaluation Criteria 
A Systematic Review

Madalyn Nelson, B.S., Medical Student, The University of Arizona College of Medicine – Phoenix, 
William V. Dolan, M.D., FACS, The University of Arizona College of Medicine – Phoenix 

Abstract

There is a need to document the effectiveness of 
military and civilian global medical missions. 
Published reports of these missions do not follow 
standardized evaluation criteria to judge their 
effectiveness and plan  for future missions. In order to 
create standardized evaluation criteria, currently used 
criteria must first be compiled. This is a systematic 
review of the literature to determine what criteria are 
currently being used to evaluate global medical 
missions. This will provide a starting point from which 
standardized evaluation criteria can be created. There 
were 24 articles that fit within our inclusion and 
exclusion criteria. It was found that among these 24 
articles, there were 17 different evaluation criteria 
used. The 2 most commonly used criteria were official 
mission reports and patient data. Based on the results 
of this review, it is demonstrated that there is a need 
for better documentation and a need for agreement 
on the most important medical mission evaluation 
criteria to then create standardized medical mission 
evaluation criteria.

Results

Discussion and Conclusions

While it is recognized that there may be criteria that 
are more useful for some missions more than others 
(based on mission statement, medical specialty, and 
goals of the mission teams), it is important for all 
missions to effectively use a basic set standardized 
criteria. The use of a few standardized criteria among 
the medical community would allow for comparison, 
evaluation, and goal setting for medical mission 
teams and organizations. These standardized criteria 
would ensure that all medical missions are meeting 
basic requirements when treating patients and 
reporting their mission success to the global health 
community. 

Methods

This study is a systematic review of the literature. 
Articles were compiled through literature searches, 
chosen based on inclusion and exclusion criteria, and 
evaluated based on their medical mission evaluation 
criteria.

Literature Search
The main databases used for literature searches were 
PubMed, CINAHL (The Cumulative Index to Nursing 
and Allied Health Literature), Embase and Scopus. 
The Military Medicine Journal through the Association 
of Military Surgeons of the United States was  used to 
acquire the articles found through PubMed searches. 

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
An article was included if it was written about medical 
missions to countries outside the United States, if the 
article evaluated a medical mission(s) using defined 
criteria, or if the article evaluated a medical mission(s) 
using defined criteria in addition to the authors 
opinion. A handful of articles within the inclusion 
criteria specifically evaluate procedure specific data or 
are long-term analysis of tertiary foreign care 
missions. It was decided that these articles should be 
included in data. Articles were excluded from the 
study if the medical mission was conducted within the 
United States or if the mission evaluation was solely 
the authors opinion. Articles were also excluded if 
they only evaluated the educational benefit of the 
mission. Based on the inclusion and exclusion criteria, 
a total of 24 articles were analyzed in this study.

Introduction
We have seen the number of medical missions grow 
on both the civilian and military sides. It may seem 
that the increased number of missions means that 
more people are being helped, but how do we know 
this is the case? The question that has yet to be 
answered in the global health world is, ‘how do we 
know if these missions are effective?’. Many 
organizations have evaluated their missions with their 
own criteria, but the overall effectiveness of these 
evaluation criteria remains controversial. One way to 
diminish this controversy is through the use of 
standardized effective evaluation criteria by every 
organization and medical mission. Standardized 
criteria would give organizations credibility and 
increased efficacy in their efforts. It would also provide 
the ability to evaluate the quality of patient care and 
use of resources. In order to determine the best 
evaluation criteria, an exhaustive list of currently used 
criteria must be created. 

This systematic review of the literature aims to 
summarize all the types of evaluation criteria used in 
the literature and determine the most often used 
criteria, which can then serve as a starting point for 
the development of standardized evaluation criteria 
for all types of medical missions.

Figure 2. Summary of Medical Mission Evaluation Criteria.
The number of times each of the evaluation criteria was used to evaluate a medical mission among the 24 articles analyzed. 
*The patient data included patient risk factors, patient labs, procedures, and outcomes
**The official mission reports included the location, size, duration and number of patients treated on the mission
***The total cost evaluation criteria included items such as patient procedures, supplies, medication, post-op, transportation 
for medical personnel, lodging for medical personnel and salaries for medical personnel.
****The local provider education was evaluated using the number of hours the local provider attended lecture.
*****The mission form was developed by mission directors and completed by medical personnel. The form included 
categories for acute and chronic problems, if a cure was probable, and what treatment was given for acute problems.
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Among the 24 articles that were evaluated, there were 17 
different criteria used to evaluate medical mission 
effectiveness (Figure 2). The most commonly used evaluation 
criteria were official mission reports and patient data. 
Although there were 17 criteria used, some articles used 
more than one evaluation criterion to determine the 
effectiveness of their mission. 

Figure 1. Article Selection Process 

Based on the 24 evaluation articles written with quantitative 
data used in this systematic review, it is confirmed that there 
is a lack of consistent documentation of medical mission 
documentation compared to the number of medical missions 
conducted each year. This demonstrates that there is a need 
for better medical mission evaluation. There are likely many 
reasons for this scarcity in the literature, but it can be agreed 
upon that there is a need for better documentation and 
evaluation of medical missions. 

Furthermore, there is a need to determine which evaluation 
criteria are most effective. While there are favored evaluation 
criteria as seen in this review, such as official mission reports 
(location, size, duration and number of patients treated on the 
mission) and patient data (risk factors, patient labs, 
procedures, and outcomes), there appears to be no common 
consensus among the global health community regarding the 
most important evaluation criteria. There were 17 different 
evaluation criteria and very few criteria that were used by 
more than one or two studies. This means that those 
evaluating the effectiveness of their mission are not following 
specific guidelines, but rather relying on what they believe to 
be the most important evaluation criteria for their mission.

Further Application

M – Mission Type Private (NGO, religious) vs. Military (humanitarian vs. military 
mission) vs. U.S. Government

D – Duration of Mission Short term vs. Long term

N – Numbers (objective 
data)

Cost, number of patients seen, objective data

E – Education Local staff education, resident/medical student training

L – Local Involvement and 
Support

Government, health department, organizations, medical 
schools, hospitals, etc.

S – Survey Provider/resident/student/staff views of mission success both 
organizational and local
- Short 3 question survey, rankings 1-10 – opinions of those 

who participated in the mission
1. Overall, how effective was the mission based on mission 

goals?
2. How much impact did the mission have on the local 

population?
3. How much personal satisfaction did you gain from the 

mission?

O – Outcomes Preventative vs. curative outcome goals

N – Need Need of continuation of mission/care/services – Address if this 
mission, based of the above evaluation criteria is needed, 
answer the question of is this mission effective based on the 
goals and do the outcomes justify continuing the mission(s) in 
the future?

Given the lack of standardized criteria, we would like 
the present the M.D.NELSON Standardized Medical 
Mission Criteria. These criteria include general 
medical mission concepts as well as specific 
evaluation criteria. The goal is to encompass all 
aspects of medical missions in an objective and 
standardized way. While, our objective evaluation did 
not include published opinion articles, we 
acknowledge that opinions and personal satisfaction 
are components of medical mission evaluation and 
success, so we included them in our standardized 
criteria. Further, while education is not necessary for a 
mission to be successful, we believe that it can be a 
positive aspect of medical missions and their 
importance.
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Table 1. M.D.NELSON Standardized Medical Mission Criteria 
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