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Public health has always been political, but the current national 
discord has challenged the ability of public health to be effective and 
has led to questions for many public health workers related to why 
they continue with this work.  Some key observations may offer a 
context for how we can all move forward.

1. Public Health is a part of society
2. Public Health has made mistakes
3. Public Health has been neglected
4. Public Health workers are heroes
5. The path forward is complex — and it is bigger than 

HIV prevention and care
6. Public Health is too important to accept the current 

status quo
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Public Health is a part of 
society
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The current crisis of trust in public health following COVID-19 has 
many people lamenting that scientific direction is often not accepted 
and the interests and intentions of health departments are suspect.  
But, public health always has been political and is inherently affected 
by declining trust in institutions.
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Public Health has made 
mistakes
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Public health often strives to gain and retain trust by speaking 
authoritatively and grounding all public messages in evidence.  With 
COVID-19 and just one example, public health did not prepare the 
public for evolving information, sometimes came across as arrogant 
and paternalistic, and often has failed to give sufficient guidance 
when evidence is not available.  There often is a culture clash with 
the contentiousness of peer review when public health leaders take 
internal debates into the public sphere.
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Public Health has been 
neglected
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Just like other forms of infrastructure, public health funding has been 
neglected.  State public health funding has been declining for 
decades, but fell considerably during the 2008-2010 economic 
downturn.  Federal funding has increased modestly, but in real 
dollars, it has fallen dramatically…as the demands from public health 
have grown considerably.  
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Public Health workers are 
heroes
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The path forward is complex 
— and it is bigger than HIV 
prevention and care
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Public health may be at a 
crossroads, but it has been a long 
time in coming.  There is no single 
or simple fix.  Needed changes 
include administrative actions, 
such as recent reforms announced 
by CDC Director Walensky, along 
with Congressional involvement, 
and much more public dialogue.  

There may be a need for a NASEM 
or Presidential Commission just to 
examine public health 
communication.  

Does the structure of HHS need to 
change?  Do we need to rethink 
the scope and mandate of the 
CDC?  Are state health 
departments set-up to succeed?  



THE CHANGING TIDES OF PUBLIC HEALTH: Impacts to State Public Health Practice

16



THE CHANGING TIDES OF PUBLIC HEALTH: Impacts to State Public Health Practice

17

Public Health is too 
important to accept the 
current status quo
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I love our communities, including people working in HIV, STIs, and 
Hepatitis…and I expect a lot from them.  

We are not perfect, but we are often ahead of other parts of society in 
discussing race and racism in open and honest ways.  We have a lot 
to add to dialogues about how health equity is essential for maximum 
population health.  HIV leaders cherish our legacy of activism that 
started with ACT-UP and continues today.  

That same spirit and fearlessness needs to be brought to public 
debates over the value of public health and the need to consider 
fairly significant reforms.  Our collective voices and experience are 
needed to help lead the way.
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Personal observations on what is needed to adapt public health for 
today and tomorrow:

1. A new understanding of federalism
2. New ways to engage in dialogue with the public
3. Deeper grounding in health equity
4. More and more stable financing
5. More support for the workforce
6. Data standardization and modern data systems
7. Different and more extensive community 

partnerships
8. An embrace of innovation—including an embrace of 

syndemic approaches to improving health
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QUESTIONS?
THANK YOU!
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