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The Health 

and Democracy 

Nexus



● Compares 12 public health indicators and voter 
turnout to the restrictiveness of voting policies in 
each state.

● States with more voting access and greater civic 
participation have better health outcomes

● When communities vote they influence policy 
decisions that have a big effect on their health.

Health & Democracy Index

Source: Health & Democracy, Reprinted with permission



Health & Democracy Index

Source: Health & Democracy, Reprinted with permission



Executive Order Tracker

• Monitor federal policy changes that 

may affect public health

• Apply a Health in All Policies lens to 

identify health impacts beyond 

traditional health policy
• Identify EOs with implications for 

health equity and historically 

marginalized communities

• Track cross-sector impacts on the 

conditions that shape health
• Flag emerging issues for public health 

practitioners, advocates, and 

policymakers



Health & Democracy Are Interdependent

Higher civic and voter 
participation

Healthy Democracy 
=

Healthy People

More power to 
influence policy

Better health outcomes

Source: Health & Democracy, Reprinted with permission



Polling place closures, purges, strict ID rules, and documentation 
requirements; disparities in access to identification, records, government 
services. These are also communities with highest rates of preventable 
illness and premature death.

Naturalized Citizens

More than 23 million citizens who are fully eligible but face heightened 
scrutiny, verification errors, and wrongful flagging that can stall or cancel 
a registration.

Indigenous Communities

Limited ID-issuing infrastructure, nonstandard or missing residential 
addresses, long distances to polling places, and tribal IDs rejected even 
when legally valid. The same geographic isolation limits access to care.

People with Lower Income or Who Rely on Medicaid
Already navigating friction in every public system: address changes; ID 
barriers; and logistical constraints around childcare, time off from work, 
and transportation. The same paperwork gaps that delay care also block 
the ballot.

Women, LGBTQ+ Individuals

Name changes create mismatches between birth certificates and 
registration records. Roughly 69 million women and 4 million men lack a 
birth certificate matching their current legal name.

Rural & Elderly Voters
Fewer polling places across greater distances, higher reliance on mail 
ballots, less ability to travel for an ID, and higher rates of disability and 
chronic illness that make in-person voting harder.

Communities of Color

Who bears the burden?

Barriers to voting are both historical and structural and are often the same barriers limit access to care.



Civic Life Is Health Infrastructure

Source: University of Wisconsin Population Health Institute Model of Health © 2025



How Votes Shape Public Health Systems

How Votes Shape Public Health Systems

Legal Authority

What health departments and 
institutions are empowered to do 
(and limits on those powers)

Resources & Funding

Budgets, grants, staffing levels, and 
infrastructure investment that 
determine capacity to act (and 
impose constraints)

Processes & Procedures

Community engagement and other ways 
the public experiences public health 
(e.g.., forms, clinic interactions, etc.), 
budgeting, rulemaking, administrative 
layers to navigate before acting

Decision-Making Power

Who appoints health officials or 
governing board members, who sits 
on advisory boards, who must be 
consulted — and who has final say



Source: NMSU Library Guide

Legal Authority

Legal Authority

https://nmsu.libguides.com/c.php?g=555180&p=3820349
https://nmsu.libguides.com/c.php?g=555180&p=3820349
https://nmsu.libguides.com/c.php?g=555180&p=3820349


Source: ASTHO, 2022 Profile of State and Territorial Public Health

Governance of State and Island Area Health Agencies

Governance of State and Island Area Health Agencies
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https://astho.shinyapps.io/profile/?tab=governancePage


Source: NACCHO, 2022 National Profile of Local Health Departments

Governance of Local Health Departments

Governance of Local Health Departments

https://www.naccho.org/uploads/downloadable-resources/NACCHO-2022-Profile-Report.pdf
https://www.naccho.org/uploads/downloadable-resources/NACCHO-2022-Profile-Report.pdf
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Source: Public Health 

Authority in Maryland
Source: Missouri Public 

Health Authority Toolkit

Source: Key Public 

Health Service 

Requirements of State 

and Local Health 

Departments in 

Tennessee

State-specific Legal Authority

State-specific Legal Authority
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Source: Missouri Public Health Authority Toolkit
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Source: Missouri Public Health Authority Toolkit
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Source: Appendix E, For the Public’s Health: Investing in a Healthier Future (IOM 2012)

Resources 
Funding

Resources 

&

Funding

https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/13268/chapter/11#255
https://nap.nationalacademies.org/read/13268/chapter/11#255


Practices

• Informal processes

• Enforcement discretion

• Other implementation factors
• Workforce capacity

• Research evidence

• Quality and process improvement

Policy

• Declarations, 
Proclamations

• Guidance documents

• Resolutions

• MOUs or MOAs

• Documented SOPs

Law

• Constitutions

• Statutes, Ordinances

• Executive Orders

• Regulations

• Contracts

• Judicial decisions

• Administrative law 
decisions

Sources: Public Health Law 101, Network Fact Sheet, PHLC Fact Sheet, 
Public Health Law Academy, Bekemeier et al. 2013, Carlson et al. 2015

Processes  Procedures

Processes & 

Procedures

https://www.cdc.gov/phlp/php/trainingandeducationalresources/public-health-law-101.html?CDC_AAref_Val=https%3A//www.cdc.gov/phlp/publications/phl_101.html
https://www.cdc.gov/phlp/php/trainingandeducationalresources/public-health-law-101.html?CDC_AAref_Val=https%3A//www.cdc.gov/phlp/publications/phl_101.html
https://www.cdc.gov/phlp/php/trainingandeducationalresources/public-health-law-101.html?CDC_AAref_Val=https%3A//www.cdc.gov/phlp/publications/phl_101.html
https://www.cdc.gov/phlp/php/trainingandeducationalresources/public-health-law-101.html?CDC_AAref_Val=https%3A//www.cdc.gov/phlp/publications/phl_101.html
https://www.networkforphl.org/resources/types-of-legal-and-policy-tools-to-protect-community-health-at-the-local-level-a-brief-introduction/
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24237921/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24237921/
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/24237921/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4355716/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4355716/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4355716/
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC4355716/


Public Health Voices on Callais  

Public Health Voices on Callais 

Fact Sheet: What Public Health Should Know About Voting Rights 

in 2026

Webinar: Community Health Grand Rounds Series: Does 

Louisiana v. Callais Affect Health? (Yes!)

Webinar: Defending Democracy in the 2026 Midterms: What Public 

Health Needs to Know

https://www.networkforphl.org/resources/public-health-in-pursuit-of-voting-rights-for-all/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=sojxWPVwff4
https://www.pathlms.com/health/webinars/149965


Unpacking Callais: Voting Rights as Upstream Infrastructure
Southern Poverty Law Center • August 27, 2026



What is the Voting Rights 
Act?

What did Louisiana v. 
Callais change and what 
else is on the horizon?

How can public health join 
the voting rights 
movement?

Overview



The Voting Rights Act of 1965 (VRA)

Why? Jim Crow disenfranchisement 

(1870s to 1960s) despite the 15th 

Amendment prohibiting government 

from denying the right to vote based 

on race.

Post-Civil War, states developed 

policies to block Black Americans 

from voting: 

• Poll taxes

• Literacy tests

• Grandfather clauses

• Intimidation

• Restrictive registration rules

Proactive Core VRA Protections

• Section 2. Prohibits voting policies 

that deny or abridge the right to vote 

based on race, either intentionally 

or with discriminatory effects, and 

allows for court challenges to 

discriminatory policies. Severely 

weakened by Louisiana v. Callais 

despite 1982 VRA amendments.

• Sections 4 and 5. Establishes the 

formula for which jurisdictions 

must receive preclearance before 

changing voting policies. Gutted by 

Shelby County v. Holder in 2013.

https://www.splcenter.org/learning-for-justice/why-the-1965-voting-rights-act-is-crucial-for-democracy/ 
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Hard-Won Gains in Representation Post-VRA

Past to Present:

 Black U.S. House members at 
 the start of 1965

 Black U.S. House members at 
the start of 2021

5

57

Sources: Pew Research Center / Brookings Vital Statistics on Congress.



Section 2 of the VRA

Ballot Access

Rules and practices that affect registration, 

information, assistance, polling places, early 

voting, and mail voting.

Vote Dilution

Districting or election structures that weaken 

a protected community’s ability to elect 

candidates of choice.

Have it 
count

Elect 
responsive 

leaders

Shape 
policy

Cast a 
ballot



What Callais Changed Under the VRA

Before

Section 2 was a core tool 

against vote dilution in 

redistricting.

https://www.splcenter.org/learning-for-justice/why-the-1965-voting-rights-act-is-crucial-for-democracy/ 

April 29, 2026 

Decision

A 6-3 Court sharply limited 

race-conscious remedies in 

redistricting.

Risk

States reduce Black and 

Brown voting power through 

new maps.

Bottom line (for the public): When voting power is diluted or access is narrowed, 
communities don’t have a clear remedy to right that wrong.

Bottom line (for public health): When voting power is diluted or access is 
narrowed, communities have less powers to influence systems (that shape health). 

https://www.splcenter.org/learning-for-justice/why-the-1965-voting-rights-act-is-crucial-for-democracy/
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Post-Callais Map Changes

Adopted new congressional 
maps; delayed candidate filing  
to accommodate new maps; 

litigation continues

(May 4, 2026)

Florida

Tennessee

(May 7, 2026)

Adopted new congressional 
maps; reopened candidate 
filing to accommodate new 

maps

Adopted new congressional 
maps; postponed primaries

(May 29, 2026)

Louisiana

Alabama

(June 2, 2026)

U.S. Supreme Court approved 
State reversion to a 2023 map 

that had previously been 
deemed a racial gerrymander 

Sources: U.S. Supreme Court, Louisiana v. Callais; NCSL Mid-Decade Redistricting Tracker; Reuters on Louisiana map changes.



Post-Callais: Black 
& Brown Voter 
Representation 
Diluted

Majority-minority districts are at risk 

and voters of color face diluted voting 

power and loss of representation. 

A loss of representation means a loss 

of political power to inform, develop, 

and enact policy.

148 of 435 House districts were 
majority-minority as of the 

2024 election

74% of Black representatives 
and 84% of Hispanic 

representatives serve majority-
minority districts

Overall, 75% of representatives 
of color were elected by 

majority-minority districts

Sources: Brookings, “Callais decision threatens to stall diversity gains in House”; U.S. Supreme Court, Louisiana v. Callais.



Other Voting Rights Issues to Watch 

Mail Ballot Access

Whether voting is feasible

• Applications

• Deadlines

• IDs

• Drop boxes

Election Administration

Whether “the system” can be trusted

• Late rule changes

• Mass challenges

• Certification disputes



Inviting Public Health to Join the 
Voting Rights Movement

Document: Listen and record community member stories 
about barriers, confusion, access needs, and policy impacts. 
That same information can inform community-driven health 
and wellness initiatives.

Educate: Share nonpartisan voter information (e.g. voter 
registration, issue education, candidate forums) through 
trusted health and community messengers and channels.

Support Access: Help people make plans and facilitate 
partnerships around registration checks, registration and voting 
deadlines, election days, voting methods, polling places & 
hours, language or disability access, and transportation 
options.

Advocate: Support solutions grounded in what communities 
experience. Promote civic engagement opportunities.



866-OUR-VOTE

When election hardships arise, use the 
nonpartisan assistance line

(866-687-8683)
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How is Democracy 
Related to Health?

1

Health & Democracy
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My Story



HEALTH IS ALWAYS ON THE BALLOT

|  35Health & Democracy

● Public Safety & Violence prevention

● Health care access

● Early childhood investments

● Climate resiliency

● Pandemic  & infectious disease prevention

● Maternal and Infant Health

● Reproductive Health

● Public Health Authority

● Housing, water, food, education, 

transportation, civil rights



WE MUST BUILD POWER
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2020 BROUGHT PUBLIC HEALTH & ELECTIONS 
TOGETHER
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PUBLIC HEALTH IS…

|  38Health & Democracy

“... Public Health is what we… do 

collectively to assure the conditions 

in which (all) people can be healthy”

Institute of Medicine (1988), Future of Public Health
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All steps forward were contested “continuous struggle for power…”

Expansion of Voting Access Health Improvement

Women’s Suffrage Child mortality rates declined (Miller, 2008)

Civil Rights Movement More inclusive  policies  in  education,  
housing, economic opportunity, and health 
care including Medicare and Medicaid 
(Dawes, 2020)

Voting Rights Act of 1965 Reductions in Black infant deaths in Southern 
counties subject to preclearance (Rushovich 
et. al, 2024)

HISTORY: ELECTORAL EXPANSION IMPROVES  HEALTH



RESTRICTIVE POLICIES AND THE HEALTH OF BLACK 
AMERICANS

|  40Health & Democracy

Schraufnagel, S., D. Hunter, R. Durbin, and G. Mahs. 2025. “Restrictive State Electoral Environments and the 
Health of Black Americans.” Social Science Quarterly106, no. 5: 106, e70077. https://doi.org/10.1111/ssqu.70077



RECENT PEER REVIEWED RESEARCH
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● States where it is easier to vote are more likely to have: 

○ better rates of state-level self-reported health across time (1996-2020); Schraufnagle, 2023

○ lower uninsured rates; Pabayo et al., 2021

○ counties had lower pre-vaccine COVID case and mortality rates; Pabayo et al., 2022 

○ Lower working age mortality rates; Montez et.al., 2023

● Civic engagement (voting, volunteering, and activism) among adolescents and young adults is 

positively associated with better future income, education levels and mental health compared to 

non-voters; Ballard et al., 2019



STRONG DEMOCRACIES SUPPORT KEY HEALTH 
REFORMS
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States with stronger 
democracies were more likely 
to have expanded Medicaid 
eligibility by 2020, regardless 
of partisan-lean, median 
household income, and 
educational attainment. 

Mahs, Gnora, and Marisa Bremer. From Ballots to Better Health How Inclusive Democracy 

Shapes the Public̓ s Health. 2025.
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What Can Public 
Health DO?

2

Health & Democracy



WE HAVE POWER
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● Largest workforce and accounts for at 

least 22 million workers which 

represents about  14% of all workers 

in the United States.

● Health Professionals are trusted 

messengers in their communities and 

with policymakers

● Health organizations represent 

thousands of members and 

institutions working to advance health



SYSTEMS CHANGE AT EVERY LEVEL
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● Organization level: adopt policies to change the narrative 

and context for advocacy– Ex. SOPHE, AMA, APHA

● State and local level: join efforts to promote state and local 

policies expanding voting access and incorporating 

measures of civic participation into health goal setting (ex 

MN, MI)

● National level: to promote voter registration and 

participation using administrative levers- HealthCare.gov, 

Healthy People 2030, County Health Rankings and 

Roadmaps.
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SHIFTING ORGANIZATIONAL POLICIES



PASS ORGANIZATIONAL POLICY STATEMENTS
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PROMOTE WORKFORCE CIVIC PARTICIPATION
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● Share nonpartisan voting 
information with your 
colleagues, coworkers, 
members, and 
community!

● Ensure your organization 
is voter friendly by shifting 
internal policies to give 
staff the flexibility and 
opportunities to 
participate
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PROMOTING CIVIC PARTICIPATION AS AN 
OPPORTUNITY TO SUPPORT THRIVING 

COMMUNITIES



HEALTHY PEOPLE 2030
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Increase the proportion of the voting-age citizens who vote SDOH-
07



MINNESOTA STATE HEALTH ASSESSMENT
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Health & Democracy Peer Group (HDPG)

The Health & Democracy Peer Group (HDPG) brings together 

representatives of community-based organizations, health 

departments, and healthcare organizations interested in building 

trust in government and public health so they work for the people.

Presented by the Network 

for Public Health Law & 

the Institute for 

Responsive Government
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ACTIVE PARTNERS FOR POLICY CHANGE



LEVERAGE HEALTH VOICES FOR CHANGE
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Health Professionals are trusted messengers in our 

communities. We can effectively support positive policy 

efforts by communicating about the impacts that policy 

has on the communities we serve, especially with an 

eye on senior citizens, veterans, and people with 

disabilities, as well as us: health professionals 



EXAMPLES OF POLICIES SUPPORTED BY A STRONG 
HEALTH VOICE
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● Flexible Vote at Home Options

○ No excuse absentee

○ All Mail Elections

○ Permanent Absentee Ballot Lists

● Modernized Online Voter Registration

○ Allow for digital signature uploads

○ Eliminate trips to election offices

● On-Cycle Elections

○ Hold local elections at the same time as national and state elections

○ Reducing voter fatigue



EXAMPLE TALKING POINTS FOR HEALTH VOICES

Policy Health Talking Point

Flexible Vote from 

Home

Flexible options to vote from home allows people who have chronic health conditions, mobility limitations, 

and/or who are aging to to fulfill their constitutional duty without risking their health or safety. 

Health professionals work long hours that often times do not match up with polling locations’ hours of 

operations. Flexible voting options, with clear standards and oversight, would enable more health 

professionals to cast their ballots while maintaining confidence in the process. 

Modernized Online 

Voter Registration

Aging adults and people with disabilities are less likely to have a current, valid DMV issued ID. OVR+ 

creates a process that would allow eligible voters without a DMV issued ID to register using the online 

system, including electronically uploading a picture of their signature. 

A fully digital, end-to-end process means that voters who struggle with mobility or independent living can 

register to vote from the comfort of their home without having to coordinate with a caregiver to print out a 

form or go to the post office.

On Cycle Elections When states align their state and local elections with “on-cycle” federal elections it makes it easier for voters 

to cast a ballot. Health professionals work incredibly busy schedules and having to take time off from work 

to vote in separate state, local, and federal elections makes it harder for them to continuously cast their 

ballots.
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WHAT CAN YOU DO?



HEALTH IS ALWAYS ON THE BALLOT– WHAT CAN 
YOU DO?
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● Make a voting plan for every election 

(especially local ones)

● Invite colleagues, friends, and family to 

make voting plan

● Promote opportunities for civic and voter 

participation in your workplace

● Invite your colleagues to learn more! 



INTERESTED IN HEALTH & DEMOCRACY WORK?
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Become a Health & Democracy 
Partner at the National, State, or 
Local level!

Email me to learn more: 
gnora@responsivegov.org

mailto:gnora@responsivegov.org


Health & Democracy Peer Group (HDPG)

The Health & Democracy Peer Group (HDPG) brings together 

representatives of community-based organizations, health 

departments, and healthcare organizations interested in building 

trust in government and public health so they work for the people.

Presented by the Network 

for Public Health Law & 

the Institute for 

Responsive Government
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Thank 
You



Thank You



Q&A



Title Date

About the Network for Public Health Law

The Network advances health equity and improves health outcomes 

by providing guidance on the effective use of laws and policies.

We work with:

• Public health officials and practitioners

• Policymakers

• Attorneys

• Community and Advocacy Organizations

We provide:

• Research and analysis​

• Strategic consultation and guidance​

• Knowledge-building and training



Disclaimer

The Network for Public Health Law promotes public health and health equity through non-partisan 
educational resources and technical assistance. The materials provided are provided solely for 
educational purposes and do not constitute legal advice. The Network’s provision of these materials 
does not create an attorney-client relationship with you or any other person and is subject to the 
Network’s Disclaimer.

https://www.networkforphl.org/disclaimer/


Connect With Us

Request a consultation

Contact one of our team leads or visit our website to 

request legal technical and policy assistance. There is 

no cost to you.

Explore our resources

Search our fact sheets, surveys and issue briefs.

Get our newsletters

Sign up to receive our biweekly Network Report and 

quarterly Judicial Trends in Public Health.

Attend our events

Join us at our bi-annual conference, or monthly for one 

of our webinars.

Title Date

https://www.networkforphl.org/request-assistance/
https://www.networkforphl.org/resources/topics/initiatives/equity-officer-peer-group/
https://www.networkforphl.org/connect-with-us/
https://www.networkforphl.org/events-webinars/conferences/
https://www.networkforphl.org/events-webinars/conferences/
https://www.networkforphl.org/events-webinars/conferences/
https://www.networkforphl.org/events-webinars/conferences/
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