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Public health perseverance: Learning from past 
challenges to inform the future
April 21, 2026
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Build
knowledge

Listen
for multiple 

perspectives

Share
successes and 
lessons learned

Offer
resources
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Disclosures
• Views do not represent the 

University of Wisconsin 
Madison or the Robert Wood 
Johnson Foundation. 

• Expertise of a CHR&R team 
of 30+ members is reflected 
and highly valued.

• Funding support from RWJF is 
appreciated.
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Collaboration

We value Integrity

Excellence

Innovation

Inclusion

Courage
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Join the 
conversation
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Group agreements
1. Listen actively

2. Participate fully

3. Speak from your experience

4. Lead with curiosity

5. Be conscious of body language

6. Expect ambiguity

7. Be accountable
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Shaped by systems, power, and 
structural inequities

Communication influences trust 
and response

Historical challenges reveal 
patterns to learn from

Perseverance drives public health 
forward

Looking Back to Move Forward

Photo by Jason Thompson on Unsplash
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Upcoming 
webinar:

Aletha Maybank
Senior Public Health Advisor 

Mitokhon 

Sarah Gollust
Professor in the Division of Health 

Policy and Management University of 
Minnesota School of Public Health
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https://unsplash.com/@jas2glo2mad
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Public Health,
Power &
Narrative

A L E T H A  M A Y B A N K ,  M D ,  M P H
S E N I O R  P U B L I C  H E A L T H  
A D V I S O R

Public narrative is a form of social reproduction in all 
societies, invisibly woven into the fabric of everyday life. These 
shared systems of meaning, mostly taken for granted and 
unremarked, exist as themes or stories in our consciousness. 
They give coherence to group experience, particularly how the 
world works. Expressed in legal codes, the arts, mass media, 
and corporate discourse, core narratives provide the necessary 
mental models, patterns, and beliefs to make sense of the 
world and explore our place within it.
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Key Moments of 
Resistance

Every major moment of 
resistance is the 
opposition never said ‘we 
want people to die.’ It 
always occupied the 
language of liberty, 
science, or economy. 
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One of the most consequential 
moments of resistance to public 
health was a report, the 1910 
Flexner Report, that reorganized 
American medicine around disease 
treatment and systematically cut 
public health out of medical 
education. We are still living in the 
architecture that report created.
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We told ourselves that public health succeeds in the 
shadows and we were right, technically. But we 
confused operational invisibility with strategic 
invisibility. We made ourselves easy to defund, easy to 
dismantle, and easy to misrepresent because we never 
built the public story that would have made those 
things politically costly.

THE CORE PARADOX
• CHOSEN INVISIBILITY: When it works, clean water, vaccines, 

tobacco regulations, it is perceived that nothing happens. And 
nothing happening is very hard to fund, celebrate, or defend.

• NARROW US AMERICAN HEALTH STORY: Pop culture inherited a 
script that equates health with healthcare only - hospitals, 
doctors, drugs. Public health was never given a compelling 
popular story. It served the interests of industries that profit 
from sick care.
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The central forces are power, 
capitalism, and the accumulation of 
capital via colonizing mindsets and 
strategies. Race was constructed 
invented as a tool of that system. And 
structural racism is the architecture 
of a system built to protect capital 
and power. Race was the mechanism 
used to make that architecture feel 
natural, inevitable, and moral. 
Therefore, structural racism isn’t a 
variable in the public health equation, 
it is in the design.
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People organizing outside of institutions placing pressure on 
politicians and institutional leaders, working across sectors, 
and leveraging data as an organizing tool move public health 
forward.
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'Every policy is health policy' 
is true. But as a slogan, it 
became a way to sound 
comprehensive while doing 
very little. Political will, 
courageous leadership, and 
accountability are key. Now 
we need the governance 
architecture to make it mean 
something. 
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The field that gave us 
the germ theory, the 
Clean Air Act, and the 
tobacco settlement can 
absolutely meet this 
moment. But we must 
be willing to fight on the 
terrain where the fight 
actually is: narrative, 
power, and political will.

S t o r i e s  o f  H e a l t h ,  H u m a n i t y ,  a n d  H o p e

17

We are not the first generation to face a 
coordinated effort to roll back public 

health. We will not be the last. What we 
owe the people who came before us and 
the ones who come after is to hold the 
line, name what’s happening, and keep 

building. 
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Thank you!
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Communication 
and Media

Policy

Public 
opinion

COMM-HSP team in August 2023
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AJPH 2021

AJPH 2009

JHPPL 2026
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Public Opinion is Like a Thermostat

Source: Stimson policy mood data, available at: stimson.web.unc.edu/data 
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But… We Face Considerable Challenges 
Today

Image source: unsplash.com
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Little Increase in Public Awareness of Racial Disparities from 2008 
to 2024
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Recognition of Racial, Social, and Ethnic Disparities is Highly 
Polarized

Percent agreement with disparities in mortality from COVID-19, by political party identification, 
March–April 2023 

Gollust et al., Journal of Health Politics, Policy, and Law 2025
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Public Understanding of Social Causes of Disparities is Growing, 
but Individual Attributions Still Common

Gollust et al., Journal of Health Politics, Policy, and Law 2025
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Promising 
Communication 

Practices

● Use broadly-shared values
● Explain core concepts: do 

not rely on shortcuts 
(“equity” “systemic racism”)

● Don’t allow disparities data 
to “speak for itself”

● Emphasize policy solutions, 
how they work, and for whom

● Backlash is not inevitable 

commhsp.org
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Trust in Public Health Institutions

Warmth

Competence

Trust

(Fiske et al. 2002)

28
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Trust in Public Health Institutions

Trust = 

Warmth + 
Competence
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Lessons for 
Practitioners
No silver bullets or one-size-

fits-all strategies

● Know your (local) 
audience

● Listening and being 
engaged in the 
community is very 
important

● Remember the lessons of 
warmth + competence

● Explaining process, not 
relying on heuristics 

30
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Contact me! sgollust@umn.edu

Citation: Gollust, S. E., Gansen, C., Fowler, E. 
F., Moore, S. T., & Nagler, R. H. (2024). 
Polarized perspectives on health equity: 
results from a nationally representative 
survey on US public perceptions of 
COVID-19 disparities in 2023. Journal of 
health politics, policy and law, 49(3), 403-
427.

Support for this research was provided by the Robert 
Wood Johnson Foundation. The views expressed here 
do not necessarily reflect the views of the Foundation.

Acknowledgements and Contacts

commhsp.org
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Questions?

Photo by Jason Thompson on Unsplash
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mailto:sgollust@umn.edu
https://read.dukeupress.edu/jhppl/article/49/3/403/383876/Polarized-Perspectives-on-Health-Equity-Results
https://unsplash.com/@jas2glo2mad
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Upcoming 
webinar:

May 19, 2026

The Future of Public Health: 
Building a More Equitable, 
Responsive, and Resilient 

System

Angela McGowan

Senior Director for 
Strategic Initiatives 

UI Chicago School of 
Public Health

Rishi ManchandaAntoniah Lewis-Reese

Senior Director 
Alliance for the 
Public's Health

American Public 
Health Association

CEO
HealthBegins
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Webinar

countyhealthrankings.org

Thank You!
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Stay 
connected

Facebook.com/CountyHealthRankings

Follow @CHRankings

Sign up for our newsletter
CountyHealthRankings.org/subscribe

Linkedin.com/company/county-
health-rankings-roadmaps
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