
Priority of Public Health Issues among Policy Makers 
after an Economic Recession

Background
• Legislations and regulation at the state 

and local level can often have a greater 
impact on the public’s health than 
individual-based approaches.  

• Elected and appointed officials have an 
essential role in protecting and improving 
the public’s health.

• Public health practitioners indirectly 
influence policy by educating and 
advocating for healthy policies.

• Despite this role, little systematic research 
has been done to assess the effects of 
economic recession on policy makers 
attitudes towards public health issues.

• We hypothesized that the 2007-2010 
economic recession would increase policy 
makers’ focus on economic issues while 
reducing focus on public health issues.

Objective
• To assess the change in support of public 

health issues among policymakers in 
Hawaii prior to and after the economic 
recession.

Research Design
Sample
• A census sampling approach was used.
• All Hawai‘i state and county elected 

officials, and gubernatorial appointed 
officials were selected
(N = 179 (2007); N = 189 (2013)). 

• Appointed state-level officials included the 
directors and deputy directors of all state 
departments, and appointed board 
members of state agencies.

Research Design
Mailed Survey
• The survey asked respondents to rate the 

severity of 23 public health, economic, and 
social welfare problems in Hawai‘i. 

• Public health problems (6 variables):
Climate change, access to health care, 
pedestrian safety, obesity, 
government response to natural 
disasters, and pandemic influenza.

• Economic problems (5 variables):
Lack of good jobs, poverty, lack of 
affordable housing, homelessness, 
and cost of living. 

• 12 social welfare variables are not shown 
here.

• Rating scale: 

Results
Response rates
• 126 (70.4%) surveys completed in 2007
• 114 (60.3%) survey completed in 2013

Respondent Demographics
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Discussion
• As we hypothesized, almost all of the 

economic variables increased in their 
relative ranking after the economic 
recession, while most of the public health 
issues, with the exception of obesity, 
declined in importance between years.

• Obesity was the one public health issue to 
increase in importance. Increased media 
attention and advocacy has helped educate 
policy makers on this issue. Hawai‘i has the 
second lowest rate of obesity in the nation
(BRFSS, 2013). 

• Climate change and the government’s 
response to natural disasters both saw low 
and declining levels of concern despite the 
high possibility of sea level rise and the 
2011 Fukushima Daiichi nuclear disaster.

• In addition, pandemic influenza maintained 
a ranking of 21st, with lower levels of 
concern from policy makers despite the 
continued threat of avian influenza from 
Asia.

• Pedestrian fatalities decreased in concern 
among Hawai‘i policy makers. However, in 
2012, Hawai‘i was ranked 8th highest in the 
nation in per capita pedestrian fatalities. 
(NHTSA Traffic Safety Facts 2012 data, April 
2014).

Conclusion
• Economic recessions can have strong effects 

on policy maker attitudes. Public health 
advocates should be aware of  prevailing 
attitudes and look for windows of 
opportunity to advance the public health 
agenda.
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Economic 
Variable

2007 2013
% rating

important 
or 

extremely 
important

Relative 
ranking1

% rating
important 

or 
extremely 
important

Relative 
ranking1

Homelessness 91.9% 3rd 86.4% 2nd

Lack of 
Affordable
Housing

96.8% 1st 86% 3rd

Cost of Living 82.9% 6th 82.5% 5th

Lack of Good 
Jobs 58.7% 13th 82.3% 6th

Poverty 69.9% 10th 75.6% 8th

Public 
Health 
Variable

2007 2013
% rating

important 
or 

extremely 
important

Relative 
ranking1

% rating
important 

or 
extremely 
important

Relative 
ranking1

Obesity 58.6% 14th 69.9% 9th

Climate 
Change 74% 7th 62% 10th

Access to 
Healthcare 67.5% 12th 57.9% 12th

Pedestrian 
Safety 71.3% 9th 41.3% 14th

Natural 
Disasters 40.7% 16th 25.2% 19th

Pandemic 
Influenza 35.2% 21st 21.5% 21st

1Relative rank is among 23 variables; the social welfare 
variables are not shown.

Relative Ranking of Public Health Variables

Relative Ranking of Economic Variables
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Not a 
problem

May or may 
not be a 
problem

Problem 
of extreme 
importance

2007 2013
Gender (Male)* 61.3% 62.3%
Position Type:

Elected State Officials* 40% 38.5%
Appointed State Dept. Heads* 34.4% 39.3%

Elected County Officials* 25.6% 22.2%
*Not significantly different between years.
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