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Why is a public health lawyer working on the Health 
& Democracy Index?



Health metrics 
associated with 
civic engagement 
or voting

● Self-rated health & mental health
● Self-reported chronic health 

condition
● Self-reported disability preventing 

work
● Disability status
● Use of healthcare services
● Health risk behaviors like smoking
● Life expectancy & mortality rates
● Income level
● Education level
● Neighborhood safety



State health metrics sorted by Cost of Voting 
(averages)

Voter 
Turnout 

2020 
General 
Election

Self-Rated 
Health -
Good or 
Better

Poor Mental 
Health Days 

in Last 30 
Days

Adults 
Receiving 
Disability 
Benefits

Uninsured
Active 

Physicians 
Per Capita

Chronic 
Disease 

Prevalence

Premature 
Mortality 
(YPPL)

Infant 
Mortality 

Rate
Poverty

Top 15 States 71.7% 84.7% 4.15 4.34% 10.27% 305.70 8.85% 6588 5.43 10.38%
US Average 66.8% 82.7% 4.3 4.7% 11% 277.8 9.5% 7350 5.67 12.2%
Bottom 15 States 64.0% 80.7% 4.71 5.95% 15.04% 238.56 11.49% 8901 6.52 13.46%



Index Development

Core Planning Group

Project Start Stakeholder 
Meeting #1

End User 
Focus Groups 
+ Stakeholder 

Meeting #2

Finalize 
Design and 

Content

User Testing 
+ Stakeholder 

Meeting #3
Civic Health 

Month Launch

July 2021

April 2021

March 2021 May 2021

June 2021

Research and Analysis

August 2021



Goals

Illustrate and describe the 
connections between voting 
rights/access and population 

health as broadly defined 
across the social 

determinants of health.

Show evidence of the health 
impacts of inequities in 

access to the ballot.

Build public understanding 
and commitment to inclusive 

civic participation by 
expanding the narrative 

about voting to include the 
impact on our collective 

health.

Support public health 
professionals in their roles in 

promoting access to the 
ballot as necessary to 

advancing health equity and 
population health.

Strengthen relationships 
across policy sectors and 
with others advocating for 
expanded access to the 
ballot by contributing a 

health and health equity 
analysis.

Identify policies and 
demonstrate practical ways 

to expand access to the 
ballot and improve 

population health as a public 
health imperative.

Aid and support mobilization 
to defend and broaden 

voting rights.



Health & Democracy Index
Walkthrough 



Two Core 
Components

● Cost of Voting Index
● Measures of Health Status 

(12)
● Default plot view is 

Overall Health



What supports electoral participation?

0 10 20 30 40 50

Less Restrictive Voter ID Laws…

No-excuse Absentee Voting

Early Voting*

Pre-registration

Same Day Registration

Online Registration

Automatic Voter Registration

TOTAL NUMBER OF STATES
*early voting laws vary 
significantly across the 
states



Overall findings: More Voting Access, Better Health Outcomes



The Connection: Voting Policy & Public Health

Better 
Health 
Policy

Better 
Health 

Outcomes

Increased 
Civic 

Engagement



Interactive Voting Policy Picker
• Inclusive Registration
• Vote at Home
• Restrictive Voter ID
• Voting Rights 

Restoration



Low Voter Participation Drives Health Disparities

Less 
Inclusive 
Health 
Policy

Worse 
Health 

Outcomes

Decreased 
Civic 

Engagement



Explore the data through metrics



Explore the data through state picker: two views



State landing page (second view)
Example: Massachusetts

Includes:
• Primary metrics – Cost of 

Voting Index and Overall 
Health

• Voting policies
• Civic participation (turnout 

and registration)
• All of the health metrics



State detail - Massachusetts

Health measure

Scale

Definition



Methods, limitations, and references

• Explanation of the Cost of 
Voting Index

• Definitions for all health 
metrics and why they 
matter

• Data sources
• Limitations
• References and resources



Interactive data table



About the Index



Next steps



What’s next?

More research!

More data!

Calls to action!



Thank you!

Dawn Hunter, JD, MPH
Director, Network for Public Health Law – Southeastern Region
dhunter@networkforphl.org
Twitter: @dawnmariehunter

mailto:dhunter@networkforphl.org
mailto:dhunter@networkforphl.org


Jessica Barba Brown, Senior Advisor • 09.21.2021
www.healthydemocracyhealthypeople.org



Healthy Democracy Healthy People Initiative
Organize People

● Started in 2020 as VoteSAFE Public Health and We Can Vote to ensure 2020 
elections were safe, secure, and successful 

● Deepened connections in our fields and highlighted new opportunities to work 
together

● With increasing threat of COVID-19 variants, along with continued barriers to voting, 
the need to bring health and voting experts together to provide options for full 
democratic participation continues

● Voting and civic engagement is nonpartisan 



Health is a complex system 

Health is a complex system or set of systems that intersect and influence one 
another.

To advance health equity we need to develop the power to influence the systems that 
create healthy communities, the social and political determinants of health.  

To assure health we must build our collective capacity to act = power



Three Practices Strengthen “Capacity to Act”/Power
● Organize People: Strengthen the capacity of 

community: Align efforts and strengthen 
relationships across organizations to 
promote access to the ballot for everyone.

● Organize narrative, knowledge, data: 
Collectively promote the understanding of 
the relationship of health to civic 
engagement, inclusion and social 
cohesion.

● Organize Resources/policies and how 
systems and places work: Assure systems 
and resources of support for civic and 
electoral system participation.

People

Resources Narrative



Our Research

States with more voting access and greater 

civic participation have better health 

outcomes



Disparities in civic participation and health equity

Source: US Elections 
Project / Current 
Population Survey 



Opportunities for Action
● Strengthen democratic systems—Embrace the imperative to address structural racism and 

promote policies that assure and encourage civic and voter participation
● Promote the understanding of critical connections between healthy democracy and healthy 

people 
● Build and leverage your influence to impact policies through your national and local 

organizations and your professional and personal roles
● Encourage voter registration in all services you provide or influence - clinical and social 

services, grants—WIC, SNAP, patient history and education, etc
● Conduct research and data analysis—include civic engagement in data sets i.e.  Healthy People 

2030, BRFSS and strengthen analysis
● Promote policies that expand access to the ballot box i.e. no-excuse mail and early voting, 

automatic voter registration (AVR)-Medicaid



“Voting is basically the ball game. It’s 
the most important public health 
intervention any of us can do.” 
- Dr. Georges Benjamin, APHA



Christopher S. Davis, MD, MPH, FACS
Assistant Professor of Surgery

and the Institute for Health and Equity
2021 Virtual Public Health Law Conference

September 21, 2021

Advancing Health Equity through Civic 
Engagement: A Trauma Surgeon’s Experience
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• Grew up in Denver
• Undergraduate studies at University of Colorado – Boulder
• Medical school in Cincinnati
• Surgery residency training in Chicago

• MPH from University of Illinois at Chicago

• Trauma/Acute Care Surgeon in Milwaukee
• Chair Injury Prevention Committee

Personal/Professional Background
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What is a Trauma/Acute Care Surgeon?
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https://projects.jsonline.com/apps/Milwauk
ee-Homicide-Database/



STOP THE BLEED® Course
American College of Surgeons

Copyright © 2019 American College of Surgeons Version 2

STOP THE BLEED® is a registered trademark of the U.S. Department of Defense
https://youtu.be/554v_N1-Z1Q

SAVE A LIFE

https://youtu.be/554v_N1-Z1Q
https://youtu.be/554v_N1-Z1Q
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https://youtu.be/R4iqLZEc1RI

https://youtu.be/R4iqLZEc1RI
https://youtu.be/R4iqLZEc1RI


https://time.com/5817380/voter-
suppression-coronavirus/
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GET VACCINATED!


