


 

 

Understanding the Public Health Workforce’s COVID-19 Mental Health Challenges  

The recently released Morbidity and Mortality Weekly Report (MMWR), Symptoms of 
Depression, Anxiety, Post-traumatic Stress Disorder and Suicidal Ideation Among State, Tribal, 
Local and Territorial Public Health Workers During the COVID-19 Pandemic, and the Public 
Health Workforce Interests and Needs Survey (PH WINS) highlight the negative mental health 
consequences reported by the public health workforce as a result of the prolonged and ongoing 
COVID-19 pandemic, the public health response and the unprecedented vaccination campaign. 
In both surveys, more than 50% of respondents – over 70,000 state, tribal, local and territorial 
public health workers – reported at least two significant mental health symptoms in 2021.  
 
There is a critical need to maintain the physical and mental health of the public health workforce 
and to grow the public health infrastructure and workforce throughout the pandemic. Both are 
paramount during the ongoing national vaccination campaign and to address additional health 
crises – from increased mental health challenges nationally, to the opioid epidemic, to the 
increase in chronic conditions due to preventive screening and care delays that have emerged as 
a result of the pandemic. Addressing the significant mental health challenges reported in these 
recent surveys and subsequent publications remains crucial to preventing high turnover, lower 
productivity, chronic absenteeism and low morale among state, tribal, local and territorial public 
health workers. 
 
The National Council for Mental Wellbeing created this graphic essay to increase understanding 
of the MMWR and PH WINS conclusion that “implementing prevention and control practices 
that eliminate, reduce and manage factors that cause or contribute to public health workers’ 
adverse mental health status might improve mental health outcomes during this and other 
public health emergencies,” and to facilitate understanding of:  
 

• The ongoing mental health challenges currently faced by public health workers as 
highlighted in the MMWR and PH WINS surveys. 

• The mental health challenges have been experienced by public health workers, as 
documented through a series of brief key informant interviews with public health 
workers across the country. 

• Recommendations from workers on how to support public health leadership capacity to 
build departmental and jurisdictional supports around mental health challenges in the 
workforce. 

• Recommendations from public health workers on current and future training needs. 

• Additional reflections on how to support development of the public health workforce and 
human resource mechanisms to mitigate burnout and ensure ongoing staffing 
recruitment and retention for the next generation of public health workers.  

 

https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/70/wr/mm7026e1.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/70/wr/mm7026e1.htm
https://www.cdc.gov/mmwr/volumes/70/wr/mm7026e1.htm
https://debeaumont.org/phwins/2021-findings/?utm_source=Newsletter&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=PH+WINS+2021+Launch+1&utm_id=PH+WINS
https://debeaumont.org/phwins/2021-findings/?utm_source=Newsletter&utm_medium=Email&utm_campaign=PH+WINS+2021+Launch+1&utm_id=PH+WINS


 

 

The National Council for Mental Wellbeing developed this graphic essay with support from the Centers 
for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and the University of Michigan Region V Public Health Training 
Center (RVPHTC).  
 
The project team would like to thank the key informants who generously devoted their time and 
expertise to inform this report at an incredibly challenging time during the COVID-19 pandemic.  
 
The characters portrayed in this graphic essay are fictitious. No identification with actual persons (living 
or deceased) or locations is intended or should be inferred. 
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