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Column

This Special Issue — Public Health Workforce Development in
Hawai ‘i: Building a Post Pandemic Future to Achieve Health
Equity — was envisioned as a collaborative resource includ-
ing actionable evidence for the public health workforce
(PHW) in Hawai‘i now and in the future. It was designed
to build and support efforts to support, grow, and nurture
this workforce following the capacity strain during the
COVID-19 pandemic. While this Special Issue was in devel-
opment, the state of Hawai‘i also experienced other dev-
astating crises, including the Maui wildfires, with public
health impacts in both the short and long term. Today is a
moment of new crisis for public health for the state, nation,
and the world.1"3 While this Special Issue was developed
in another time and political environment, the authors be-
lieve the effort to build a robust PHW that supports health
and health equity for our communities remains essential.

The PHW in the state of Hawai‘i is vital to the state’s col-
lective health and wellbeing. This workforce is also under
strain.4 In a recent hearing, the Hawai‘i State Department
of Health (DOH) Director shared that 43% of DOH employ-
ees (compared to 36% of other state employees) said they
were very or somewhat likely to make a genuine effort to
find a new job with another employer within the next 12
months.# Work was the second leading significant source
of stress for DOH employees compared to third for other
state employees.4 In spring of 2024, over a quarter (27%) of
DOH employees reported 14+ days in the past month when
their mental health was not good.>"7 Thirty percent of DOH
employees said more staffing and resources would help ad-
dress their challenges.*

Public health nationally has been chronically under-
funded with public health and prevention accounting for
less than 5% of the health spending and often a target for
cuts.8 Even during the COVID-19 pandemic, only 5.4% of
$4.1 trillion of national health spending in 2020 went to-
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wards public health and prevention.® At the moment of this
writing, public health is under considerable threat directly
and indirectly in ways that are almost unfathomably broad.
The impacts of this will have consequences that are heart-
breakingly specific and deeply local as well as global, with
impacts that will likely ripple beyond the lifetimes of those
alive today.10-12

This Special Issue began as a collaborative visioning and
set of resources for building a post-pandemic future to
achieve health equity. This Special Issue is the product of
a collaboration with the editorial board, authors, and re-
viewers who have brought incredible expertise across di-
verse areas of public health practice and engagement dur-
ing the long process it took to bring this Special Issue to
print amidst so many other responsibilities and activities in
public health.

As Guest Editors, we especially want to acknowledge the
wonderful editorial board (listed in detail below) who sup-
ported this process with their expertise and insights. We
also are grateful to the peer reviewers, the journal, and
all the authors for their time, wisdom, hard work, and pa-
tience. Articles in this Special Issue range across many ar-
eas, describing the PHW and related professions in the state
along with challenges and opportunities. This issue also
provides frameworks, examples, data, and strategic ideas
to support research on, practice in, and advocacy for the
Hawai‘i PHW in the future.

The 3 columns and 7 articles in this Special Issue high-
light areas across the scope of the needs for this interdisci-
plinary workforce in Hawai‘i along with innovative poten-
tial future directions to address these needs. Health equity
is woven across these goals, now and in the future. Fol-
lowing the 10 Essential Public Health Services model,!3 eq-
uity is central to the fundamental goals of the articles as
a bridge between challenges and solutions.!* As the non-
partisan, non-profit American Public Health Association
(APHA) that represents more than 23000 individual mem-
bers, who reside in all 50 states, the District of Columbia,
and Puerto Rico recently stated as a plaintiff in a lawsuit to
combat the indiscriminate ending of federal funds, “work-
ing to achieve equity in health status is essential not only to
APHA’s own mission but to the discipline of public health
itself.”15

Editorial

The special edition begins with a letter from the editors ad-
dressing the moment in which we find ourselves publishing
this Special Issue. It is followed by a column by Scott Mu-
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rakami, the Public Health Infrastructure Grant director at
the State of Hawai‘i DOH, on the value of this workforce. As
he states, coming into this role at the DOH: “has nurtured
a deeper appreciation for the efforts that it takes to sustain
our island way of life today and into the future, a future that
ensures we all thrive together as a community.”16

Gaps and Challenges

The first set of articles calls attention to PHW gaps and
challenges. Quantifying the Public Health Workforce for
Hawai‘i: Current Data, Measurement Complexities, and
Conceptual Frameworks for Next Steps by Sentell et
al, 17 gives an overview of ways to quantify existing needs in
this workforce. As the PHW is interdisciplinary by nature, it
can be challenging to identify the full scope of needs, and
there may not be full agreement on the boundaries of what
types of jobs to count and which data to include in consid-
ering this workforce. This article considers that complex-
ity and gives data that can be useful to policymakers in ad-
dressing gaps from a variety of perspectives with room for
future funding in this area.l” The authors conclude: “The
public health workforce [PHW] is vital to community well-
being. PHW enumeration is not only an academic exercise
— it is a practical necessity for ensuring Hawai‘i has a robust
PHW.”17

The next article describes the environmental PHW needs
in Hawai‘i. The Environmental Health Workforce in
Hawai‘i: Current Status and Recommendations for Im-
provement by Weldon & Pirkle!® considers environmen-
tal health (EH) issues and priorities in Hawai‘i and how to
strengthen the EH workforce and infrastructure in EH, ar-
eas of high interest to communities and students. These
are critical topics that reach across many systems of care
and needs across the state. To address these issues, the au-
thors state: “Various discipline and skill levels are needed
to supply the environmental health [EH] workforce, but stu-
dents may not be aware of EH career paths. Internships and
traineeships are needed to introduce students to EH and
prepare the future EH workforce.”18

Strategies for Building a Dementia-Capable Work-
force in Hawai‘i by Nishita & Kawamoto!? considers the
needs of kiipuna (elders) and links with dementia caregiving
and workforce capacity. They share insights regarding this
work and conclude: “Funding dementia care and the build-
ing of a dementia-capable workforce is a challenge that
must likewise be approached from multiple angles involv-
ing both public and private funding sources and new and
existing programs.”1?

Social Work Workforce, Licensing and Hawai‘i: An
Overview by Arndt et al2% from the Department of Social
Work at the Thompson School of Social Work & Public
Health at University of Hawai‘i considers the workforce
needed to address the behavioral health needs that have
only been exacerbated by the COVID-19 pandemic and
other developments. The authors share: "Social workers en-
gage in prevention and intervention work, contributing to
public health through advocacy, disaster response, grief
counseling, and health promotion efforts. Additionally, so-
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cial workers respond to health equity issues by advocating
for policy changes to improve health care access, including
issues related to reproductive rights, advanced-care plan-
ning, and behavioral health parity. These activities support
public health generally and are often part of public health
programs in a variety of settings.20

Innovative Solutions

The second half of this issue highlights some innovative ef-
forts to address these gaps and challenges. Assuring the
“Public” in “Public Health”: Developing Workforce Ca-
pacity, Diversity, and Connectedness at the Department
of Public Health Sciences by Sugimoto-Matsuda et al?!
describes the work of the Department of Public Health Sci-
ences (DPHS), formerly the Office of Public Health Studies,
in the Thompson School of Social Work & Public Health,22
including current strategic goals. Authors share: “Public
health’s unique approach to population health, combined
with its aspirational yet critical goal of health equity and
social justice, requires a robust workforce grounded in both
technical skills and dedication to community. DPHS lever-
ages its unique position as an academic unit which centers
around students and community, to conduct teaching, re-
search, and service that flexes to workforce and public
needs.”

An Evaluation of the Native Hawaiian and Indige-
nous Health Summer Health Academy by Antonio et
al?3 describes the Native Hawaiian and Indigenous Health
(NHIH) Summer Health Academy program, a DPHS Strate-
gic Initiative through the flagship NHIH program that aims
to increase the number of underrepresented and disadvan-
taged students who join and are prepared to join public
health. This program will successfully contribute to diver-
sity in the PHW from a strengths-based approach by con-
sidering Indigenous knowledge, building capacity, and ex-
perience among students from Hawai‘i and the Pacific. As
the authors remind us: “Indigenous ways of knowing center
on balance and holism, with an emphasis of learning
through ancestral and intergenerational knowledge, which
continue to be revitalized as a demonstration of the ongo-
ing resilience of Indigenous Peoples.”23

Building the Future of Public Health Workforce:
Comprehensive Intern Training at Hawai‘i Public
Health Institute by Kuhaulua & Yamauchi? provides
ideas regarding practical pipelines and training programs
from the Hawai‘i Public Health Institute (HIPHI), a
statewide nonprofit organization that is the first and only
public health institute serving Hawai‘i.25 Their work in-
cludes food and agriculture, transportation and public
safety, oral health, healthy eating + active living (HEAL),
drug and alcohol prevention, tobacco, COVID-19 response
efforts, and workforce development with a goal to shift pub-
lic health goals from focusing primarily on treating disease
to the promotion of preventing it. These authors share: “A
holistic strategy involving stakeholder collaboration, lead-
ership development, evaluation, and ongoing workforce as-
sessment is essential for developing a robust PHW capable



of promoting health, preventing disease, reducing mortal-
ity, and responding effectively to future crises.”24

Conclusions

Taken together and individually, the articles in this Special
Issue can be a resource for information to continue to sup-
port, grow, and advocate for this vital workforce in our
state in this time and in the future. This Special Issue can
also provide ideas, discussions, and considerations for the
future to address the diverse array of public health chal-
lenges that confront this workforce — from the importance
of addressing infectious diseases and attacks on core pub-
lic health values on issues such as loneliness, tobacco, wa-
ter quality, misinformation, and climate change26:27 to the
promise and challenges of artificial intelligence and new
data science tools within aging infrastructure.

Public health is often working best when it is invisible,
highlighting prevention and collective well-being over
time. This can also hide underinvestment in this workforce
— until it is too late. Innovative conversations are happen-
ing about the future of the public health system and the
PHW nationally. Hawai‘i has been innovative in many ways
and should remain at the forefront in this moment of crisis
and complexity and beyond.

This edition shares the critical work being done by so
many, including the authors, to expand and strengthen
Hawai‘i’s PHW, with special attention to addressing com-
munity needs, long-term impact, collaboration, strengths-
based approaches, and interprofessional teamwork. These
manuscripts inspire practitioners, researchers, and advo-
cates to continue this work for better health in Hawai‘i, the
Pacific, and the world.
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