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Public health laws include any laws that have important consequences for the 

health of populations. Two decades ago, the Centers for Disease Control and 

Prevention reflected on the public health achievements of the twentieth 

century, and law played a critical role in each, such as laws requiring vaccines 

for school entry, seatbelt and car seat mandates, clean air acts prohibiting 

smoking indoors, and more. Law had and continues to be an important tool for 

improving health outcomes and achieving health equity. However, it is 

important to recognize that law can also create obstacles that widen health 

disparities, and laws that are not specifically focused on health outcomes can 

inadvertently have negative health effects. 

https://www.bettycjung.net/Phenomblog.htm
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Laws can direct what must be done or what must not be done. But often laws 

provide the floor (minimum) or the ceiling (maximum) of what may be done. 

Public health practitioners have discretion when examining potential options 

and determining how to proceed. This is where public health practitioners 

must consider a variety of factors in their decision making, such as whether 

there are ethical or policy implications, whether the action might exacerbate 

existing health disparities, whether resources are available, whether there will 

be challenges to compliance and enforcement, whether there is a risk of 

liability, and whether affected communities have been consulted.   

Often public health practitioners neglect to include attorneys in the decision-

making process. It may seem that these decision-making factors are outside 

the purview of attorneys. However, public health is most successful when an 

interdisciplinary approach is taken at the outset rather than waiting until a 

problem has arisen or a public health action as been challenged. Attorneys can 

identify the relevant federal, state or local statutes and regulations or 

ordinances that may be relevant, as well as case law (court opinions) that may 

provide precedent. Attorneys can assess legal barriers that may exist. Working 

as a team, practitioners can help attorneys understand important public health 

goals and discuss how to achieve these goals within legal constraints. At times, 

attorneys may advise that one option has more or less legal risk, and 

practitioners must assess if the intended outcomes are worth the risks.  

Practicing public health attorneys often work for federal, state or local 

government agencies. At the federal level, this includes DHHS, CDC, FDA, 

OSHA, and other departments and agencies. Public health attorneys may also 

practice in health care departments of law firms or as in-house counsel with 

health care facilities or pharmaceutical companies. Attorneys may also fill 

many other important roles in public health, aside from legal practice, such as 

public health policymakers, policy analysts, researchers, legislative advocates 

or lobbyists, and academics. They may also work in compliance. These roles 

may be in government, non-profits, health care, companies or university 

settings.  

https://www.networkforphl.org/resources/public-health-decision-making-tool/
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Students interested in becoming public health attorneys must earn a J.D. (Juris 

Doctor). Many schools with top health law programs offer health law 

concentrations or certificates that enable students to focus their courses. An 

M.P.H. is also valuable but not required for attorneys in public health law. 

Many law schools offer dual or joint degree programs that allow students to 

earn a J.D. and an M.P.H. together, for less time and tuition than completing 

the two degrees separately. To practice law, law school graduates must pass 

the Bar Exam in their state. However, the Bar Exam is generally not required 

for positions in policy or research.  

For law students, public health students or practitioners who want to better 

understand the role of law, the book “The New Public Health Law: A 

Transdisciplinary Approach to Practice and Advocacy” takes a practical 

approach, and ChangeLab Solutions offers an online public health 

law certificate program that is free. Also, anyone interested in public health 

law can sign up for free e-newsletters from the CDC’s Public Health Law 

Program and the Network for Public Health Law or become a member of 

the Law Section of the American Public Health Association. 

Prospective public health law students are encouraged to reach out by 

emailing lawandhealth@gsu.edu.  

See Stacie’s bio-sketch on the PHENOM Directory at: 

https://www.bettycjung.net/Phenom.htm 

Please complete a short survey to help us provide articles of interest to you! 

Thank you for your time! 

https://forms.gle/mH9cKcP4RiugqJag9 

 

 

https://www.usnews.com/best-graduate-schools/top-law-schools/clinical-healthcare-law-rankings
https://www.amazon.com/New-Public-Health-Law-Transdisciplinary/dp/0190681055
https://www.amazon.com/New-Public-Health-Law-Transdisciplinary/dp/0190681055
https://www.changelabsolutions.org/product/public-health-law-academy-certificate
https://www.cdc.gov/phlp/
https://www.cdc.gov/phlp/
https://www.networkforphl.org/
https://www.apha.org/apha-communities/member-sections/law
mailto:lawandhealth@gsu.edu
https://www.bettycjung.net/Phenom.htm
https://forms.gle/mH9cKcP4RiugqJag9

