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Introduction
State health departments are at the core of the United 
States (U.S.) public health infrastructure. Surveillance 
to monitor trends in disease and injury; the develop-
ment, coordination, and delivery of services; and public 
education are some of the core functions health depart-
ment employees oversee every day. As such, agencies 
and their employees are well positioned to inform pol-
icy decisions that affect the public’s health. However, 
little is known about the role of health department staff 
— a sizeable proportion of the public health workforce 
— as advocates for public health policies, independent 
of their agency roles. Anecdotally, some health depart-
ment employees with whom we have spoken expressed 
reluctance to engage in policy advocacy for fear of vio-
lating little known or understood agency or state rules.

This article examines the laws and agency rules for 
how health department employees can participate in 
policy development outside of their official capacity. 
With this information, agency leaders and other pub-
lic sector employees can be supported in maximizing 
their contributions to advancing public health policies.

Policy Advocacy and Health Departments
Policy advocacy is important to public health, and is 
increasingly being recognized as an essential skill for 

public health professionals.1 For example, recently 
developed public health competencies now include 
advocacy and policy knowledge as a core aspect of 
training for public health professionals.2 In addition, 
schools of public health are teaching advocacy;3 pro-
fessional associations offer advocacy materials and 
guidance;4 and the literature includes articles and 
texts about advocacy.5 

The role of state health departments in policy for-
mulation is not well explored in the current literature. 
Two decades ago Sharon Williams-Crowe and Terry 
Aultman conducted a series of interviews with legisla-
tive relations representatives from a sample of state 
health departments. Borrowing from John Kingdon, 
their findings resulted in a profile of effective policy 
entrepreneurs who are a part of “a well-organized 
agency with talented staff,” characterized by “clear 
communications, effective negotiations, and active 
ongoing participation.”6 While insightful, the research 
focused on the culture of the profession and organi-
zational infrastructure, and not on the legal aspects 
of policy advocacy. In addition, the article did not 
include health department employees with scientific 
and programmatic responsibilities, or address policies 
governing employee advocacy activities in an unoffi-
cial capacity as private citizens.
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While there is scant literature on this topic, federal 
law does provide some guidance. In 1939 Congress 
passed the Hatch Act. With the most recent amend-
ment,7 the Act restricts federal employees and state 
and local government employees whose salaries are 
fully paid by federal funds from participating in elec-
tion-related activities specified by the law. While the 
Hatch Act establishes boundaries for public employ-
ees’ involvement in campaigns, Congress expanded 
the rules concerning the use of federal dollars for 
advocacy in 2012 with the passage of the Consoli-
dated Appropriations Act. With this Act, Congress 
prohibited the use of Health and Human Services 
appropriated funds for “any activity to advocate or 
promote any proposed, pending or future federal, 
state or local tax increase, or any proposed, pend-
ing or future requirement or restriction on any legal 
consumer product, including its sale or marketing, 
including but not limited to the advocacy or promo-
tion of gun control.”8 

To address the dearth of literature concerning the 
role of state health department employees in policy 
advocacy, we reviewed the laws and agency rules in 
all 50 states that govern public employees’ participa-
tion in legislative and campaign activities. Our review 
included policies governing employees both in an offi-
cial capacity and as private citizens.

Methods
We identified and reviewed laws in all 50 states using 
WestlawNext. We also collected organizational poli-
cies from state health department employee manuals 
and other materials publicly available through state 
government websites. We used a set of search terms 
constructed through an iterative process of reviewing 
an initial set of laws and abstracting commonly used 
terms from those laws, and regularly revising the list 
as we identified new laws relevant to our study aims. 
The final list of search terms included: advocacy, pol-

icy, lobbying, testimony, ethics, conflict of interest, 
state official, public official, and public employee. 

We reviewed the results of the search and down-
loaded all laws responsive to our study aims. These 
laws and the employee manuals containing content 
that informed our study aims comprised our dataset. 
As a check against the completeness of the search, we 
compared the results against the National Confer-
ence of State Legislators 50 State Table on “Staff and 
Political Activity – Statutes.”9 As a team we reviewed 
the resulting documents and grouped the laws into 
categories based on content. We then noted key ele-
ments in each state’s policy, summarized state policies 
within each category, and discussed the summaries as 
a group to inform the findings.

Results
Our search yielded relevant policies within 48 state 
codes and employee manuals. Texas and New Hamp-
shire were the two states for which our search strategy 

did not capture any relevant information. 
Of these documents, none prohibited state 
health department employees from partici-
pating in the legislative process in an unof-
ficial capacity. 

We identified five categories of laws and 
policies related to employee participation 
in legislative processes and campaigns: (1) 
state employee rights to participate; (2) 
laws and policies affecting participation 
in political campaigns; (3) restrictions on 
political coercion; (4) rules during bal-
lot initiatives; and (5) laws that applied to 
employees based upon the employee’s posi-
tion within the agency. Upon further analy-

sis, we combined “ballot initiatives” with the “state 
employee rights to participate” category and “position 
within the agency” with the “political campaigns” cat-
egory due to similarities in content, as discussed in the 
sections that follow.

Right to Participate
Documents from 42 states included instructions about 
how state employees can legally participate in legisla-
tive and campaign activities in an unofficial capacity, or 
language that affirms that such actions are permitted 
(Table 1). Ballot initiatives are legal in 24 states.10 Seven 
of the 24 states with a ballot initiative option provide 
information about how state employees can legally par-
ticipate in ballot processes as private citizens. 

Political Campaigns
Most states (n=42) define the terms under which 
a state employee can seek elected office or support 
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campaigns by separating their employment respon-
sibilities from campaign-related activities (Table 2). 
In some instances, this separation required employ-
ees running for office to take a leave of absence for 
the duration of the campaign or to resign their posi-
tion. Sixteen state policies specified different rules for 
employees based on their position, such as whether 
they were appointed or hired through a civil service 
process.

Political Coercion
Almost all states (n=43) restrict actions and speech 
that leverage a public position for political gain, either 
within the agency or in relations with other agencies 
and organizations (Table 3). Included in this cat-
egory are a few broad policies that affirm the right 
of employees to vote without partisan pressure from 
their colleagues.

Discussion
This research revealed policies in almost every state 
governing health department employee participation 
in policy and campaign activities. Despite the abun-
dance of rules on these issues, our search revealed no 
states with laws or written agency policies prohibit-
ing employees from engaging in policy advocacy on 
their own time. Based on our review, health depart-
ment employees with an interest in engaging in policy 
advocacy can legally do so as long as they are acting 
outside the scope of their health department role. In 

fact, guidance on this topic (found mostly under the 
“right to participate” category) generally affirmed 
employees’ ability to legally participate in politics and 
policymaking on their own time (Table 1). We do rec-
ognize that scenarios may arise in which employees 
may seek additional assurance or guidance about their 
ability to participate in policy advocacy on their own 
time, especially if their advocacy is at odds with their 
department’s position. In such cases, dialogue with 
leadership, government relations staff, or ethics com-
mittees will likely provide useful information.

As with the policy advocacy related policies, the 
content of policies related to employee participation 
in political campaigns generally concerns the need to 
separate employment from campaign-related activi-
ties, and does not include outright prohibitions (Table 
2). Our review revealed some state policies requir-
ing candidates for office to take a leave of absence in 
order to campaign. Campaigning while an employee 
is “on the clock,” and being compensated by the state, 
is expressly prohibited in many of the policies we 
examined, as is the use of public resources for cam-
paign purposes (e.g., government email accounts and 
office supplies). These policies apply to scenarios in 
which an employee is running for office and those 
instances in which he/she is supporting another per-
son’s campaign.

Unlike the “right to participate” and “political cam-
paign” categories, policies included under the “politi-
cal coercion” category detail prohibited activities 

Table 1
Right to Participate, Select State Examples

State Statutes Examples of Policy Language

Alabama, Arkansas, California, Connecticut, Florida, Idaho, Il-
linois, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Maine, 
Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Montana, New Jersey, New Mex-
ico, New York, North Carolina, North Dakota, Nebraska, Ohio, 
Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, South Carolina, 
Tennessee, Utah, Washington

Missouri: “An employee retains the right to vote as the employee 
chooses and to express the employee’s opinion on political sub-
jects and candidates.”

Utah: “Nothing in this chapter prohibits a public official from 
speaking, campaigning, contributing personal money, or otherwise 
exercising the public official’s individual First Amendment rights 
for political purposes.”

State Employee Manuals Examples of Policy Language
Arizona, Colorado, Hawaii, Massachusetts, Nevada, South Da-
kota, Virginia, Vermont, West Virginia, Wisconsin 

Massachusetts: “A public school teacher may support a local bal-
lot question, such as a tax limit override question, if she does so 
on her own time, and without the use of public resources. She 
may serve on a ballot question committee, so long as she does 
so without pay and does not fundraise or act as the agent for the 
campaign in any matter involving her town. She may distribute 
campaign literature, make get-out-the vote telephone calls, con-
duct campaign polls and research, drive voters to the polls, and 
display or hold signs.”
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that constitute an inappropriate use of one’s position 
within an agency. Specifically, public agency employ-
ment cannot be used to advance a political agenda, 
and the workplace is an environment that is protected 
from such abuse.

Taken together, these three categories of policies 
(Right to Participate, Political Campaigns, Political 
Coercion) provide guidance for state health depart-
ment employees who are interested in engaging in 
policy advocacy and campaigns, but unsure if the 
terms of their employment permit such activity or 
how to assure they are acting within the boundaries 
of permissible behavior. Based on this review, state 
health department employees who engage in policy 
advocacy and campaigning are within their rights 
when they use their personal time and resources to do 
so. Because state policies vary, familiarity with one’s 
own state policies is important.

Recommendations for States 
Our review demonstrates that most states provide 
some formal written guidance for their employees 
about how to participate in the policy and political 

processes. The level of detail and the ease of accessi-
bility vary among the states. We noted some exemplar 
state employee manuals, for example Massachusetts, 
that include both narrative descriptions of state policy 
and case scenarios of acceptable and unacceptable 
policy and campaign activities under the law. By pro-
viding guidance through employment-related materi-
als that includes examples, states can facilitate access 
to both the existence of these policies and their practi-
cal implications for employees. 

Strengths and Limitations
Our findings are based on a review of state laws and pol-
icies identified through WestlawNext and state health 
department websites. The findings are not informed 
by any objective or subjective measure of employees’ 
knowledge of the policies, or the impact of the poli-
cies on their decisions about whether and how to par-
ticipate in policy and campaign activities. Despite this 
limitation, this analysis provides the first systematic 
accounting of policies governing state health depart-
ment employee participation in policy and campaign 
activities. As such, it provides important insight into 

Table 2 
Political Campaigns, State Examples

State Statutes Examples of Policy Language

Alabama, Alaska, Arkansas, Arizona, Colorado, Connecticut, 
Florida, Georgia, Idaho, Illinois, Iowa, Indiana, Kansas, Kentucky, 
Louisiana, Maine, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Montana, New 
Jersey, New Mexico, North Carolina, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, 
Pennsylvania, Rhode Island, South Carolina, South Dakota, Ten-
nessee, Utah, Virginia, Vermont, Washington, West Virginia, 
Wyoming

Connecticut: “A person employed in said classified service or Ju-
dicial Department retains the right to vote as he chooses and to 
express his opinions on political subjects and candidates and shall 
be free to participate actively in political management and cam-
paigns.…no such employee shall engage in such activity while on 
duty or within any period of time during which such employee 
is expected to perform services for which he receives compen-
sation from the state, and no such employee shall utilize state 
funds, supplies, vehicles, or facilities to secure support for or op-
pose any candidate, party, or issue in a political partisan election.”

Georgia: “No rules or regulations of any state agency, depart-
ment, or authority shall prohibit non-elective officers or em-
ployees of this state from offering for or holding any elective 
or appointive office of a political subdivision of this state or any 
elective or appointive office of a political party or political orga-
nization of this state, provided that the office is not full time and 
does not conflict with the performance of the official duties of 
the person as a state employee.”

State Employee Manuals Examples of Policy Language

Hawaii, Massachusetts, Mississippi, Nebraska, Wisconsin Massachusetts: “The Campaign Finance Law does not prohibit 
public employees from engaging in political activity, as long as 
such activity: 1) is not undertaken during work hours or other-
wise using public resources, and 2) does not include soliciting or 
receiving political contributions.”
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the type of existing policies that govern health depart-
ment employee participation in policy advocacy and 
campaign activities, and a solid foundation for addi-
tional research on this general topic. 

Conclusion
State health department employees are an important 
part of the public health infrastructure. Based on the 
review of state policies and laws presented in this arti-
cle, they have the latitude to engage in policy advocacy 
and campaign activities in their capacity as private 
citizens on their own time.
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Table 3
Political Coercion, State Examples

State Statutes Examples of Policy Language

Alabama, Alaska, Arkansas, Connecticut, Delaware, Florida, 
Georgia, Idaho, Illinois, Kentucky, Louisiana, Maryland, Maine, 
Michigan, Minnesota, Mississippi, Missouri, Nebraska, New Jersey, 
New Mexico, New York, Ohio, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, 
Tennessee, Utah, Washington

New Jersey: “A person holding a position in the career service 
or senior executive service shall not directly or indirectly use 
or seek to use the position to control or affect the political 
action of another person or engage in political activity during 
working hours.”

Mississippi: “No State Service employee may use his or her of-
ficial authority or influence to coerce the political action of a 
person or body.”

State Employee Manuals Examples of Policy Language
Arizona, Hawaii, Iowa, Indiana, Massachusetts, Montana, North 
Carolina, North Dakota, South Carolina, South Dakota, Virginia, 
Vermont, Wisconsin, West Virginia, Wyoming

Vermont: An employee may not: Directly or indirectly com-
mand, solicit in a coercive fashion, or advise any other 
employee to participate in any political activity. Directly or 
indirectly solicit in a coercive fashion, command or advise any 
other employee to pay, lend, or contribute money or anything 
of value to a political party, candidate, committee, organization, 
agency or person for political purposes.”
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