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Where Are We Going   
 • Why Study Public Health Delivery? 
• The Problem with Research “on” Practice 
• PBRN History and Rationale 
• Where Are Public Health PBRNs? 
• What Do Public Health PBRNs Look Like? 
• What Do They Research? 
• What Are the Benefits and Barriers? 
• What Is the Role of the National Coordinating Center? 
• Future Directions 
• Questions 

 



Why study public health delivery? 
“The Committee had hoped to provide specific 
guidance elaborating on the types and levels of 
workforce, infrastructure, related resources, and 
financial investments necessary to ensure the 
availability of essential public health services to all 
of the nation’s communities. However, such 
evidence is limited, and there is no agenda or 
support for this type of research, despite  
the critical need for such data to promote 
 and protect the nation’s health.”   

—Institute of Medicine, 2003 



Public health services  
& systems research 

A field of inquiry examining the 
organization, financing, and delivery 
of public health services at local, state 
and national levels, and the impact of 
these activities on population health 

Mays, Halverson, and Scutchfield. 2003 



PHSSR’s place in the continuum 

Intervention 
Research 
What works – proof  
of efficacy 

Controlled trials 

Guide to Community 
Preventive Services 

 

 

Services/Systems 
Research 

How to organize, implement 
and sustain in the real-world  
– Reach 
– Enforcement/Compliance 
– Quality/Effectiveness 
– Cost/Efficiency 
– Equity/Disparities 

Impact on population health 

Comparative effectiveness  
& efficiency 

 



PHSSR and policy relevance 

Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act of 2010 



A national research agenda  
to improve public health delivery 

Public health system organization and structure 

Public health financing and economics 

Public health workforce 

Public health information and technology 

Cross-cutting elements 
− Quality 
− Law and policy 
− Equity and disparities 
− Metrics and data 
− Analytic methods 

http://www.publichealthsystems.org/research-agenda.aspx 



The Problem    
 



PBRN Rationale and History  
  
 

 



Where are Public Health PBRNs? 

First cohort (December 2008 start-up)
Second cohort (January 2010 start-up)
Affiliate/Emerging PBRNs (2011-13)

(    New in 2013) 



What Do Public Health  
PBRNs Look Like? 
 Florida 

(15.6% Centrality) 
Connecticut 
(35.4% Centrality) 



What Do They Research? 
 Workforce 
• Effects of Cultural Competency Training on Local Health 
Departments: A Randomized Trial (KY) 
• Analyzing Concordance between Position Descriptions and 
Practice Standards for Public Health Nurses (OH) 
• Local Health Department Workforce Reductions: Implications 
for Diversity and Health Disparities  (WA) 
• Evaluation of a Quality Improvement Project to Improve 
Workforce Diversity (WA) 



What Do They Research? 
 System Structure and Performance 
Quality Improvement  
• Measuring Quality in Local Public Health Emergency Preparedness: the 
H1N1 Experience (CT) 
• Comparative Effectiveness of State vs. Regional Approaches to QI in Public 
Health (GA)  
• QI Collaboratives for Small and Rural Public Health Settings (GA) 
• Public Health QI and Evidence-Based Diabetes Prevention (KY) 
• Measuring the QI Continuum and Correlates in Public Health Settings (MN) 
• Taxonomy of QI Methods, Techniques and Results in Public Health (MN) 
• Public Health Accreditation and QI Philosophy (MO) 
• QI Strategies & Regional Public Health Structures (NE) 
• Regional Public Health Structures & Readiness for Accreditation & QI (NE) 



What Do They Research? 
 
System Structure and Performance 
Food Safety 
• Local Variation in Food Safety and Infectious Disease 
Control Practices (MA) 
• Prevention, Investigation, and Intervention Related to 
Foodborne Illness in Ohio  (OH) 
• Direct Observation Methods in Local Public Health 
Settings: Foodborne Outbreak Practices in Ohio (OH) 
 



What Do They Research? 
 
System Structure and Performance 
Cross-Jurisdictional Sharing and Other Partnerships 
• Community Partnerships and Evidence-Based Prevention 
(CO) 
• Current and Planned Shared Service Arrangements 
Among Wisconsin Local and Tribal Health Departments 
(WI) 



What Do They Research? 
 System Structure and Performance 

Other 
• PHAST Retrospective Data Compilation and Transformation (WA) 
• Measuring Quality in Local Public Health Emergency Preparedness (CT) 
• Integrated HIV/AIDS and STD Service Delivery in New York (NY) 
• Measuring the Quality of Community Health Improvement Planning and 
Implementation (WI) 
• Local Variation in H1N1 Response in North Carolina (NC) 
• Local Public Health Responses to the County Health Rankings (FL) 
• Utilization and Effectiveness of a Health Equity Index in Mobilizing Local 
Public Health Action (CT) 
• Comparative Effectiveness Research Tools for Examining Public Health 
Services and Outcomes (NC) 
• Variation in Local Public Health Actions to Address Health Inequities (MN) 



What Do They Research? 
 Financing and Economics 
• Economic Shocks & Evidence-Based Decision-Making in Public Health 
(WA) 
• Financial Constraints, Regionalization Incentives, and Public Health 
Responses (CT) 
• Variation in Local Enforcement of State Public Health Policy (OH) 
• Resource Allocation and Public Health Roles in Safe Routes to Schools  
(CO) 
• Forecasting the Impact of the Economic Recession on Public Health 
Financing (WI) 
• Consolidation of Local Public Health Jurisdictions: Financial Implications 
(OH) 
• The Cost of Doing Business: Developing a Cost Model for a Minimum 
Package of Local Public Health Services (OH) 



What Do They Research? 
 Information and Technology 
• Local Variation in H1N1 Communication and Response in 
Kentucky (KY) 
• Local Information Systems for Studying Public Health 
Practice and Outcomes  (WI) 
• Effects of Health Information Exchange Systems on 
Public Health and Primary Care Alignment (GA) 



What Are  
the Benefits and Barriers? 

Benefits 
• Structural Heterogeneity 
• Geographic Variation 
• Context-Based 

Barriers 
• Structural Heterogeneity 
• Geographic Variation 
• Context-Based 



What Is the Role of  
the National Coordinating Center? 
 Agenda Setting 



What Is the Role of  
the National Coordinating Center? 
 
Research Coordination 



What Is the Role of  
the National Coordinating Center? 
 Capacity-Building 



What Is the Role of  
the National Coordinating Center? 
 Communication 

http://www.publichealthsystems.org/re-act-podcast-january-2013.aspx


What Is the Role of  
the National Coordinating Center? 
 

Technical and Administrative Assistance 



Future Directions 
 Cost Studies 



Future Directions 
 Injury Prevention 



Future Directions 
 Dissemination and Implementation 

Potential Research Questions 
 
• Can specific online dissemination 

tools (e.g., static web pages, open 
access journals, and podcasts) be 
accessed easily by local and state 
health departments? If not, why not? 
 

• Are intended recipients of evidence-
based information people who would 
be able to take action on it? If not, 
why not, and what individuals are in 
positions that would allow them to 
take evidence-based action? 
 



Future Directions 
 Making Connections 



Green SM et al. Ann Intern Med. 2012;157(3):207-210 

Harvesting the power of public health systems: 
Toward “rapid-learning systems” 





For More Information 

University of Kentucky College of Public Health 
Lexington, KY 

Supported by The Robert Wood Johnson Foundation 

Email:  publichealthPBRN@uky.edu 
Web:    www.publichealthsystems.org 
Journal:  www.FrontiersinPHSSR.org 

Archive:  www.works.bepress.com/glen_mays 

  

Phone: 859-218-0013; Fax: 859-257-3748  
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