// /1 STATE OF THE
/4 CDC WORKFORCE

Changes at the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
and CDC'’s Ability to Protect the Public’s Health

A Report From the State of the CDC Workforce Study
May 2026



// /1 STATE OF THE
/4 CDC WORKFORCE

https://epibio.msu.edu/research/cdc-workforce

Candice Y. Johnson, PhD, Principal Investigator
Department of Epidemiology and Biostatistics, Michigan State University

Laurel Harduar Morano, PhD
Division of Occupational and Environmental Health, Department of Medicine,
Michigan State University

Danielle R. Gartner, PhD
Department of Epidemiology and Biostatistics, Michigan State University

A. Emiko Blalock, PhD
Department of Family Medicine, Michigan State University

Kipling M. Bohnert, PhD
Department of Epidemiology and Biostatistics, Michigan State University

We thank the current and former CDC workers and other collaborators who

helped to develop and pilot the survey, shared the survey with their CDC
colleagues, participated in the survey, or provided feedback on this report.

Photo credits (clockwise from center): All images are in the public domain and available
from the Public Health Image Library: PHIL8876/James Gathany; PHIL27464/Barbara Knust;
PHIL27473/Robert McDonald; PHIL28445/Pratistha Adams; PHIL31354/Amy Nham;
PHIL21420/Sue Partridge, CDC-Ft. Collins; PHIL19357/Sung-Chul Seo; PHIL27481/CDC.

Disclosures and disclaimers: This research was conducted without external funding.
Candice Johnson and Laurel Harduar Morano are former CDC employees. Candice Johnson,
Laurel Harduar Morano, and Kipling Bohnert have been recipients of CDC funding for
unrelated projects. The findings and conclusions in this report are those of the authors and do
not necessarily represent the views of Michigan State University.



Executive Summary

Since the second Trump Administration took over leadership of the U.S. federal
government on January 20, 2025, the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC) has undergone significant changes and challenges, including lack of permanent
leadership, elimination of programs, reductions-in-force and loss of staff, a deadly
shooting, new policies, and restrictions on hiring, communication, and spending.

Between February and April 2026, we anonymously surveyed CDC workers to
understand the effects of these changes and challenges on the CDC workforce and on
CDC'’s ability to protect the nation’s health, more than one year into the current

Administration. We heard from 624 CDC workers: 433 still at CDC and 191 who left
CDC since Inauguration Day.

Key Findings
CDC workers are concerned about CDC'’s ability to function effectively.

® 99% say that the changes under this Administration have reduced CDC’s capacity
to respond to a pandemic or public health emergency

® 94% say that their specific work unit’s function has been impaired to the point that
they can no longer fully achieve their mission
CDC is losing talented staff.

® 68% of those still working at CDC have taken a concrete step toward leaving CDC
since Inauguration Day, such as applying for a new job

® 95% of those who left CDC voluntarily since Inauguration Day did so mostly or
entirely due to the changes implemented by this Administration

CDC workers are experiencing an increasingly challenging work environment.

® 99% say that the changes under this Administration have lowered morale

® 99% say that these changes made it harder to do their job

The CDC workforce is struggling to keep the agency functional in the face of
operational difficulties, loss of staff and expertise, and a challenging work environment.
The difficulties described by CDC workers portend a U.S. government losing its ability
to protect the public’s health.



Effects on CDC Operations

We asked CDC workers how the changes at CDC under the current Administration
have affected CDC’s ability to protect the nation’s health.

99%

say that these say that think that
changes reduced their work unit’s Americans
CDC'’s capacity functions are going to die
to respond to the next have been impaired because of the
pandemic or public and they cannot fully changes that have
health emergency achieve their mission occurred at CDC

Given these changes, we asked CDC workers how optimistic or pessimistic they were
about CDC'’s ability to maintain its status as a global leader in public health over the
next 5 years.

960/ are pessimistic about CDC’s ability to maintain its status
0 as a global public health leader

We gave CDC workers the chance to tell us, in their own words, how the changes
under the current Administration are affecting CDC'’s ability to protect the nation’s
health. Below and in following pages, they describe what they witnessed at CDC.

“The safety and health of the U.S. population will suffer,
but it will be hard to quantify because they have
compromised our ability to collect the data
to demonstrate the impact of what they have done.”

CDC Scientist




Effects on CDC Staffing

According to the U.S. Office of Personnel Management, in only 15 months CDC has
lost over a quarter of its federal employee workforce, which decreased from 12,934
employees in January 2025 to 9,453 in March 2026." This decrease was caused by a
combination of involuntary departures from reductions-in-force and contract
terminations and voluntary departures from early retirements, resignations, and

separation incentives.

We asked current CDC workers if they intended to continue working at CDC and
asked those who left voluntarily why they left.

Among those still at CDC:

Only 22% were planning to
stay at CDC at the time they
answered the survey.

About the same percentage
was planning to leave CDC.

68%

of those still at CDC
have taken concrete
steps to leave CDC
since Inauguration Day,
such as applying for
a new job

of those who left

CDC voluntarily say
they left mostly or
entirely because of

the changes

instituted by this

Administration

Planning
to stay

Undecided

Planning
to leave

22% 21%

38%

“The anti-vaccine,
anti-science stance
of this Administration
meant that
| could no longer
in good conscience
continue to work there
given the type of work
that | did.”

Manager, no longer
at CDC

Thttps://data.opm.govincluding CDC and its sister agency, the Agency for Toxic Substances and Disease Registry




Effects on the CDC Workforce

We asked current CDC workers how they were doing at work.

8 3 (yo of those still working at CDC say they are experiencing burnout

We asked both current and former CDC workers how the changes under
the current Administration affected their working conditions.

99% 99%

say that these say that these say that these

changes changes changes
lowered morale made it harder made their job
to do their job more stressful

“The funding has been dire and we struggled to purchase basic reagents.
We have equipment breaking that can’t be replaced.”

CDC Laboratory Worker

“l dread Mondays and facing
the week. | never had that
prior to the current
Administration.”

“Employee workloads doubled.
Morale is low.
Leadership is lacking.”

CDC Scientist

CDC Public Health Advisor




Changes at CDC: In Their Own Words

“Information about outbreaks or new public health guidance
isn’t getting out in a timely way.”

CDC Scientist

“There were sweeping cuts to scientific research and
epidemiological programs needed to track and prevent disease.”

Public Health Advisor, no longer at CDC

“Despite our office being Congressionally mandated
to exist... all positions and programs were eliminated.”

Communications Professional, no longer at CDC

“Our budget was decimated and
those like me who could leave did leave.”

Scientist, no longer at CDC

“We have the same amount of work
but it is not possible to do all of it with half the staff.”

CDC Manager

“Partners stopped wanting to work with us,
saying the CDC is untrustworthy under this Administration.”

CDC Communications Professional

“There will be deaths due to this.
It is that simple.”

Scientist, no longer at CDC



“| stay because of CDC’s potential,
but | am fearful of the direction CDC is headed.”

CDC Communications Professional

This survey of over 600 CDC workers, conducted between February and April 2026,
sheds light onto how CDC is operating more than one year into the current
Presidential Administration.

CDC workers report significant challenges to their work, including loss of personnel,
higher stress, higher workloads, and low morale. CDC workers say that the United
States is less prepared to respond to a pandemic or public health emergency and that
the changes at CDC are putting the lives of Americans at risk.

CDC workers are the people best qualified to judge the U.S. government’s capacity to
protect the nation’s health. From their position, they see an agency whose functions
have been impaired to the point that CDC can no longer fully achieve its mission.

“I hope that the general public knows that
many of us left at the CDC are doing our very best
to continue with the work despite the immense challenges
we've faced and continue to endure.”

CDC Emergency Management Professional

This survey included over 600 anonymous CDC workers, representing an estimated
5% of CDC’s federal employee workforce. The extent to which our survey
respondents are representative of the full CDC workforce is unknown. Characteristics
of survey respondents are presented on the following page, demonstrating that
respondents represent a variety of CDC worker types and experiences.

This is the first report from the State of the CDC Workforce Study, which examines
how the changes at CDC are affecting CDC operations and the CDC workforce.
Future study reports and peer-reviewed publications will cover these and other topics
in more depth.



Survey Respondents

This report is based on surveys received from 624 CDC workers. Respondents
included 433 who were still working at CDC and 191 who had left CDC voluntarily or
involuntarily since Inauguration Day. Most respondents (95%) were federal
employees; the rest were contractors or fellows or held other non-federal positions.

Respondents worked in a variety

of areas at CDC. About half were scientists.

Area of CDC Percent Role Percent
Infectious disease 33% Scientist 51%
Chronic disease or 23% Manager 14%
Injury prevention Public Health Advisor ~ 12%
chupatlonal or 18% Communications 1%
environmental health
Other Roles 12%
Office of the Director 13% °
Global health 10%
Other roles include positions like administrative
Other parts of CDC 3% support, IT, procurement, and human resources.
Half had worked at CDC for Those who left CDC left for a
more than 10 years. variety of reasons.
Years at CDC Percent Reason Left Percent
Less than 2 years 3% Resigned 34%
” . 0
2_5 years 20% Position terminated 33%
1 o
6-10 years 27% Retired 13%
L . 0
11-20 years 339% Separation incentive 7%
Position ended 7%
21-30 years 15% earlier than expected
More than 30 years 2%

Other reasons 6%




Methodology

In November and December 2025, we
asked current and former CDC workers
which topics were most important to
include in the survey. We created the
survey using a combination of existing
and newly-developed questions. The
survey included both closed-ended and
open-ended questions.

We piloted the survey with current CDC
workers, former CDC workers, and with
people unaffiliated with CDC.

The study was reviewed by the
Michigan State University Institutional
Review Board (Protocol #202600010)
and was determined to be exempt from
continuing review.

The survey was programmed into
REDCap? and distributed as a public
REDCap survey link. To maintain
anonymity of participants, we did not
collect identifying information about
participants.

We recruited participants primarily by
word-of-mouth. Between February 19
and April 15, 2026, we distributed the
survey link on LinkedIn and to formal
and informal groups of CDC workers,
such as employee and alumni groups.
We encouraged CDC workers to share
the link with other CDC workers and
CDC-affiliated groups.

Participants gave informed consent and

confirmed that they met eligibility
criteria before starting the survey.

2 https://project-redcap.org/

Eligible participants were at least 18
years old and were affiliated with CDC on
January 20, 2025, in any paid or unpaid
role.

We included people working at CDC’s
sister agency, the Agency for Toxic
Substances and Disease Registry; they
represented <1% of respondents.

Because respondents could complete as
much or as little of the survey as they
wished, results presented in this report
are restricted to respondents who
answered a minimum number of survey
guestions. Included respondents:

* Answered if they were still working at
CDC or not

* Reported their personnel system (e.g.,
federal employee, contractor)

* Completed the survey module on
stress and morale

* Completed the survey module on
effects on science

When analyzing data from each survey
question, we excluded respondents who
skipped the question or answered “I don’t
know.” As a result, the denominator for
each question differs. We included 624
respondents in the analyses who met
inclusion criteria; the largest denominator
for any single question included in this
report was 622.
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