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USC MPH April 2018 Faculty Spotlight – Michael R. Cousineau, Dr.PH 
 

  
 

Briefly describe your education and/or career path and how it led you to the USC 
Department of Preventive Medicine. 
 
I began my career in public health by running a free clinic here in Los Angeles seeing first-hand 
the impact that poverty and social isolation and racism had on access to care and health.  This 
inspired me to obtain an MPH and later a doctorate in public health to build a career in policy 
efforts to improve the health of our community.  For many years I ran a nonprofit called Health 
Care for the Homeless and mobilized efforts to bring health care services and other programs to 
the homeless in Los Angeles and throughout the US. I am now quite dismayed to see the 
number of homeless people in Los Angeles swell to over 58,000.  In 1996, I turned to 
academics when I worked with LA County Department of Public Health and came to USC as a 
way to teach and anchor my research and direct service activities. I built a career in community 
health research at USC targeting California and Los Angeles, first in the School of Public 
Administration and later the Keck School of Medicine.   In 2003, I did a report on access to care 
for the homeless that led to over 15 million in investment for an integrated delivery system for 
the homeless in downtown Los Angeles called the Center for Community health in Skid Row.  I 
have taught in the MPH program since its beginning including the PM 508 class and later health 
policy. 
 
Which public-health topic(s) are you most interested in and why?  
 
For me health care should be a right and public health as a matter of social justice and a way to 
empower people to control their own lives.  In a society as wealthy as ours its almost 
inconceivable that so many can’t get the help they need even though we spend almost twice as 
much if not more than any other developed nation in the world.  Moreover, so many live or work 
in situations that put their health at risk and we should be working to make sure everyone is 
living in a safe environment.  This as a focal point for my career and one that I always go back 
to when I get lost.  Remembering why I went into public health helps me get grounded in my day 
to day activities whether its research or teaching or advocacy.    
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My specific interests in public health focus on health policy, particularly efforts to address the 
social determinants of health, improve access to health care for those who face obstacles to get 
the care they need.  In my own philosophy I don’t see efforts to change health behavior as the 
most salient way to improve health. Such strategies shift the burden of change to individuals, 
many of whom are victims of bad policies that diminish health.   Rather, I think the focus should 
not be changing people but changing society to make sure everyone has the same opportunity 
to be healthy.  This means policies to increase green space, address transportation barriers, 
and healthy eating and improved access to care.   
 
I have been very active in health care reform and efforts to protect the safety net system of care. 
I am a strong supporter of Obamacare and have given many talks on the topic both at USC and 
elsewhere.   This law, although it has its share of problems, has resulted in millions of 
Americans getting health care who otherwise would delay or forgo care, or turn to the costly 
hospital emergency department. 
 
What is your favorite part of the USC MPH program? or What do you enjoy most about 
your current job?  
 
That is easy: working with students.  Interacting with young health professionals who have new 
ideas is the best part of my job.  Teaching in my opinion is a sacred responsibility. It is not a 
burden or something you do when your grant support wanes. Indeed, it is a privilege and a 
responsibility which is why I take it so seriously.  Students put their lives out there, they go into 
debt for the opportunity to learn.  It is our responsibility as faculty to do the best we can to help 
them into and through their careers with the skills and knowledge they need to be successful.  
And, it’s fun.  I get to spend hours 
and days with bright energetic people 
who are full of life and optimism.  It 
doesn’t get any better. 

 
I also really enjoy working with other 
faculty and learning from them and 
helping newer faculty advance their 
careers.  I have worked closely with 
our MPH program director Dr. 
Luanne Rohrbach almost daily in our 
efforts to run the MPH program. Dr. 
Rohrbach and I were MPH students 
together at UCLA many years ago 
and it has been such a privilege to 
work with her so closely on such an 
important project.  It has been one of 
the highlights of my work at USC. 
 
Do you have any advice for soon-to-be or recent MPH graduates? 
 

Find a job where you are surrounded by dedicated, hardworking but fun-loving people who want 
to make a difference.  Interact with a wide range of people including those who may see the 
world differently. But engage with civility and respect and look for common ground. Take the 
opportunity to teach others.  Foremost, take care of your selves, your families and friends.   
 

Pictured: lecture about John Snow and cholera to USC undergraduates in 
east London 2015. 
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A quote or motto you live by or an inspirational quote that motivates you.  
 
I recall a favorite quote from the great anthropologist Margaret Mead: 
 

“A small group of thoughtful people could change the world. Indeed, it's the only thing 
that ever has.” 

 
Name a hobby or something you enjoy doing in your spare time. 
 
Personally, I love the outdoors 
and have spent a lot of time in 
the mountains and the 
wilderness both here in the 
USA and abroad.  My wife 
Nancy and I, and my two 
children Becca and Patrick, 
and many others in my family, 
love hiking, climbing, paddling. 
I have hiked the John Muir 
Trail and I have hiked in many 
other parts of the world 
including Peru, Alaska, 
Switzerland Wyoming, Oregon 
and Scotland, and right here in 
Southern California.  My wife 
of 35 years, Nancy, got me 
into running when we lived in 
Chico and I still run, although I 
have really slowed down.   
 

 
I also play the guitar having given up the banjo for 
something a bit more serene and neighbor friendly.   
And I really enjoy cooking for my family and friends 
especially Italian food, which I learned from my 
mom and grandmother. 
 

 
 

Contact Dr. Cousineau at cousinea@usc.edu. 

Pictured: With family in Yosemite, 2017 

Pictured: Relaxing, playing guitar 


