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How familiar are you with legal 
epidemiology? 

A. Very familiar

B. Somewhat familiar

C. Not at all familiar

D. Other (please type in chat)
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A Little About Me

▪ I grew up in Pateros, WA

▪ Mexicana Americana

▪ Proud daughter of farmworkers

▪ Occupational health equity researchers 

Legal 
Epidemiology

Labor & Industries Work Equity Research Center (WERC)

Supporting Underserved Workers through 
Collaborative Research

The purpose of the Work Equity Research Center 
(WERC) is to work with communities to co-create 
research projects and develop solutions to 
improve work-related outcomes for historically 
and currently underserved workers. We do this by 
bringing together stakeholders to focus attention 
and invest resources on the work-related 
concerns, needs, barriers, and solutions for 
communities that are currently underserved.

Learn more at Work Equity Research Center (WERC)
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https://www.lni.wa.gov/safety-health/safety-research/work-equity-research-center
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Legal Epidemiology

Legal epidemiology is the study 
of law as a factor in the cause, 
distribution, and prevention of 
disease and injury (CDC).

Learn more at CDC Public Health Law Program 

What Does That Involve?

Measure the distribution of laws across jurisdictions and over 
time

Evaluate the implementation and impact of legal interventions 
on public health

Analyze the implementation and impact of laws 

Enable and support the rapid diffusion of healthier laws and 
policies

Learn more at Temple University Center for Public Health law Research

Example from LawAtlas

Anti-Bullying Laws
This longitudinal dataset provides a comprehensive overview of anti-bullying laws across 
all 50 states and the District of Columbia, from January 1, 1999, through January 1, 2018.

Variables
• Does the state regulate bullying?
• Does the law define bullying?
• Does the law regulate cyberbullying? 
• Does the law recognize the link between 

bullying and adverse outcomes?
• Plus 19 others…Public Health Topic

Maternal, Infant and Child Health

Geography

50 U.S. states and the 
District of Columbia

Source

LawAtlas

Date Range

January 01, 1999 – January 01, 2018

Last Updated

Apr 25, 2024

Dataset example from LawAtlas.org
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https://www.cdc.gov/phlp/php/index.html
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Other Legal Epi Examples

Foodborne illness outbreaks and state 
laws on unpasteurized milk

▪ Authors used legal epi methods to collect 
state statutes related to the sale of 
unpasteurised milk for human 
consumption.

▪ Found an association between state laws 
that increase the availability of 
unpasteurised milk and more outbreak-
associated illnesses and outbreaks.

Another Legal Epi Example

COVID-19 and state-wide closures and 
mask mandates

▪ Authors obtained data on statewide 
closures and mask mandates from state 
government websites and executive orders.

▪ Found that counties in states with closures 
of <59 days were associated with increased 
incidence of COVID-19.

Legal Epidemiology In Summary

✓ Systematically code the law to understand status of laws

✓Assess the association of laws and health

Photos from Pexels.com
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Labor Laws and 
Agricultural 
Worker Health

U.S. Agricultural Workers

▪ There are about 2.6 million agricultural 
workers in the US.

▪ States with the highest number of 
agricultural workers:

— California

— Texas

— Tennessee

— Oklahoma

— Florida

Demographics of US Agricultural Workers

National Agricultural Workers Survey 2019-2020 data

Latinx ethnic background 78%

US born 30%

Foreign born 70%

Authorized permission to work in US 56%

Self-reported English-speaking ability (not at all or 
somewhat)

67%

Self-reported English reading ability: not at all or 
somewhat- 

69%

Mean/median family income $25,000-$29,999

Data source: National Agricultural Workers Survey
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Agricultural Work Conditions & Environment

• Exposure to heat
• Repetitive motion
• Pesticide and chemical exposure

Occupational health risks:

• Crowded or substandard housing
• Minimal sanitation standards
• Barriers to health care
• Language barriers
• Lack of transportation

Environmental conditions:

Injuries and Deaths

▪ In 2015, the agricultural industry had the 
highest fatal work injury rate of 22.8 per 
100,000 full-time workers compared to an 
all-worker fatal injury rate of 3.4.

▪ 573 total number of fatal work injuries in 
2019 (surpassed only by the transportation 
and warehousing industry)

▪ 100 agricultural workers across the US 
have an injury that results in work time 
loss per day.

Agricultural Exceptionalism

A form of structural oppression 
that excludes agricultural workers 
from most worker protection laws 
in the US. 

“Why is it that farmworkers feed the nation, 
but they can’t get food stamps?”

 - Dolores Huerta, American Labor Leader 
& Civil Rights Activist

Photo from Dolores Huerta Foundation: doloreshuerta.org
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Federal Law Exclusions

▪ National Labor Relations Act 
(NLRA) of 1935

▪ Federal Fair Labor Standards 
Act (FLSA) of 1938

▪ Agricultural workers (as well 
as domestic workers) were 
intentionally excluded from 
FLSA and NLRA.

Do you think legal epidemiology 
methods could be applied in 
your work?

A. Definitely

B. Maybe

C. I'm not sure I see a connection

D. Other (please type in chat)

Overview of State-
Level Policies
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Workers’ Compensation Map

Please note that some state workers’ compensation laws additionally exclude from coverage 
workers who are not state residents, which may affect some workers’ eligibility.

Full Coverage (state law 
requires employers to cover 
agricultural workers)

Limited Coverage (state law 
limits coverage requirements 
to only certain agricultural 
employers or agricultural 
workers)

Optional Coverage (state law 
does not require coverage for 
any agricultural workers, but 
employers may elect to 
provide coverage)

Map  from FarmworkerJustice.org 21

Workers’ Compensation Map

Please note that some state workers’ compensation laws additionally exclude from coverage 
workers who are not state residents, which may affect some workers’ eligibility.

Full Coverage (state law 
requires employers to cover 
agricultural workers)

Limited Coverage (state law 
limits coverage requirements 
to only certain agricultural 
employers or agricultural 
workers)

Optional Coverage (state law 
does not require coverage for 
any agricultural workers, but 
employers may elect to 
provide coverage)

14 states have laws that requires 
employers to cover all 
agricultural workers

Map  from FarmworkerJustice.org 21

Wages Map

Map  from FarmworkerJustice.org 21

The federal Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) establishes that agricultural workers are covered by the federal 
minimum wage (with some limited exceptions). Therefore, in states where there is no minimum wage law or 
where farmworkers are not covered by the state minimum wage, federal law still applies and farmworkers 
generally should be paid at least the federal minimum wage, which is currently $7.25 per hour.

Agricultural workers are 
covered by the state 
minimum wage law

Agricultural workers are 
covered by the state 
minimum wage law, but 
have a lower wage than other 
workers

Some agricultural workers 
are covered by the state 
minimum wage law, but with 
limitations or exceptions

Agricultural workers are not 
covered by the state 
minimum wage law

State does not have a state 
minimum wage law
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Wages Map

Map  from FarmworkerJustice.org 21

The federal Fair Labor Standards Act (FLSA) establishes that agricultural workers are covered by the federal 
minimum wage (with some limited exceptions). Therefore, in states where there is no minimum wage law or 
where farmworkers are not covered by the state minimum wage, federal law still applies and farmworkers 
generally should be paid at least the federal minimum wage, which is currently $7.25 per hour.

Agricultural workers are 
covered by the state 
minimum wage law

Agricultural workers are 
covered by the state 
minimum wage law, but 
have a lower wage than other 
workers

Some agricultural workers 
are covered by the state 
minimum wage law, but with 
limitations or exceptions

Agricultural workers are not 
covered by the state 
minimum wage law

State does not have a state 
minimum wage law

Only 5 states have laws that 
require employers to pay all 

agricultural workers the state 
minimum wage law

Conceptual Model

Societal factors and sociopolitical economic environment: 
Discrimination, racism, prejudice, classism, colonialism, colorism

Structural racism in the form of agricultural 
exceptionalism: agricultural workers excluded from federal 

labor and social laws

Labor laws (state-level 
labor protections for 
agricultural workers):
• Workers’ 

compensation
• Minimum wage
• Overtime pay
• Sick leave
• Heat rules
• Etc.

Social laws (state-level 
social policies):
• Immigration 

policies
• Medicaid expansion
• Housing standards
• Unemployment 

benefits
• Etc.

Work environment 
• Physical environment, 

location
• Workload, tasks, assigned
• Schedule, hours worked
• Workplace culture
• Employee benefits

Social environment 
• Language barriers
• Access to health 

insurance
• Ability to pay for health 

services/ cost
• Access to resources

Work 
exploitation

Criminalization

Marginalization

Health indicators:
• Workplace injuries, 

injury severity, 
workplace sanitations, 
training

• Chronic and mental 
health conditions

• Health care barriers

Agricultural workers’ 
safety, health, and 

well-being

Employer Outcomes:
• Productivity & quality
• Turnover & absence
• Health care costs

Conceptual model developed using Sorenson’s et al, 2021 work, safety, health, and well-being conceptual model and Misra’s et al, 2021 structural racism and immigrant health framework.

Development of Labor Law Equity Index

Develop a labor law equity index (LLEI) that captures how states 
across the US include (or exclude) agricultural workers in their 
workers’ compensation, minimum wage, and overtime pay laws.
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Scope of the Project

Labor laws for 
39 states 

Laws/protections 
included: 

▪ Workers’ 
compensation

▪ Minimum wage

▪ Overtime pay

Assess changes in 
these laws during 
January 1, 2001 to 
December 31, 2017

We assessed 
criteria for adult 
agricultural 
workers (18+)

Methods

Developed coding questions

Collected the law using WestLaw

Coding the law (N = 39 states)

Creating the index

Coding Questions (Workers’ Compensation Example)

Order Question Possible Answers Public Description* Internal Notes** Question Type

1 (P)
Does the state have a 

workers compensation 
law? 

1 - Yes

0 - No

State has a statute for 
workers compensation for 

any and all workers

Binary – 
mutually exclusive

2 (C)

Does the workers 
compensation law 
include agricultural 

workers? 

2 - Yes, all AW included

1 - Yes, some AW are included

0 - Optional for employers to 
include AW

-1 - No, AW are excluded from 
WC law 

State has a statute for 
workers compensation that 
covers agricultural workers

All AW included (state law 
requires employers to cover 
AW)

Some AW included (state law 
limits coverage requirement 
to only certain agricultural 
employers or AW)

Optional (state law does not 
require coverage for any AW, 
but employers may elect to 
provide coverage)

AW are explicitly excluded 
(state law does not include 
AW in their definition of 
employee, explicitly excluded) 

Categorical – 
mutually exclusive

3 (G)
If selected “Yes, some 

AW are included,” what 
is the exemption? 

Small farms (specified by 
number of employees or 
payroll)

Family working on farm

Other 

Description of state 
exemption of certain AW or 

AW employers from WC. 

Categorical – 
select all that apply
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Westlaw Software – Example of Workers’ Compensation

Workers’ Compensation - Arkansas

AR ST § 11-9-102
Acts of 1999, Act 20, § 1, eff. July 30, 1999

“(12) ‘Employment’ means:

(A) Every employment in the state in which three (3) or more employees are 

regularly employed by the same employer in the course of business, except:

(i) An employee employed as a domestic servant in or about a private home;

(ii) An employee employed to do gardening, maintenance, repair, remodeling, 

or similar work in or about 

the private home or residence of the person employing the employee;

(iii) Agricultural farm labor;

Coding the Law in PHLIP
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Developing the Index

▪ Scores for each protection ranged from 
-1 to 2 

▪ Summing the scores of the three laws

▪ Total theoretical score for each state 
would range from -3 to 6 (WC, OT, MW) 
for each year and state.

Results & Next 
Steps

Photo by Dan Meyers on Unsplash 

Changes Over Time, 2001-2017

Workers’ compensation - no significant amendments 

• Florida – “no state minimum wage law” → “some agricultural workers included” in 2006. 
• Idaho – “agricultural workers not included” → “some agricultural workers included” in 2002. 
• Missouri – “agricultural workers not included” → “some agricultural workers included” in 2007. 

Minimum wage - 3 amendments

• Nebraska - "optional" → "some agricultural workers included" in 2004. 
• New Mexico – “optional” → “some agricultural workers included” in 2017. 

Overtime pay – 2 amendments
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Distribution of Labor Law Equity Index Scores
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Limitations and Implications

Limitations:

▪ There are amendments to these 
laws that occurred after 2017 that 
are not captured in this index.

▪ Not able to assess how the law 
is practiced or implemented.

Impact & implications:

▪ First time an index is created to 
capture level of protective state-
level laws for agricultural workers.

▪ Address the gap in knowledge 
about the role of labor laws in 
worker health. 

Bottom left, artist Erica Alexia

Next Steps

Assessing the association of the labor law equity index with 
agricultural worker health outcomes

Examine the association of the index with workplace health 
indicators using the National Agricultural Worker Survey data.

Hypothesis: States with a higher LLEI score (more protective 
laws), will be associated with more positive health indicators (i.e., 
higher provision of water/toilet/handwash station/training). 

Key Takeaways

✓ This index measures to some extent how agricultural workers are 
differentially treated and also, provides insight to general labor laws in 
these states.

✓ Patterns in states that include agricultural workers or uphold 
agricultural exceptionalism. 

✓ Work is an important determinant of health and agricultural workers are 
essential workers. It’s unjust that they are not provided the same 
benefits as other workers. 

✓ Legal epidemiology is a tool that we can use to understand and address 
occupational health inequities. 
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A Chat With Erica

Sue 
Grinnell

Erica Chavez 
Santos

Tell us what you think about today’s webinar:

To ask a question, please click the Q&A icon in your Zoom toolbar! 

Audience Q&A – To ask a question, please click the Q&A icon in your Zoom toolbar!

Gracias! | Thank you!

Feel free to reach out with 
further questions ☺

Erica Chavez Santos
erica.chavezsantos@lni.wa.gov

Website: Work Equity Research 
Center (WERC)
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Resources & Further Reading

Farmworker Justice

https://www.farmworkerjustice.org/general-map/

The National Agricultural Law Center 

https://nationalaglawcenter.org/state-compilations/agpay/

LawAtlas

https://lawatlas.org/

CDC Public Health Law Program

https://www.cdc.gov/phlp/php/index.html
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