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Legal epidemiology

The scientific study of law as a factor in the cause, distribution, and prevention 

of disease and injury in a population.



But its most important form 
is a question:

What do we know, or can we learn, about whether and how a legal instrument 

or action influences health? 



We can draw on legal epi tools across all the five 
essential public health law services...

Policy 
development

Choosing the 
legal form

Implementing/
enforcing/
defending

Enactment
Evaluation and 

diffusion
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And because the question is as 
important as the answers...

We can draw upon a wide range of sources based on what's available and 

accessible to us when we need it...

○ Published science is great – still too rare

○ Mechanism evidence – studies of how law works generally, or that 

study laws using the same mechanisms 

○ Experience of our peers ("social media research" -- i.e., your phone)

○ Sociolegal theory and "causal modeling" (Realist approaches)

○ Policy surveillance and legal research
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The legal epi questions: How is law contributing to the problem; how might 

law make things better? What are the non-legal options?

○ Scan the literature for directly applicable research

○ Explicitly define the mechanism: what is the process through which 

this law will have an impact (IDEAL Method, e.g.)

○ Ask what other jurisdictions are doing (policy surveillance; 

social media)
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The legal epi questions: What form and text of law is optimal for producing 

the desired effects?

○ Ask what other jurisdictions are doing (policy surveillance; 

social media)

○ Look for research or peer knowledge on implementation issues to 

think about in drafting (enforcement powers, budgets...)

○ Can an evaluation be included in the bill?
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The legal epi questions: What evidence and theory support the bill as a 

plausible intervention for public health? 

○ Assemble and share, candidly, warts and all, the basis of your 

position on the costs, benefits and side effects.

○ You are not an advocate, but a resource.



11

The legal epi questions: What do we know about the implementation of 

this law? Is it producing the immediate outputs we expected? 

○ Conduct implementation monitoring and research.

○ Watch for evidence from other jurisdictions

○ Share findings with stakeholders.

Implementing/ 

enforcing/

defending
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The legal epi questions: What are the effects, side effects, costs and 

benefits of this law? Where have people been exposed to this law? How do 

versions of this law vary in important dimensions? How do those 

differences influence impact?

○ Conduct and consume evaluation research.

○ Conduct or consume policy surveillance 

○ Apply the results in your jurisdiction

Evaluation 

and diffusion



Definitive answers are rarely 
available when you really need them.

But the right questions can reliably help you 

make better decisions under uncertainty. 



Accessible Legal Epidemiology Methods: 
Do What You Can with What You Have

Katie Moran-McCabe, JD



The legal epi questions: How is law contributing to the 

problem; how might law make things better? What are the 

non-legal options?

○ Scan the literature for directly applicable research

○ Explicitly define the mechanism: what is the process 

through which this law will have an impact (e.g., 

IDEAL Method)

○ Ask what other jurisdictions are doing (policy 

surveillance; social media)

What do we know, or can we learn, about whether and 

how a legal instrument or action influences health? 
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Identifying the law or policy we want 
to know about

Overall Question: How can law be used as an 

intervention to improve health outcomes related to HIV, 

viral hepatitis, STIs, or TB?

Syringe services 

program laws?

Drug 

paraphernalia 
laws?

Medicaid policies 

for hepatitis C 
treatment?

Medicaid 

policies for 
justice-involved 

individuals?

Policies for 

PrEP?
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Legal Landscape Assessment: 
Mini-Delphi Process

● Subject matter experts completed a survey independently, rating 19 legal 

actions that may influence health outcomes or disparities related to HIV, 

hepatitis, STIs, or TB

● Topics selected based on:
○ Initial areas of interest, and 
○ Causal inferences regarding how laws may affect health outcomes 

related to the infections of interest
● Engaged in discussion to add more context to survey results
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Legal Landscape Assessment: 
Survey Results
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Legal Landscape Assessment: 
Rapid Literature Scans

Purpose of scans: 
● What research already exists on the health 

effects of the laws? 

● What is the quality of that research?

● What is the evidence supporting inferences 

about the laws’ health effects?

● What is the burden of disease of the conditions 

that are suspected or known to be influenced 

by this law?

● How might these laws affect HIV, STIs, 

Hepatitis, or TB?

● What important legal and political elements 

should be considered in assessing these laws?

Questions we answered: 
● What is the law in question? 



Evidence supporting inferences about 
the laws’ health effects



What policies do other 
jurisdictions have?

Policy 
development

Choosing the 
legal form

Implementing/
enforcing/
defending

Enactment
Evaluation and 

diffusion

What impact do they have?
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Policy Surveillance… 

The systematic collection, analysis, 

and dissemination of laws and 

policies across jurisdictions or 

institutions, and over time.

OR…
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Sentinel Surveillance of 

Emerging Laws and Policies

A new legal mapping method 

intended to quickly identify, capture, and track emerging 

laws and legal innovations impacting public health 



24

Sentinel Surveillance of Emerging 
Laws and Policies - Process  

● Background research and scoping 

● Question Development
○ Most critical features 

● Research and coding

● Quality control
○ Research and coding spot checks

● Regular tracking
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Sentinel Surveillance Example: Progression 
of Laws Limiting Public Health Emergency 
Orders

LawAtlas.org data as of May 20, 2022
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Collaborative Approach
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Act for Public Health

Tracking legislative changes to public health authority

● We support the effort to define and educate about public health authority that 

is needed for efficient and equitable public health work by government 

agencies.

● We allow stakeholders to readily see how the legal landscape is changing and 

to find good examples/templates for new policy.

● This specific awareness of status and trends is a basic tool to promote and 

enable public participation and advocacy for better policy decisions.
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Isolation & Quarantine Bills

Utah House Bill 405 (enacted): 
modifies when state & local HDs can 
invoke an order of restriction 

• Now relies on a “dangerous public 
health condition” definition with 
an enumerated list of diseases and 
infections approved by the relevant 
legislative body as needing 
containment

January 1, 2024 – July 9, 2024

10 bills introduced in 9 states

1 bill introduced Multiple bills introduced
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Tracking Public Health Measures
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Crowdsourcing - BroadStreet & Volunteers

“It was civically empowering for our volunteers to learn how to read the 
polices that were impacting their lives during the pandemic. Reading 
policies gave us a view into what was happening around the country as the 
pandemic unfurled. We gained a deep appreciation for the role of local 
policymakers. We hope that this collection of policies will inform evidence-
based policies in the future.”

Tracy Flood, President and Co-founder of BroadStreet
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Key Takeaways

● Do what you can with the resources you have

● Make your research and data creation methods transparent

● Collaboration can go a long way

● CPHLR has tools and resources that can help!



Using Legal Epidemiology to Tell Your 
Story
Elizabeth Platt, JD, MA





CityHealth



CityHealth

Policy 
development

Choosing the 
legal form

Implementing/e
nforcing/
defending

Enactment
Evaluation and 

diffusion













CityHealth 2024 Results & Impact

• 7 cities with an overall GOLD medal

• 90+ policy improvements since 2022
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Track change over time and 
measure progress: COVID-19

Assessing Legal Responses to COVID-19, p. 14
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Philadelphia Department of Public Health

● Estimating the mortality effect of state preemption on firearm mortality
○ PA prohibits localities from regulating ownership, possession, transfer or 

transportation of firearms, ammunition or ammunition components

If Philadelphia had not been preempted from 
enforcing local gun laws over the past 20 years, how 

many deaths could have been prevented?
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Hypothetical Philadelphia

1. Modeled the relationship between gun 

laws and mortality with existing state data

2. Created a hypothetical, un-preempted 

Philadelphia

3. Identified 26 Philadelphia ordinances 

between 2000-2021 that could not be 

enforced due to PA preemption law

4. Compared mortality in Philadelphia to 

hypothetical, un-preempted Philadelphia

The model estimated 
that in the absence of 

state preemption, 
the lives of 541 

Philadelphians could 
have been saved 

between 2001 and 2020.



Tools for Accessible Legal Epidemiology

Elizabeth Platt, JD, MA
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The paradigm shift: 
Transforming text of law into numeric data



MonQcle Coding 
Software

Designed to allow researchers to identify, 
code, and analyze legal policies and then 
visualize, share, and update legal research 
findings.

app.monqcle.com
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AI Assistant

R2LAW2
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AI in Research

● ChatGPT 50 state surveys
○ Good for a quick scan, but know the limits and risks

■ No transparency on where it is looking and how it is defining the search
■ No quality control
■ Unclear if it can create numeric data or build valid longitudinal datasets





Building a Community of Practice in 
Legal Epidemiology: Tools, Resources, 
and Collaborative Solutions for Health 
Departments

Alex Hess, JD, MPH
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Florida School District 
Tobacco Policies
● Annually updated longitudinal dataset tracking Florida county-level school district 

tobacco policies

● Developed to track school district adoption of policies in response to statewide 
changes in school e-cigarette policy change

● Adapting legal epidemiology methods to a train-the-trainer model
o CPHLR provides training and ongoing technical assistance to Florida Department 

of Health 
o Project lead trains and manages staff representing all 67 counties across the 

state to support annual research and coding updates 



Florida School District Tobacco Policies



Florida School District Tobacco Policies



Florida School District Tobacco Policies
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What's Next?

● Maintaining and sustaining continued effort to 
track changes in school district policies

● Looking to examples from other state health 
departments, leverage policy data as a tool to 
support evaluation of these new policies

● Providing ongoing support to schools across the 
state to identify and support best practices in 
implementation
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Legal Epidemiology 
Community of Practice

Mission: build and support legal epidemiology capacity, rooted in the Five 
Essential Public Health Law Services, by forming a transdisciplinary network of 
public health practitioners who will collaborate and share resources, 
strategies, experiences, and innovations.

o Enhance the use of legal epi in the public health workforce
o Shape the development of an open-access, web-based center to provide 

tools and resources to strengthen competencies in health departments
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Listening Sessions 

Goal: Identify and prioritize policy and 

programmatic needs and goals 

to guide future capacity-building 

efforts.

Sessions: May – July 2025

● 4 virtual Zoom sessions 

● 2 pre-conference workshops  
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Listening Sessions: Resource Center

● Online Public Health Law Resources 

Center 

● Provide tools, training, resources, 

technical assistance, and technological 

infrastructure to serve “legal 

epidemiologists” in working in 

government health departments

● Competencies associated with the 

Five Essential Public Health Law Services 

(5EPHLS)
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Getting on Board with Legal Epi

● Not one-size-fits-all
o Differences in jurisdiction level, size, health department 

structure all matter
o Navigating the political landscape 
o Clarity on public health legal authority and responsibility 

(e.g., do you have to consider preemption?)

● Bridging gaps 
○ Making legal epi tools and skills more accessible 
○ Making the case for legal epi with leadership
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Navigating Resource Constraints

● Adaptating the methods
○ Expanding research and coding strategies (e.g., 

crowdsourcing and train-the-trainer methods)
○ Adjust quality control measures

● Partnerships and collaboration
○ Community leadership and engagement
○ Share examples, tools, and processes across health 

departments
○ Who else is in your community? (e.g., can gradaute or 

law student researchers be hired to support these 
efforts?)
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Join our Community of Practice

● Collaborate and share resources 

and strategies to enhance the 

use of legal epi in the public 

health workforce

● Stay tuned for the development 

of the online public health law 

resource center
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Policy Surveillance and Self-Guided 
Training

Eight modules teaching each step of the policy 
surveillance process:

● Module 1: Introduction to Policy Surveillance

● Module 2: Defining the Scope of the Project and Conducting 
Background Research

● Module 3: Question Development

● Module 4: Collecting and Building the Law

● Module 5: Coding the Law

● Module 6: Quality Control

● Module 7: Publication and Dissemination

● Module 8: Tracking and Updating the Law
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More Resources

● Center for Public Health Law Research
○ phlr.temple.edu 
○ LawAtlas.org

● CDC Public Health Law Program (PHLP)
○ https://www.cdc.gov/phlp/php/index.html

● ChangeLab Solutions
○ Public Health Law Academy 

(https://www.changelabsolutions.org/phla) 
○ Health Department Assessment & Roadmap 

(https://www.changelabsolutions.org/prod
uct/health-department-assessment-
roadmap) 

● Act for Public Health
○ https://actforpublichealth.org/

Going a Step Further . . .

https://phlr.temple.edu/going-step-
further-after-your-workshop
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Stay in Touch!
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Questions?



Please take this survey to evaluate conference sessions.



THANK YOU


