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NEWS RELEASE
Giving Workers the Cold Shoulder

Shifting the risk under Iowa’s workers’ compensation law

IOWA CITY, lowa (Sept. 20, 2018) — A review of shoulder injury cases from 2017 provides a
startling glimpse into the impact of changes to lowa’s workers’ compensation system, indicating
that workers who suffer serious shoulder injuries will on average lose out on $72,000 in
compensation under the new law.

“This is the result of just one of the extreme changes in the new law,” said Matthew Glasson, a
labor educator at the University of lowa Labor Center and co-author of a new report for the
nonpartisan lowa Policy Project (IPP). “Under these new rules, some injured workers whose cases
we analyzed would have seen their benefits cut by as much as $200,000 under the new rules.”

The workers’ compensation changes, along with significant reductions in public employee
bargaining rights and repeal of local minimum wage laws, were among noteworthy blows to
working families from the 2017 session of the lowa Legislature.

The new report from Glasson, Labor Center research assistant Emily Schott and UI history
professor Colin Gordon, senior research consultant at IPP, examines impacts of the workers’
compensation law changes. The report is available at www.iowapolicyproject.org.

“These rules mark a massive shift in who covers the costs and risks associated with the 50,000
workplace injuries in lowa each year,” Gordon said. “Insurance companies and self-insured
employers will pay less. Costs to workers, their families, and public programs will rise accordingly.
Taxpayers, in other words, will end up sharing the bill for what employers will not.”

The new report illustrates the impact on workers by analyzing shoulder cases already decided in
2017, compensation awarded in those cases, and then recalculating compensation that would be
awarded under the new rules.

“We tried this with a few cases and realized that the impact was going to be very significant,”
Schott said. “Then we looked at an entire year’s worth of cases.”

Her research found that of 322 cases decided by administrative law judges at the Division of
Workers’ Compensation during 2017, 87 involved shoulder injuries. Of those, 66 workers were
awarded permanent disability benefits that could be compared under the old and new laws. And
of those, all but four would have received less compensation — and in many cases dramatically
less — under the new law.
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“We learned that most workers affected are male, older (over 50), with a high-school or less
education,” Glasson said. “One of the changes in the law is that administrative judges are no longer
permitted to consider personal factors (age education, work experience, etc.), which could have an
impact on a worker’s ability to earn a living. The resulting impact is huge — the average claimant
will see a massive reduction in compensation for a permanent workplace injury, from $98,000 to
$26,000 over their lifetime.”

Gordon looked at the individual impacts on workers, showing a wide range of benefit changes.

In one case, the beneficiary would have received $206,000 less under the changes. In seven
other cases, the loss would have exceeded $150,000.

The researchers noted that the vast majority of workers’ compensation cases are settled before
reaching a judge, so these 66 cases represent just a small subset of the total number of workers
who suffer similar injuries in lowa each year who can expect much lower compensation under the
new law.

“We do know that there are likely hundreds of serious shoulder injuries in lowa every year. All of
those people will be affected in a similar way, going forward,” Glasson said.

Gordon agreed.

“The only constant among all the many changes in this law is that they are bad for workers.
Probably the most significant impact will be on workers who have serious, permanent
disabilities,” he said.

The Iowa Policy Project is a nonpartisan, nonprofit public policy research organization in lowa
City. Reports are available at www.iowapolicyproject.org.
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