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Law is a Powerful Influence on 
Health



And Not Just as a Mode of 
Direct Health Intervention

• Interventional
• Safety belts
• Clean indoor air (tobacco control)

• Infrastructural
• Disease control and prevention (e.g. 

International Health Regulations)
• Pharmaceutical regulation

• Incidental
• Tax law
• Drug control laws



Law Is a Crucial Site for Health 
Action

Law is 
cheap…

Law is all 
over the 
place…



Law can spread quickly



The Problem
Law is not developed, implemented and evaluated 
strategically or systematically. Typically, we don’t know:

• Whether and how it is working
• Whether it has side effects
• Where it has been adopted

?



We Can Use Law Strategically, 
Scientifically and Effectively

• We know law 
has powerful 
health effects 
because we 
have great 
science
– Tobacco control
– Road safety
– Alcohol control



And yet … NIH Legal 
Evaluation Funding
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2009: Making the Case for 
Laws that Improve Health

Six-year, $20 million 

RWJF national program



A Translational Strategy for a 
Cultural Problem

Use health language 
and concepts

Embody law in familiar 
health practice

Bring more health 
science back into law



Defining a field: public health 
law research

“The scientific study of the relation of law 
and legal practices to population health.”



PHLR as Normal Science



Consistent methods…

Defining the 
scope

Conducting 
background 

research

Developing 
coding 

questions

Collecting the 
law and 

creating the 
legal text

Coding the 
law

Publication 
and 

dissemination

Tracking and 
updating the 

law

Quality 
control

• Reduce research and 
coding time

• Produce reliable 
results with known 
error rate

• Reduce cost of 
updating

• Are trainable



The Paradigm Shift: Transforming 
Text of Law into Numerical data



Access to the Law and Legal 
Status and Trends



Policy Surveillance

Policy 
Surveillance

Creates 
legal data 

for 
evaluation

Supports 
diffusion 

of 
innovation

Allows 
stakehold

ers to  
track 

progress

Builds and 
supports 
workforce   

legal 
capacity

POLICY 
SURVEILLANCE

The ongoing 
systematic 

collection and 
analysis of laws 
of public health 

significance



Data and documentation



Research papers in top 
journals using the data



Naming, Ranking … 
Incentivizing



Naming, Ranking … 
Incentivizing



“Public Health Law Practice”

Public 
Health Law 
Practice

Counsel

Research

Represen-
tation



Plus “Legal Epidemiology”

Legal etiology

• The study of “incidental 
public health law” --laws 
and legal practices as 
causes of disease and 
disease risk

Policy 
surveillance

• The scientific tracking 
of policies important 
to health  Public 
access to legal 
information and data

Legal 
prevention 
and control

• The study and 
practice of 
interventional and 
infrastructural health 
law

The scientific 
study  and use of 
law as a factor in 

the cause, 
distribution and 
prevention of 
disease in a 
population



A Transdisciplinary Model



The Five Essential Public 
Health Law Services

Help Engaging 
Communities 
and Building 
Political Will

Expertise in 
Designing Legal 

Solutions 

Support for 
Enforcing and 

Defending Legal 
Solutions

Policy 
Surveillance and 

Evaluation

Access to 
Evidence and 

Expertise

Better Health Faster



Resources for Education

[European Edition]

[Your Name Here]



http://publichealthlawresearch.org/theory-methods

www.phlr.org



Resources for legal 
evaluation



Legal Mapping Training: 

www.LawAtlas.org
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