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Accessing the Law?



Using the law



Need for Legal Datasets

• Policy surveillance 
– Tracking laws over time
– Tracking laws across jurisdictions
– Examining legal provisions in a particular 

topic area



Need for Information on Law

• Policy Inventory
– What does the law say?
– How does the law impact my authority to act? 



BUILDING ACCESS AND 
UNDERSTANDING OF PUBLIC 
HEALTH LAW IN NEBRASKA



Theoretical Framework

Burris, Mays, Scutchfield, Ibrahim. 2012. Moving from intersection to integration: public health law 
research and public health systems and services research. Milbank Quarterly, Jun;90(2):375-408.



Study Aims

• Aim 1: To systematically collect and code state and 
local laws in Nebraska that govern the authority of 
public health agencies to perform essential public 
health services.

• Aim 2: To create an online policy surveillance 
system to readily access the laws that govern public 
health activities in Nebraska.



Study Aims

• Aim 3: To evaluate changes in perceptions of law and 
the use of law by the public health workforce in 
Nebraska as a result of using the online policy 
surveillance system. 

• Aim 4: To conduct an evaluation of the impact of a 
particular set of legal provisions on public health 
agency performance and population.



BUILDING THE NEBRASKA 
LAWATLAS SYSTEM



• Scope of Laws
– State and local law
– Not just topic 

specific, but larger 
authority to act

• Data Collection
– Nebraska team 

collected laws
– Temple team verifies

Methods: Data Collection



• Defining questions
– generalizability

• Data Coding in 
Workbench on 
LawAtlas.org

Methods: Coding Laws



Bodies of Law Covered
• Alcohol, Tobacco & Other 

Drugs

• Chronic Disease & Injury

• Environmental Health

• Foodborne Illness

• Structure & Governance

• Health Professions & 
Licensure

• Disasters & Emergencies

• Maternal Health, Children 
& Families

• Nutrition & Physical 
Activity

• Vital Statistics

• Mental & Behavioral 
Health

• Seniors & Aging

• Disabilities



NEBRASKA’S 
LAWATLAS SYSTEM

Available at:
www.lawatlas.org/nebraska



Local Level Laws



WORKFORCE ASSESSMENT



Baseline Workforce Assessment

• 155 respondents 

• Respondents were:

• staff (37%), program managers (34%) or 
executives (11%) 

• worked in the health department for less 
than 2 yrs (26%), 3-14 yrs (26%),15 yrs or 
more (27%)



Engaging with Public Health Law
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Frequent Public Health Law Issues

• Most frequent public health law issues:

• alcohol, tobacco and other drugs 

• health professions practice

• vital statistics and surveillance 

• chronic disease and injury



How often do you think about 
public health law?
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Workforce Assessment of 
Public Health Law
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Additional Resources Needed

• Requests for additional resources include: 
– online directory of laws (84%)
– in-person workshops (89%)
– live webinars (85%)
– online certificate program in public health law 

(74%)



6 month follow-up survey

• Survey currently in the field



EVALUATION OF LAW



Evaluation of PH Law

• Integration of legal dataset with existing 
surveillance data within the health 
department
– Clean indoor air laws with data on 

secondhand smoke exposure and 
infractions of the law



Implications

• Opportunities to improve awareness of law 
as a tool to advance health

• Critical thinking about updating the law

• Evaluation to generate evidence to 
support or refute laws
– Real time assessment



Next Steps

• Collaboration with: 
– ASTHO
– NACCHO
– NALBOH

• Opportunities for sharing methodology to 
advance a new area of research
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COMMENTARY AND 
DISCUSSION
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