
      
       

    
   

Hello everyone, my name is Luke Sampson and I am a CSTE applied epidemiology 
fellow at Washington state department of labor and industries in the SHARP program 
and today I have the pleasure of sharing my work looking into injury rates between 
employers with and without H-2A visa workers. 
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For those who aren’t familiar, the H-2A visa program supplies nonimmigrant visas for 
seasonal farm work. It was created in 1986 to fill labor demands without increasing 
the general population and in the past decade, the number of H-2A workers has 
nearly quadrupled. 

In 2020, just five states, accounted for more than 50% of all H-2A visas issued and 
Washington State accounted for 9.5% of all H-2A visas. 

Previous research suggests H-2A workers work longer hours and have non-work 
stressors that may influence their safety. And anecdotal evidence from labor 
organizations document H-2A workers being subject to exploitation from employers. 
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These graphs show a breakdown of the amount of full time equivalent workers in 
each agricultural industry sector split between employers with and without H-2A visa 
workers. Orchards employed the most workers in employers with and without H-2A 
visa workers. Noticeably, there were more FTE workers in the Hop and Mint Farms 
that employed H-2A visa workers compared to the Hop and Mint Farms that did not. 
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Because we can’t tell in an individual claim if someone is an H-2A worker or not, our 
research question for this project was interested in investigating if there were any 
differences in workers compensation claim rates between agricultural employers who 
applied for H-2A workers versus those who did not. 
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We used two data sources for our analysis. We used the publicly available H-2A visa 
application data from the department of labor and we also used Washington State 
workers compensation claims data, which collects data from our single-payer system 
for workers compensation insurance, known as the state fund. 

We matched these two data sources using employer names and addresses. And we 
successfully matched 95% of employers, which accounted for 92% of certified H-2A 
workers in the state. 
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So what did we find? Among State Fund employers, rates of medical only workers 
compensation claims were significantly higher in H-2A visa employers compared to 
those who did not apply for H-2A workers. The rate of injury was 67% higher in H-2A 
employers. 

Interestingly, we observed a null effect when we looked at State Fund workers 
compensation claims that resulted in wage replacement. The rate of injury was 
similar in the H-2A employers. 
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Among state fund employers, the median cost of medical only claims was similar 
between groups; however, the median claim cost for wage replacement claims in H-
2A employers was nearly half that of the not h2a employers. 
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When we stratified by specific agricultural industries, Orchards, Hop and Mint Farms, 
Vineyards, and Livestock Farms that employed H-2A workers had significantly higher 
rates of injury than their industry counterparts who did not employ H-2A workers. 

Interestingly, the other agricultural industries had no significant difference in the 
injury rates. 
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When we stratified rates by specific accident types, rates of exposure to caustic, 
noxious, or allergenic substances, falls to lower levels, and bodily reaction accidents 
were significantly higher among H-2A employers. 

Repetitive motion claims were more common in non H-2A employers. 

Bodily reactions are defined as “ a single incident that causes stress on the body, 
bending twisting spraining muscle from a single incident”. 
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So what does this all mean? Higher medical only claims rates and similar wage 
replacement claims rates may be due to H-2A employers shifting possible wage 
replacement claims to medical only claims through light duty work opportunities. 
Additionally, the similar wage replacement claims rates may be from how the H-2A 
program functions and the power dynamics between employer, worker, and financial 
stability. 

For example, underreporting may be more prevalent in H-2A workers because they 
are scared to report injuries. Because employers grade H-2A workers at the end of 
each season, there is immense pressure for H-2A workers to continue working by any 
means, and workers often want to work for full pay through injuries while in the 
United States. 

In addition to these complex power dynamics between employers and H-2A workers, 
wage replacement claims rates may be lower because of limited knowledge or 
education of the workers compensation system or lower wages. 

These possible causes of lower wage replacement rates are exemplified when we 
look at the median cost of wage replacement claims among H-2A employers. These 
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lower costs are an indicator of differential amounts of underreporting, lower wages, 
and increased pressure to continue working. 
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Knowing specific agricultural industry rates may help identify areas of intervention, 
for example, H-2A employers in industries with increased rates may benefit from 
language appropriate safety training. In addition, we noticed acute injury types being 
more common in H-2A employers. 
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And if you’d like to contact me to hear more about this research please feel free to 
reach out via email. Thank you! 
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