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The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services recognizes work as a core social
determinant of health (SDOH) as it influences income, housing, healthcare access,
and mental health.  The industry, stability, and quality of employment determine not
only exposure to physical and psychosocial hazards but also access to protective
resources like health insurance and paid leave.  Work is also tightly interconnected
with other SDOH to perpetuate and reproduce health inequities, calling more
attention to recognize it as a critical factor in shaping societal and individual health.
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In 2023, the total cost of
work injuries in the U.S. was

$176.5 billion
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To address health disparities resulting from employment inequity and occupational health risks, changing
workplace conditions can be more impactful than focusing on individual coping strategies.   Employment status,
industry, and occupation data should be systematically collected in health data systems to design targeted
interventions, such as identifying high-risk occupations during disease outbreaks.  Moreover, programs that
expand job leave protections (e.g. paid family and medical leave), HR policies that allow more predictability and
autonomy over work schedules, and workplace employment strategies that recognize and address
occupational segregation, discrimination, and barriers faced by people of color are crucial for closing the gaps
in health outcomes.

Labor markets in the U.S. remain stratified: underserved populations
such as people of color, women, and immigrants are disproportionately
sorted into lower-wage, lower-control, and more hazardous or
precarious occupations—a form of occupational segregation that
concentrates health risks.  These jobs often involve high physical
demands, exposure to chemicals or infectious agents, irregular hours,
limited protections, and reduced access to employer-sponsored
benefits such as health insurance and paid sick leave.  For instance,
Latino workers currently experience the highest workplace fatal injury
rate among all U.S. racial and ethnic groups as they are
overrepresented in some of the most dangerous occupations such as
farming, manufacturing, and construction. Structural drivers such as
historic discrimination, immigration policy, and unequal educational
opportunities sustain these employment disparities across racial and
ethnic groups, hence reproducing existing health inequities. 
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5 3 %  o f  H i s p a n i c  A m e r i c a n s  s u r v e y e d  s a y  t h a t  w o r k i n g  j o b s  w i t h  h i g h e r  h e a l t h
r i s k s  i s  t h e  t o p  f a c t o r  f o r  w o r s e  h e a l t h  o u t c o m e s  a m o n g  H i s p a n i c s  i n  t h e  U . S .
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Precarious employment marked by unstable contracts, lack of benefits, and low wages is increasingly common
across labor markets and are linked to elevated health risks.  These roles frequently fall to racial and ethnic
minorities, immigrants, and low-income workers.   Unemployment, too, has well-documented effects on mental
and physical health, including higher rates of depression, anxiety, hypertension, and cardiovascular disease.
Oftentimes, unemployment is also linked to lack of access to healthcare systems, income, and other SDOHs.
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Workplace conditions can expose individuals to a range of physical and
psychosocial hazards that lead to worse health outcomes. Physically
demanding tasks, such as heavy lifting, repetitive motion, or exposure
to harmful chemicals and noise are linked to injuries, disability, and
chronic illness. Psychosocial work stressors (low control, interpersonal
conflict, irregular or long work hours, and shift work) contribute to
elevated risks of cardiovascular disease, depression, and unhealthy
coping behaviors.   These stressors are often more sudden and severe in
occupations that offer little decision-making power, disproportionately
affecting workers with lower education and income levels. 
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