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School: ATEC – Live Courses 
Course: Toward an Equitable System of Compensation – The National Commission 
on State Workmen’s Compensation Laws 
Faculty: Jennifer Wolf, President and CEO, Minnesota Workers Compensation 
Insurers Association, Inc (MWCIA) 

Abbie Hudgens, Administrator, Tennessee Bureau of Workers' 
Compensation (retired) 

Alan Pierce, Attorney, Pierce, Pierce & Napolitano 
Hon. Timothy W. Conner, Presiding Judge, Tennessee Workers’ 

Compensation Appeals Board 
John Ruser, President, Insights Into Comp LLC 

 
 
Summary 
In the panel discussion moderated by Jennifer Wolf, president and CEO of the 
Minnesota Workers Compensation Insurers Association, experts delved into the 
historical and contemporary relevance of the National Commission on State Workmen’s 
Compensation Laws report, published in 1972. The discussion highlighted the 
foundational objectives of the report, the progress made since its publication, and the 
ongoing challenges in achieving an equitable workers' compensation system. 
 
Jennifer Wolf introduced the panelists: John Ruser, president and CEO of the Workers' 
Compensation Research Institute; Abbie Hudgens, former administrator of the 
Tennessee Bureau of Workers' Compensation; Alan Pierce, a practicing attorney 
specializing in workers' compensation; and Judge Timothy Conner, presiding judge for 
the Tennessee Workers Compensation Appeals Board. Each panelist brought unique 
perspectives to the conversation, reflecting their diverse backgrounds in economics, 
regulation, law, and adjudication. 
 
The panel began by discussing the historical context of the National Commission's 
formation. Abbie Hudgens provided a detailed overview, explaining that the lack of a 
federal response to industrial accidents in the early 20th century led to the 
establishment of state-level workers' compensation laws. This state-centric approach 
persisted until the 1960s when a renewed sense of urgency around occupational safety 
and workers' compensation led to the formation of the National Commission as part of 
the Occupational Safety and Health Act of 1970. 
 
Judge Timothy Conner elaborated on the conditions in the 1960s that spurred the 
Commission's formation, noting the inadequacies in state systems where injured 
workers often received benefits below the poverty level. This, combined with the 
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broader social justice movements of the time, highlighted the need for comprehensive 
reform. 
 
John Ruser explained the composition of the Commission, emphasizing its bipartisan 
nature and the broad representation from state agencies, businesses, insurers, labor, 
and the general public. The Commission's report, produced in just over a year, was 
notable for its thoroughness and the consensus it achieved among its diverse members. 
 
The Commission's report outlined five major objectives for a modern workers' 
compensation system: broad coverage for work-related injuries and diseases, 
substantial protection against income interruption, provision of adequate medical care 
and rehabilitation services, encouragement of workplace safety, and an effective 
delivery system for benefits and services. These objectives laid the foundation for the 
report's 84 recommendations, 19 of which were deemed essential. 
 
Alan Pierce discussed the challenges the Commission faced in gathering data and 
achieving consensus. Despite these difficulties, the Commission's findings were 
unequivocal: state workers' compensation systems were inadequate and inequitable, 
with significant variations in benefits and coverage. The report catalyzed legislative 
activity at the state level, leading to improvements in coverage, benefit adequacy, and 
safety incentives. 
 
The panelists reflected on the progress made since the report's publication. Abbie 
Hudgens highlighted improvements in benefit calculations tied to average weekly 
wages, while Alan Pierce noted the expanded coverage of occupational diseases and 
the improved efficiency of claims adjudication. Judge Conner pointed to advances in the 
inclusion of previously exempt worker categories, such as those in the gig economy and 
agricultural sectors. 
 
Despite these advancements, the panelists acknowledged ongoing challenges, including 
the complexity of the system, the erosion of benefits due to cost containment 
measures, and the need for continued federal oversight to ensure state compliance with 
minimum standards. 
 
In conclusion, the panelists emphasized the enduring relevance of the National 
Commission's report. It serves as a critical benchmark for evaluating the effectiveness 
and equity of workers' compensation systems. By studying the report and its objectives, 
today's professionals can better understand the foundational principles of workers' 
compensation and work towards continuous improvement in serving injured workers. 
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Learning Objectives 
1. Understand the historical context and significance of the National Commission on 

State Workmen’s Compensation Laws. 
2. Identify the five major objectives outlined by the National Commission for a 

modern workers' compensation system. 
3. Analyze the recommendations made by the National Commission and their 

relevance to current workers' compensation systems. 
4. Evaluate the progress made by state workers' compensation systems since the 

National Commission's report. 
5. Discuss the ongoing challenges and areas for improvement in achieving an 

equitable workers' compensation system. 
 
Primary Takeaways 

1. The National Commission on State Workmen’s Compensation Laws set 
foundational objectives for a fair and effective workers' compensation system, 
which remain relevant today. 

2. Despite improvements, there are still significant variations and inequities in state 
workers' compensation systems. 

3. The Commission’s report catalyzed changes at the state level, particularly in 
expanding coverage and increasing benefit adequacy. 

4. Modern challenges such as the gig economy and misclassification of workers 
continue to test the principles outlined by the Commission. 

5. Ongoing dialogue and reforms are necessary to ensure workers' compensation 
systems meet the evolving needs of workers and employers. 

 
 
Course Outline 
 
1) Historical Context and Significance 

a) Background of the National Commission 
b) Key Events Leading to the Commission's Formation 
c) Overview of the Commission's Report 

 
2) Objectives of a Modern Workers' Compensation System 

a) Broad Coverage for Work-Related Injuries and Diseases 
b) Substantial Protection Against Income Interruption 
c) Provision of Medical Care and Rehabilitation Services 
d) Encouragement of Safety through Employer Incentives 
e) Effective Delivery System for Benefits and Services 

 
3) Recommendations and Their Impact 
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a) Summary of Key Recommendations 
b) State-Level Reforms Post-Commission Report 
c) Analysis of Progress in Coverage and Benefit Adequacy 

 
4) Current Challenges and Areas for Improvement 

a) Variations and Inequities in State Systems 
b) Impact of the Gig Economy and Worker Misclassification 
c) Legal and Administrative Barriers 
d) Need for Ongoing Reforms 

 
5) Future Directions for Workers' Compensation Systems 

a) Lessons from the National Commission 
b) Strategies for Achieving Equity and Efficiency 
c) Role of Stakeholders in Driving Change 

 
NOTE: Artificial Intelligence was used in the creation of this document. 


