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CALIFORNIA LABOR CODE SECTION 3600(A)(10): THE 
POST-TERMINATION DEFENSE IN WORKERS' 
COMPENSATION 
This report explains a rule in California law that can block workers' compensation benefits when you file a 
claim after losing your job. It covers how the rule works, what exceptions exist, and what steps you can take to 
protect your rights. This report covers physical injuries, gradual injuries that develop over time, and mental 
health injuries, each of which follows different rules. 

--- 

Part 1: What Is the Post-Termination Defense? 
This section explains the basic rule that employers use to try to block workers' compensation claims filed after 
an employee is fired or laid off. 

The Basic Rule 

The post-termination defense is a rule found in California Labor Code § 3600(a)(10) 
(https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-2/chapter-2/article-1/section-3600/). It says that 
if you file a workers' compensation claim after you receive notice that you are being terminated (fired) or laid 
off, and your injury happened before that notice, your claim may be blocked unless you can prove that certain 
exceptions apply. 

In simple terms, the law was created in 1993 to prevent people from filing fake or revenge-based injury claims 
just because they were angry about losing their job. However, the law also includes important exceptions that 
allow many legitimate claims to go forward. 

Two Things the Employer Must Prove First 

Before this defense can apply, your employer must prove two facts: 

● Your claim was filed after you received notice of termination or layoff. This means the employer gave 
you official notice that your job was ending before you filed your workers' compensation paperwork. 

● Your injury happened before the notice of termination or layoff. This means the employer claims you 
were already hurt before you were told you were losing your job. 

The employer must prove both of these facts by what the law calls a preponderance of the evidence — 
meaning it is more likely true than not true. If the employer cannot prove both facts, the defense fails and your 
claim moves forward. Cal. Lab. Code § 5705 (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-
4/chapter-5/section-5705/) confirms that this defense is an affirmative defense, which means the employer 
carries the burden of proving it. 

What Counts as "Notice of Termination or Layoff" 

The law covers terminations initiated by the employer and layoffs, including voluntary layoffs (where you 
choose to be included in a company-wide reduction). However, it does not cover situations where you 
voluntarily quit your job. In CJS Co. v. WCAB (Fong), the California Court of Appeal held that "voluntary layoff" 
means choosing to participate in an employer-initiated layoff program — it does not mean the same thing as 
resigning on your own. If you resigned voluntarily, this defense generally does not apply to you. 

Important: If you quit your job before filing a workers' compensation claim, the post-termination 
defense typically cannot be used against you. This is a meaningful distinction that may affect your 
strategy. 

What This Defense Does Not Cover 

The post-termination defense under § 3600(a)(10) does not apply to mental health or psychiatric injury claims. 
Those claims follow a separate set of rules under Cal. Lab. Code § 3208.3(e) 
(https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-1/chapter-1/section-3208-3/), which is 
discussed later in this report. 

--- 



Part 2: The Four Exceptions That Can Overcome the Defense 
Even if your employer proves the two basic facts needed for the post-termination defense, you can still 
receive benefits if you prove that at least one of four exceptions applies. 

Exception 1: Your Employer Already Knew About Your Injury 

Under Cal. Lab. Code § 3600(a)(10)(A) (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-
2/chapter-2/article-1/section-3600/), the defense does not apply if your employer had notice of the injury 
before giving you notice of termination or layoff. "Notice" here means that someone with authority at your 
workplace — such as a supervisor, manager, or HR representative — knew about your injury or work-related 
symptoms. 

● You do not need to use legal language or say you plan to file a claim. Simply telling your supervisor 
about your pain or symptoms related to work may be enough. 

● Notice to a regular coworker alone is generally not sufficient. It must reach someone in a supervisory or 
managerial role. 

● The notice must come before you receive termination notice. Notice given afterward does not count 
under this exception. 

Exception 2: Your Medical Records Already Showed the Injury 

Under Cal. Lab. Code § 3600(a)(10)(B) (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-
2/chapter-2/article-1/section-3600/), the defense does not apply if your medical records created before the 
termination notice contain evidence of the injury. The records do not need to say the injury was caused by 
work. They only need to show that the injury itself existed. 

● Examples include doctor visit notes describing pain, diagnostic imaging results, physical therapy 
records, or prescriptions for pain-related treatment. 

● The records must have existed before the date you received termination or layoff notice. Records 
created after that date do not qualify. 

Exception 3: Specific Injury Between Notice and Actual Termination Date 

Under Cal. Lab. Code § 3600(a)(10)(C) (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-
2/chapter-2/article-1/section-3600/), if you suffered a specific injury — meaning a single incident or event, as 
defined by Cal. Lab. Code § 3208.1(a) (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-
1/chapter-1/section-3208-1/) — that happened after you received the notice but before your actual last day of 
work, the defense does not apply. The date of injury for specific injuries is the date the incident happened, as 
stated in Cal. Lab. Code § 5411 (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-1/chapter-
5/article-2/section-5411/). 

Exception 4: Cumulative Trauma Date of Injury After Termination Notice 

Under Cal. Lab. Code § 3600(a)(10)(D) (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-
2/chapter-2/article-1/section-3600/), the defense does not apply if the date of injury under Cal. Lab. Code § 
5412 (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-1/chapter-5/article-2/section-5412/) falls 
after the date you received notice. This exception applies to cumulative trauma injuries — injuries that develop 
gradually over time from repeated work activities. Understanding how § 5412 sets the "date of injury" is 
critical, and is explained in the next Part. 

Note: You only need to prove one of these four exceptions. You do not need to prove all four. 

--- 

Part 3: How "Date of Injury" Works for Cumulative Trauma Claims 
This section explains how the law determines when a gradual injury officially "happened." This concept is 
central to overcoming the post-termination defense. 

What Is Cumulative Trauma? 

A cumulative trauma injury (also called an occupational disease) is an injury that develops gradually over time 
from repeated work activities rather than from a single event. Examples include carpal tunnel syndrome from 
typing, back pain from repeated lifting, hearing loss from loud machinery, and breathing problems from 
chemical exposure. These injuries are defined in Cal. Lab. Code § 3208.1(b) 
(https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-1/chapter-1/section-3208-1/). 



The Two-Part Test Under Section 5412 

Cal. Lab. Code § 5412 (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-1/chapter-5/article-
2/section-5412/) says the date of injury for cumulative trauma is the date when both of the following are true at 
the same time: 

● You first suffered a disability. This means you experienced an actual physical limitation, needed medical 
treatment, or lost the ability to earn wages — not just minor aches or discomfort. As explained in City of 
Fresno v. WCAB, 163 Cal. App. 3d 467 (3d Dist. 1985), merely knowing you have symptoms is not 
enough; you must have a real impairment. 

● You knew, or reasonably should have known, that the disability was caused by your work. This is the 
knowledge element. Courts have generally held that until a doctor tells you your condition is related to 
your job, you typically are not "charged" with knowing the cause. City of Fresno states: "an employee 
clearly may be held to be aware that his or her disability was caused by the employment when so 
advised by a physician. Generally, until he receives such medical advice, he is not chargeable with 
knowledge of his condition and its relation to his work." 

Why This Matters for Post-Termination Claims 

Many workers do not see a doctor about gradually worsening symptoms until after they lose their jobs. When 
the first medical evaluation confirming that your condition is work-related happens after your termination, the 
"date of injury" under § 5412 falls after the termination notice. This means the § 3600(a)(10)(D) exception 
applies, and the post-termination defense cannot block your claim. 

As one legal analysis describes it: "while post-termination CT claims are generally denied at the outset due to 
a lack of medical evidence of any injuries, this defense is rather easily overcome by applicants['] attorneys 
who know the law." Bradford & Barthel, How the CT Doctrine Undermines the Post-Termination Defense 
(2023) (https://bradfordbarthel.com/2023/09/01/analysis-how-the-ct-doctrine-undermines-the-post-termination-
defense/). 

Knowledge of Work-Causation vs. Knowledge of Legal Rights 

In Travelers Indemnity Co. v. WCAB (Zeber), 74 Cal. App. 5th 294 (4th Dist. 2025) 
(https://law.justia.com/cases/california/court-of-appeal/4th/74/294.html), the Fourth District Court of Appeal 
made an important clarification: knowing that you have the right to file a workers' compensation claim is not 
the same as knowing your disability was caused by work. The court stated that "awareness of a right to file a 
workers' compensation claim is different from knowledge that a disability was caused by a present or prior 
employment." This means the date of injury depends on when you learned the medical connection to your job 
— not when you learned about the workers' compensation system. 

Important: If a doctor first tells you after your termination that your condition is work-related, that 
medical appointment may set your official date of injury after the termination notice, which can 
defeat the post-termination defense. 

--- 

Part 4: Who Must Prove What — Burden of Proof Rules 
This section explains who is responsible for proving each part of the post-termination defense argument and 
what standard of proof applies. 

The Employer Goes First 

Under Cal. Lab. Code § 5705 (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-4/chapter-
5/section-5705/), the post-termination defense is an affirmative defense. This means the employer must raise 
it and prove it. Specifically, the employer must show by a preponderance of the evidence: 

● That you filed your claim after receiving notice of termination or layoff 

● That your injury happened before that notice 

The employer must present actual evidence — documents, testimony, or records — to prove these facts. 
General statements or assumptions are not enough. In Donald Klinicke v. WCAB, ADJ17633031 (WCAB 
Panel Decision, Feb. 2025) (https://www.dir.ca.gov/wcab/Panel-Decisions-2025/Donald-KLINICKE-
ADJ17633031.pdf), the Workers' Compensation Appeals Board found that the employer "did not present any 
documentary evidence or testimony regarding notice of termination" and therefore "did not meet its burden of 
affirmatively establishing that applicant's claim was filed after notice of termination." The defense was 
rejected. 



Then the Burden Shifts to You 

If the employer does prove both facts, the burden shifts to you, the employee. You must then prove by a 
preponderance of the evidence that at least one of the four exceptions described in Part 2 applies. The statute 
states: "no compensation shall be paid unless the employee demonstrates by a preponderance of the 
evidence that one or more of the following conditions apply." Cal. Lab. Code § 3600(a)(10) 
(https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-2/chapter-2/article-1/section-3600/). 

You only need to prove one exception. If you succeed, your claim can proceed. 

Special Rules for Cumulative Trauma Knowledge 

When the dispute is about when you knew your disability was caused by work, the burden of proof depends 
on who is making the claim about timing: 

● If the employer argues you knew about work-causation before termination, the employer must prove that 
earlier knowledge date. City of Fresno v. WCAB, 163 Cal. App. 3d 467 (3d Dist. 1985), confirms that "the 
burden of proving that the employee knew or should have known rests with the employer." 

● If you argue that you did not learn about work-causation until after termination, you should be prepared 
to show that no earlier medical records or other facts establish you had that knowledge sooner. 

What "Preponderance of the Evidence" Means 

Preponderance of the evidence is the standard of proof used in workers' compensation cases. It means 
"evidence that, when weighed with that opposed to it, has more convincing force and the greater probability of 
truth." In everyday terms, the side whose evidence is more believable — even slightly — wins on that issue. 

Critical: Employers cannot rely on vague arguments or missing records to win the post-termination 
defense. They must present real evidence. If you are an employee, make sure to gather and 
preserve all relevant documents, including medical records and communications with your 
employer about your condition. 

--- 

Part 5: Psychiatric Injury Claims — A Separate Framework 
This section explains the different rules that apply when a workers' compensation claim involves a mental 
health or psychiatric injury filed after termination. 

Why Psychiatric Claims Are Treated Differently 

Cal. Lab. Code § 3600(a)(10) (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-2/chapter-
2/article-1/section-3600/) specifically states that psychiatric injuries are not covered by its rules. Instead, 
psychiatric injury claims filed after termination follow Cal. Lab. Code § 3208.3(e) 
(https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-1/chapter-1/section-3208-3/). The legislature 
recognized that mental health injuries involve different kinds of proof and different complexities, so they 
created a separate framework. 

The Higher Causation Standard 

Under Cal. Lab. Code § 3208.3(b)(1) (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-
1/chapter-1/section-3208-3/), you must prove that actual events at work were the predominant cause of your 
psychiatric injury — meaning work was responsible for more than 50 percent of the total cause when 
compared to all other causes combined (such as personal stress, family issues, or pre-existing mental health 
conditions). This is a higher standard than for physical injuries, where work only needs to be a contributing 
cause. 

For post-termination psychiatric claims specifically, you must meet this predominant-cause standard and 
prove at least one of five exceptions listed in § 3208.3(e). 

The Five Exceptions for Psychiatric Claims 

Exception 1 — Sudden and Extraordinary Events. Your psychiatric injury was caused by sudden and unusual 
events at work that go beyond normal workplace stress. Examples include workplace violence, witnessing a 
serious accident, or being threatened with physical harm. Routine job stress or being fired does not qualify by 
itself. Fisher Phillips, Workers' Compensation Psyche Claims 



(https://www.fisherphillips.com/a/web/ewoKpTtDor4Kq2SbtqcHoV/does-cruella-de-vil-need-some-couch-time-
work-comp-psyche-claims-continue-to-challenge-carriers-and-their-insureds.pdf). 

Exception 2 — Employer Had Notice of the Psychiatric Injury. Your employer knew about your psychiatric 
condition before giving you notice of termination. This is similar to Exception 1 under § 3600(a)(10)(A), but for 
psychiatric claims, the employer must have been aware of mental health symptoms — not just general 
workplace complaints. 

Exception 3 — Pre-Termination Medical Records Show Treatment. Your medical records from before the 
termination notice contain evidence of treatment for the psychiatric injury. This requires more than a note 
about stress; it means documented therapy, psychiatric medication, or formal mental health treatment. 

Exception 4 — Finding of Sexual or Racial Harassment. Any official decision-maker — a court, administrative 
agency, or arbitrator — has found that you were subjected to sexual or racial harassment. If such a finding 
exists, the post-termination defense cannot block your psychiatric claim. 

Exception 5 — Date of Injury After Termination Notice. Evidence shows that your date of injury under Cal. 
Lab. Code § 5411 (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-1/chapter-5/article-2/section-
5411/) or § 5412 (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-1/chapter-5/article-2/section-
5412/) falls after you received termination notice but before your actual last day of work. 

Note: The psychiatric claim framework is narrower in some ways (requiring predominant cause and 
documented treatment) but broader in others (including harassment and sudden-event exceptions 
not found in § 3600(a)(10)). 

--- 

Part 6: Recent Court Decisions (2025) 
This section covers key recent decisions that show how courts and the WCAB are currently applying the post-
termination defense. 

Klinicke v. WCAB (2025) — Employer Must Present Real Evidence 

In Donald Klinicke v. WCAB, ADJ17633031 (WCAB Panel Decision, Feb. 2025) 
(https://www.dir.ca.gov/wcab/Panel-Decisions-2025/Donald-KLINICKE-ADJ17633031.pdf), the worker had 
shoulder surgery on April 5, 2022, and was evaluated by a Qualified Medical Evaluator (QME) — a neutral 
doctor selected through a state process — on August 14, 2023. The QME confirmed the injury was caused by 
work. The employer claimed termination occurred around April 5, 2023, but presented no termination letter, no 
employer witness testimony, and no other documentation. 

The WCAB panel ruled that the employer failed to meet its burden of proving the defense. The panel also 
found that even if termination had been proven, the § 5412 date of injury was August 14, 2023 (the QME 
evaluation date), which fell after the alleged termination. The defense failed on both grounds. 

Juarez v. WCAB (2025) — Defense Failed on Cumulative Trauma Exception 

In Alda Juarez v. WCAB, ADJ13577596 (WCAB Panel Decision, Aug. 2025) 
(https://www.dir.ca.gov/wcab/Panel-Decisions-2025/Alda-JUAREZ-ADJ13577596.pdf), the worker filed a back 
injury cumulative trauma claim. The WCAB found that the employer "failed to show that the exception to the 
post-termination defense under Labor Code Section 3600(a)(10)(D) does not apply." The claim was allowed to 
proceed. 

Travelers Indemnity Co. v. WCAB (Zeber) (2025) — Clarifying Date of Injury 

In Travelers Indemnity Co. v. WCAB (Zeber), 74 Cal. App. 5th 294 (4th Dist. 2025) 
(https://law.justia.com/cases/california/court-of-appeal/4th/74/294.html), a former professional athlete filed a 
cumulative trauma claim decades after retirement. The trial court set the date of injury as when the worker first 
learned he could file a California workers' compensation claim. The Fourth District Court of Appeal rejected 
this approach. 

The court held that knowing you can file a claim is not the same as knowing your disability was caused by 
work. The § 5412 date of injury turns on when you knew (or should have known) the medical connection 
between your condition and your job — not when you learned about the legal system. The case was sent 
back for proper determination of when the worker first had both disability and knowledge of work-causation. 



Important: These 2025 decisions confirm that employers must present real documentary evidence 
to use the post-termination defense, and that the date-of-injury analysis under § 5412 focuses on 
medical knowledge of work-causation — not legal awareness. 

--- 

Part 7: Arguments For and Against the Defense 
This section summarizes the main arguments each side can make when the post-termination defense is 
raised. 

Arguments Employers May Use 
● The statute is clear. The plain language of Cal. Lab. Code § 3600(a)(10) 

(https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-2/chapter-2/article-1/section-3600/) says 
"no compensation shall be paid unless" exceptions are proven. The default is no benefits. 

● Timing suggests retaliation. When a worker files a claim shortly after being fired with no prior report of 
injury, employers may argue the claim is motivated by anger about the termination rather than a genuine 
injury. 

● No contemporaneous reporting. If the worker never mentioned pain, never requested modified duties, 
and never sought medical treatment while employed, the employer may argue this shows no disability 
existed before termination. 

● Post-termination medical opinions may be less reliable. Employers may argue that medical evaluations 
conducted after termination and in the context of a legal claim may be influenced by the litigation itself. 

Arguments Employees May Use 
● Section 5412 sets the date of injury after termination in most cumulative trauma cases. When the first 

doctor to confirm work-causation does so after termination, the date of injury under § 5412 falls after 
termination notice, and the § 3600(a)(10)(D) exception applies. This argument is supported by Travelers 
Indemnity Co. v. WCAB (Zeber), 74 Cal. App. 5th 294 (4th Dist. 2025) 
(https://law.justia.com/cases/california/court-of-appeal/4th/74/294.html). 

● Workers typically do not recognize work-causation without a doctor. Until a physician tells a worker that 
their condition is caused by work, the worker generally is not considered to "know" the cause under § 
5412. See City of Fresno v. WCAB, 163 Cal. App. 3d 467 (3d Dist. 1985). 

● Pre-termination medical records show the injury. Any doctor visits, prescriptions, imaging, or therapy 
notes from before termination that document symptoms satisfy the § 3600(a)(10)(B) exception — even 
without mentioning work-causation. 

● The employer already knew. If a worker reported symptoms to a supervisor or HR before termination, the 
§ 3600(a)(10)(A) exception applies. 

● California law favors worker recovery. Workers' compensation is a no-fault system designed to protect 
injured workers. Blocking legitimate claims based on when they are filed undermines this purpose. 

Note: These arguments vary in strength depending on the specific facts of your case. The strongest 
employee argument in cumulative trauma cases is usually that the § 5412 date of injury falls after 
termination because the first medical confirmation of work-causation occurred post-separation. 

--- 

Part 8: Multiple Employer Claims and Retaliation Protections 
This section addresses two additional areas that often arise in post-termination claims: cases involving more 
than one employer and protections against employer retaliation. 

Multiple Employer Liability Under Section 5500.5 

When a cumulative trauma injury develops over years of work for different employers, Cal. Lab. Code § 
5500.5(a) (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-2/chapter-2/article-1/section-3600/) 
limits liability to the employers who employed you during the one-year period immediately before either: (1) 
the date of injury under § 5412, or (2) the last date you were exposed to the harmful conditions — whichever 
comes first. Sullivan on Comp, Liability for Cumulative Trauma Injury Under LC 5500.5 
(https://www.sullivanattorneys.com/blog/liability-for-cumulative-trauma-injury-under-lc-5500.5/). 

This creates a direct connection to the post-termination defense. If your date of injury under § 5412 is set after 
termination (for example, when a doctor first confirms work-causation), then the one-year lookback period is 



measured from that date. This determines which employers and their insurance companies are responsible 
for your benefits. 

Different employers may have different interests in this calculation. Your most recent employer may try to 
push the date of injury earlier to escape liability. Earlier employers may try to push it later to include more 
employers and spread the cost. The date-of-injury determination therefore affects not just whether you receive 
benefits, but who pays for them. 

Protection Against Retaliation Under Section 132a 

Cal. Lab. Code § 132a (https://www.shouselaw.com/ca/workerscomp/retaliation/labor-code-132a/) makes it 
illegal for an employer to fire you, threaten you, or discriminate against you because you filed a workers' 
compensation claim or said you planned to file one. If your employer violates this rule, you may receive 
increased compensation of up to $10,000, plus costs, and you may be entitled to reinstatement to your job. 

The post-termination defense and anti-retaliation protection interact in an important way. If your employer fired 
you specifically to prevent you from collecting workers' compensation, that retaliation could itself undermine 
the employer's use of the post-termination defense. In Lee v. WCAB (Sheppard), ADJ12683274 (WCAB Panel 
Decision, 2022) (https://www.dir.ca.gov/wcab/Panel-Decisions-2022/Lee-SHEPPARD-ADJ12683274.pdf), the 
WCAB found that a proposed disciplinary action did not constitute "notice of termination" because no actual 
notice of termination was ever issued — the worker resigned before final action. 

Critical: If you believe you were fired because you reported a workplace injury or indicated you 
would file a claim, you may have both a workers' compensation claim and a separate retaliation 
claim under § 132a. Document everything — emails, text messages, conversations — related to 
your injury report and your termination. 

--- 

Part 9: Evidence Requirements and Practical Steps 
This section provides guidance on what evidence matters most and what steps to take whether you are an 
employer or an injured worker. 

What Counts as Strong Evidence 

Medical evidence in workers' compensation cases must meet the substantial medical evidence standard. 
Under Cal. Lab. Code § 4628 (https://law.justia.com/codes/california/code-lab/division-4/part-2/chapter-
2/article-1/section-3600/), a medical opinion is considered substantial evidence when it: (1) is based on 
reasonable medical probability, (2) relies on relevant facts and an adequate examination, (3) explains its 
reasoning, and (4) is not speculative. 

Evidence is generally valued in this order: 

● Strongest: Written records created at or near the time of the event — incident reports, medical visit 
notes, emails about symptoms, accommodation requests, and termination notices with specific dates. 

● Strong: Medical records created shortly after termination that describe pre-termination symptoms (for 
example, "patient reports back pain that began during work three weeks ago"). 

● Moderate: Opinions from Qualified Medical Evaluators or Agreed Medical Evaluators addressing the 
date-of-injury question. 

● Weaker but relevant: Circumstantial evidence such as the timing between termination and claim filing, or 
the absence of pre-termination reporting. 

Practical Steps for Injured Workers 
1. Keep all medical records. Save every doctor visit note, prescription, imaging result, or therapy record 
— especially any created before your termination. 

2. Document communications with your employer. Save emails, text messages, letters, or notes of 
conversations where you mentioned pain, symptoms, or work restrictions to a supervisor or HR. 

3. See a doctor promptly after termination. If you have symptoms you believe are work-related, get a 
medical evaluation as soon as possible. The doctor's written opinion about work-causation may set your 
official date of injury. 

4. Get legal help early. A workers' compensation attorney can help you identify which exceptions apply 
and build your case before the employer raises the defense. 



Practical Steps for Employers 
1. Document the termination. Keep a written record of the termination notice date, the reason for 
termination, and the effective date. Without this documentation, the defense may fail entirely, as seen in 
Klinicke v. WCAB (2025). 

2. Review pre-termination records. Check whether incident reports, medical records, modified duty 
assignments, or supervisor notes exist that show the employee reported symptoms before termination. 

3. Depose the worker early. Ask detailed questions about when symptoms started, when the worker first 
believed the condition was work-related, and whether the worker sought medical treatment while 
employed. 

4. Retain a medical evaluator. Have a QME review all records and provide an opinion on when disability 
and knowledge of work-causation first occurred. 

5. Plead the defense in your answer. You must raise the post-termination defense in your answer to the 
application for adjudication. Failing to raise it may waive the defense. 

Important: Whether you are an employer or an injured worker, the outcome of a post-termination 
defense case usually depends on the quality of the evidence, not just the legal arguments. 
Thorough documentation before and after termination is the most important factor. 

--- 
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California Labor Code Section 3600(a)(10) Post-Termination Defense: Comprehensive Legal Analysis and 
Strategic Framework 

I. Executive Summary 

The post-termination defense under California Labor Code Section 3600(a)(10) presents a significant but 
substantially attenuated barrier to workers' compensation recovery for employees who file claims after 
employment separation. Enacted in 1993 to prevent fraudulent and retaliatory claims filed in reaction to 
termination or layoff, the statute has evolved through legislative amendment and case law development into a 
defense that operates with meaningful limitations, particularly for cumulative trauma and occupational disease 
claims. This report analyzes the statutory framework, controls the evidentiary standards and burden allocation 
mechanics, examines cumulative trauma claims under Labor Code Section 5412, addresses psychiatric injury 
claims under the distinct framework of Labor Code Section 3208.3(e), and provides strategic guidance for 
both defending and overcoming this affirmative defense. 

Key Findings: The defense operates as a medium-strength barrier that requires employer-defendants to 
establish two foundational facts by a preponderance of the evidence: (1) that the claim was filed after notice of 
termination or layoff, and (2) that the alleged injury occurred prior to notice of termination.[1][7][30] Once 
these facts are established, the burden shifts to the employee to demonstrate by preponderance of evidence 
that one or more statutory exceptions apply.[1][4] The practical enforceability of the defense varies 
significantly depending on injury type. For specific traumatic injuries occurring on identifiable dates, the 
defense presents meaningful obstacle to recovery unless pre-termination employer knowledge or medical 
records exist. For cumulative trauma claims, the defense encounters substantial practical difficulty because the 
Labor Code Section 5412 definition of "date of injury"-the date when an employee first suffers disability and 
knows or reasonably should know the disability is work-related-frequently situates the operative date after 
employment termination, particularly when medical evaluation triggering causation awareness occurs post-
separation.[4][5] Psychiatric injury claims occupy an intermediate category, subject to a distinct statutory 
framework under Section 3208.3(e) that imposes additional causation requirements (predominant cause 
standard) but provides five specific exceptions, several of which overlap with but are not identical to Section 
3600(a)(10) exceptions. 

Strategic Implications: Employers and insurers defending post-termination claims should prioritize immediate 
and thorough factual investigation, including documentation of termination notice dates, pre-termination 
medical and HR records, worker statements regarding symptom onset timing, and contemporaneous reporting 
patterns. Defense weakness typically emerges not from statutory interpretation but from inadequate 
evidentiary development-failure to produce termination documentation, inability to disprove pre-termination 
employer knowledge, or insufficient factual record establishing causation timing. Conversely, employees and 
their counsel should recognize that post-termination claims remain viable in substantial majority of cases 
where medical evaluation post-termination establishes the operative date of injury, where any pre-termination 
notice or medical evidence exists, or where the injury type qualifies for Section 5412 exception analysis. 

II. Statutory Architecture and Framework 

The Post-Termination Defense: Statutory Text and Structure 

Labor Code Section 3600(a)(10) establishes the foundational rule governing post-termination workers' 
compensation claims. The statute provides in pertinent part: "Except for psychiatric injuries governed by 
subdivision (e) of Section 3208.3, where the claim for compensation is filed after notice of termination or 
layoff, including voluntary layoff, and the claim is for an injury occurring prior to the time of notice of 
termination or layoff, no compensation shall be paid unless the employee demonstrates by a preponderance of 
the evidence that one or more of the following conditions apply."[1][4][30] This statutory construction creates 
a bar to compensation that operates only when both prerequisite conditions are satisfied: claim filing must 
occur post-notice of termination, and the alleged injury must have occurred pre-notice. The presence of "or 
layoff" encompasses both employer-initiated separation and employee-initiated voluntary layoff situations, 
though voluntary resignation operates differently and does not trigger the defense.[12][15][15] 

The statute explicitly excepts psychiatric injuries from the Section 3600(a)(10) framework, directing instead 
to the separate statutory scheme of Labor Code Section 3208.3(e).[23][7] This textual separation reflects 
legislative recognition that psychiatric injury causation presents distinct complexity meriting independent 
treatment. The implications are material: Section 3208.3(e) imposes a higher causation threshold 
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(predominant cause vs. simple compensability) and creates five specific exceptions, some overlapping with 
but not coextensive with Section 3600(a)(10) exceptions.[6][20] 

Four Statutory Exceptions to the Post-Termination Bar 

The statute identifies four conditions under which the post-termination bar does not apply. Understanding 
these exceptions requires both statutory interpretation and reference to companion provisions defining "date of 
injury." 

Exception One: Pre-Termination Employer Notice. Labor Code Section 3600(a)(10)(A) provides that no 
compensation bar applies "if the employer has notice of the injury, as provided under Chapter 2 (commencing 
with Section 5400), prior to the notice of termination or layoff."[1][4] This exception requires actual notice to 
the employer-constructive notice is insufficient.[12][15][15][15] The notice must be received by a person with 
authority to act for the employer; notice to a coworker does not constitute notice to the employer.[12][15][15] 
However, notice to supervisory or managerial personnel, HR representatives, or safety officers can constitute 
proper employer notice if such persons are positioned to convey information to decision-makers.[12][15] The 
notice need not use technical workers' compensation terminology or explicitly state that a workers' 
compensation claim will be filed; generalized complaint about work-related symptoms may suffice if, when 
combined with circumstantial evidence, it reasonably alerts the employer to possibility of industrial 
injury.[12][27] 

Exception Two: Pre-Termination Medical Records. Labor Code Section 3600(a)(10)(B) provides exception 
where "the employee's medical records, existing prior to the notice of termination or layoff, contain evidence 
of the injury."[1][4] Critically, the statute does not require that pre-termination medical records establish 
industrial causation; evidence of the injury itself suffices.[12][15][15][15] A pre-termination medical report 
describing symptoms, diagnostic findings, or treatment recommendations creates sufficient evidence under 
this exception even if causation attribution is unclear or contested.[12][15][15] However, the medical records 
must actually exist in the employer's possession or accessible to the employer prior to termination notice; 
records created post-termination cannot satisfy this exception.[1][12] This exception applies with particular 
force when workers have pre-termination treatment for symptoms (physical therapy, chiropractic care, 
medical evaluation) even if industrial causation was not then explicitly addressed. 

Exception Three: Specific Injury Date Between Notice and Effective Termination. Labor Code Section 
3600(a)(10)(C) provides exception where "the date of injury, as specified in Section 5411, is subsequent to the 
date of the notice of termination or layoff, but prior to the effective date of the termination or layoff."[1][4] 
This exception applies exclusively to specific injuries (those resulting from single incident or exposure per 
Labor Code Section 3208.1(a)).[3][4][1] The mechanics of this exception account for the temporal gap 
between notice of termination and actual separation from employment. When an employer provides notice of 
termination effective on a future date, any injury sustained between notice and effective date falls within this 
exception because the employee remains an employee at the time of injury (and thus within the normal 
coverage framework) despite notice having been given.[1][4] Courts have applied this exception 
pragmatically; in Charter Communications v. WCAB (Mendel), the Workers' Compensation Appeals Board 
held that termination did not become final until post-termination transportation of the fired employee to home 
was complete, recognizing that employment relationship continues for reasonable period after technical notice 
to effectuate orderly separation.[10][10] 

Exception Four: Cumulative Trauma Date of Injury Post-Termination Notice. Labor Code Section 
3600(a)(10)(D) provides exception where "the date of injury, as specified in Section 5412, is subsequent to the 
date of the notice of termination or layoff."[1][4][1] This exception applies exclusively to cumulative trauma 
and occupational disease claims as defined in Labor Code Section 3208.1(b).[3] The reference to Section 5412 
is critical because Section 5412 defines date of injury as "that date upon which the employee first suffered 
disability therefrom and either knew, or in the exercise of reasonable diligence should have known, that such 
disability was caused by his present or prior employment."[2][5][5][30] This definition creates the practical 
tension underlying most post-termination defense litigation: the operative date is determined by conjunction of 
two elements (disability and knowledge of causation), either or both of which may occur after termination. 

Labor Code Section 5412: The Cumulative Trauma Date-of-Injury Framework 

Understanding Labor Code Section 5412 is essential to post-termination defense analysis because it directly 
determines when the Section 3600(a)(10)(D) exception applies. Section 5412 provides: "The date of injury in 



Page 14 
(c) 2026 The Law Offices of Fernando Hidalgo, Inc. 

cases of occupational diseases or cumulative injuries is that date upon which the employee first suffered 
disability therefrom and either knew, or in the exercise of reasonable diligence should have known, that such 
disability was caused by his present or prior employment."[2][5][5][30] This definition differs fundamentally 
from Labor Code Section 5411, which defines the date of a specific injury as "the date on which the incident 
or exposure leading to the injury occurred."[3][1] The Section 5412 framework requires concurrence of 
disability and knowledge; the date of injury is not merely when disability first manifests, nor is it simply when 
the worker becomes aware of work-causation, but rather the date when both elements combine.[5][5][30] 

Recent appellate authority clarifies that "awareness of a right to file a workers' compensation claim is different 
from knowledge that a disability was caused by a present or prior employment."[25][28] In Travelers 
Indemnity Co. v. WCAB (Zeber) (2025), the Fourth District Court of Appeal rejected the trial court's equation 
of date-of-injury with the date the worker learned about his right to file, emphasizing that the statute focuses 
on knowledge of work-causation, not knowledge of legal remedies.[25][28] The distinction is material 
because it means that even if a worker remains ignorant of workers' compensation procedures or availability 
until years after injury, the statute of limitations for filing may be tolled accordingly, but the date-of-injury 
under Section 5412 is nonetheless fixed by reference to work-causation knowledge.[25][28] 

The "reasonably should have known" component introduces an objective standard superimposed on subjective 
knowledge. Under City of Fresno v. WCAB, case law establishes that "an employee clearly may be held to be 
aware that his or her disability was caused by the employment when so advised by a physician. Generally, 
until he receives such medical advice, he is not chargeable with knowledge of his condition and its relation to 
his work."[40][56] This principle reflects recognition that lay workers lack medical sophistication to recognize 
causation without expert guidance. However, the Court acknowledged exceptions: "Under some 
circumstances, an employee's knowledge of the disabling nature of his or her ailment may antedate actual 
medical diagnosis, as where he or she has some medical knowledge and training, or where he has declared 
that the work is detrimental to his health."[56] The practical effect is that date-of-injury frequently aligns with 
first medical evaluation confirming work-causation, creating temporal mechanism by which post-termination 
medical evaluation establishes post-termination date of injury. 

Voluntary Resignation Distinction 

Critically important doctrinal point: the post-termination defense does not apply to employees who voluntarily 
resign. In CJS Co. v. WCAB (Fong), the Fourth District Court of Appeal held that the phrase "voluntary 
layoff" in Section 3600(a)(10) refers to employee-initiated selection to be included in an employer-mandated 
reduction in force, not to voluntary resignation.[50] The court reasoned that "[v]oluntary layoff" is not a term 
ordinarily synonymous with resignation, and that the statute's structure and legislative history show concern 
with employer-initiated separations (termination or layoff) as the mechanism for preventing retaliatory 
claims.[50] Accordingly, an employee who voluntarily quits work before filing a workers' compensation 
claim is not subject to the post-termination bar, even if termination notice had previously been 
issued.[12][15][15][15] This distinction has significant practical impact: employers cannot leverage threat of 
termination to prevent workers' compensation filing when worker-initiated separation occurs, and workers 
retaining control over separation timing may use resignation strategically to bypass post-termination defense. 

III. Burden of Proof Architecture and Allocation Mechanics 

Initial Burden on Defendant-Employer 

Labor Code Section 5705 establishes the foundational burden allocation principle: "The burden of proof rests 
upon the party or lien claimant holding the affirmative of the issue."[30][32] The post-termination defense is 
expressly designated an affirmative defense, meaning the employer-defendant bears the burden of establishing 
its prerequisites.[7][10][10] Specifically, employer must establish by a preponderance of the evidence that (1) 
the claim for compensation was filed after notice of termination or layoff, and (2) the claim is for an injury 
occurring prior to the time of notice of termination or layoff.[7][10][7] "Preponderance of the evidence" in 
this context means "evidence that, when weighed with that opposed to it, has more convincing force and the 
greater probability of truth."[7][7][39] 

The employer cannot satisfy its burden through general assertion; it must present specific documentary 
evidence or testimony establishing the date of termination notice and the temporal relationship between that 
notice and injury occurrence.[7][7] In Donald Klinicke v. WCAB, a 2025 WCAB decision, the panel granted 
the applicant's petition for reconsideration precisely because "defendant did not present any documentary 
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evidence or testimony regarding notice of termination. At trial, applicant gave conflicting testimony regarding 
whether he was terminated or had 'taking himself out of the job market.'"[7][7] The WCAB emphasized that 
because "defendant did not meet its burden of affirmatively establishing that applicant's claim was filed after 
notice of termination," there was no need to apply the statutory exceptions.[7][7] This decision illustrates that 
the defense cannot survive dismissal by ambiguity or inference; employer must affirmatively prove its factual 
prerequisites. 

Burden-Shifting Upon Prima Facie Case: Employee's Burden of Proving Exceptions 

Once the employer establishes the two prerequisite facts (post-notice filing and pre-notice injury), the burden 
shifts to the employee to demonstrate by preponderance of evidence that one or more statutory exceptions 
applies.[1][4][7][15] This burden-shifting mechanism is critical to understanding post-termination defense 
litigation: the framework is not one-sided, but rather involves sequential burden allocation. The employee 
need not prove all four exceptions; proof of any single exception suffices to overcome the defense.[1][4][15] 

The statute explicitly assigns this burden: "no compensation shall be paid unless the employee demonstrates 
by a preponderance of the evidence that one or more of the following conditions apply."[1][4][8][15] This 
language vests burden on the employee-claimant once employer establishes prerequisites. However, this 
burden applies to the exceptions, not to the underlying compensability of the injury itself. The traditional 
liberal-construction presumptions favoring workers' compensation applicants apply to the initial issue of 
whether injury arose out of and in the course of employment; the post-termination defense is a separate, 
discrete defense that operates once compensability is otherwise established.[1][7] 

Special Burden Considerations in Cumulative Trauma Claims 

The Section 5412 framework introduces complexity in burden allocation because it requires factual 
determination of when disability and knowledge concurrently occur. Case law clarifies that the burden of 
proving knowledge rests with the party asserting the temporal claim. In City of Fresno, the court held that "the 
burden of proving that the employee knew or should have known rests with the employer."[56] This means 
that if employer argues date of injury was pre-termination because worker had earlier awareness of work-
causation, employer bears burden of proving that earlier date by medical evidence, expert testimony, or 
specific factual showing that worker had sufficient knowledge or reasonable basis for knowledge.[56] 

Conversely, if employee contends date of injury was post-termination because medical evaluation post-
termination first established causation, the employee bears burden of proving that earlier medical records or 
knowledge indicators do not satisfy the reasonable-diligence standard.[5][5] This creates practical dynamic 
where discovery frequently turns on (1) pre-termination medical evidence and (2) testimony regarding 
worker's subjective and objective awareness of causation timing. The party with superior documentary 
evidence typically prevails on this issue. 

IV. Current Legal Landscape: 2025-2026 Developments 

Recent Board of Immigration Appeals Decisions and WCAB Precedent 

Two significant 2025 WCAB decisions illustrate current application of post-termination defense and provide 
guidance on exception analysis. In Donald Klinicke ADJ17633031 (October 2024, WCAB February 2025), 
the panel addressed cumulative trauma injury claim in context where employer asserted post-termination 
defense but failed to present documentary evidence of termination notice. The applicant had shoulder surgery 
on April 5, 2022, and was evaluated by QME on August 14, 2023, who found industrial causation. Defendant 
asserted termination dated April 5, 2023, but presented no termination letter or employer witness 
testimony.[7][7] The WCAB found that defendant "did not present any documentary evidence or testimony 
regarding notice of termination" and therefore "did not meet its burden of affirmatively establishing that 
applicant's claim was filed after notice of termination."[7][7] The panel granted reconsideration and found the 
claim was not barred by post-termination defense, establishing Labor Code Section 5412 date of injury of 
August 14, 2023 (the QME evaluation date), which occurred subsequent to alleged April 2023 termination 
notice.[7][7] 

In Alda Juarez ADJ13577596 (August 2025), a back injury cumulative trauma claim, the WCJ found that 
"defendant failed to show that the exception to the post-termination defense under Labor Code Section 
3600(a)(10)(D) does not apply."[21] The applicant was found to have sustained industrial injury to the back, 
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and the WCAB granted the petition for reconsideration on the grounds that defendant did not satisfy its 
affirmative burden of establishing the defense prerequisites.[21] These decisions reflect a consistent pattern: 
employer-defendants must affirmatively prove the factual foundation for the post-termination defense through 
documentary evidence, not assumptions or general assertions. 

Travelers Indemnity Co. v. WCAB (Zeber) Fourth District Court of Appeal Decision (2025) 

The most significant recent appellate decision addressing cumulative trauma date-of-injury in post-termination 
context is Travelers Indemnity Co. v. WCAB (Zeber) (2025) from the Fourth District Court of Appeal. Zeber, 
a former New York Yankees player (1968-1978), filed a cumulative trauma workers' compensation claim in 
California decades after retirement. The trial court initially set the date of injury in 2017 or 2018, when Zeber 
first learned he could file a California workers' compensation claim. Zeber argued the date was when he 
retired (1978); the carrier argued it should be limited to after 1990 to avoid mandatory arbitration 
requirements.[25][28] 

The Court of Appeal rejected both positions and remanded for determination of date of injury under Labor 
Code Section 5412. Critically, the court held that "awareness of a right to file a workers' compensation claim 
is different from knowledge that a disability was caused by a present or prior employment. Thus, we cannot 
rely on the WCJ's implied finding of a 'date of injury' to support the WCAB's order."[25][28] The distinction 
is material because it means the trial court had confused when Zeber learned about workers' compensation 
procedures with when he knew his disability was work-caused.[25][28] The appellate court clarified that 
Section 5412 requires determination of when the employee (1) first suffered disability, and (2) knew or 
reasonably should have known the disability was caused by employment-not when the employee learned 
about the compensation system.[25][28] 

The Zeber decision establishes that date-of-injury determinations in cumulative trauma post-termination 
contexts require careful factual analysis separating knowledge of disability from knowledge of causation from 
knowledge of legal remedies. This clarification potentially strengthens the Section 3600(a)(10)(D) exception 
in practice because it prevents premature dating of injury-causation knowledge based on when workers learn 
about the compensation system rather than when medical or occupational evidence reveals work-causation. 

Federal Register and Policy Developments 

No recent Federal Register notices or policy changes directly affecting California post-termination defense 
law were located as of February 2026. However, practitioners should monitor ongoing legislative discussions 
regarding cumulative trauma claim procedures, as legislative intent behind the post-termination defense has 
periodically been revisited in context of broader workers' compensation reform discussions. 

V. Strategic Analysis: Arguments Favoring and Opposing Post-Termination Defense 

Arguments Supporting Employer's Post-Termination Defense 

Argument One: Statutory Plain Language and Legislative Intent. The statutory text of Section 3600(a)(10) 
establishes an unambiguous bar to compensation when claims are filed post-notice for pre-notice injuries. The 
statute's straightforward structure-"no compensation shall be paid unless"-creates presumption against 
compensability. The legislative history reflects concern with mass layoffs triggering host of previously-
unreported claims suggesting retaliatory motivation.[27][27] This argument operates with moderate strength 
because while statutory language is clear, the exceptions are equally plainly written, and courts apply liberal-
construction principles favoring compensation in worker-protective statutes.[1][4] Strength Assessment: 
Moderate. 

Argument Two: Temporal Proximity Creates Inference of Retaliation. When claim is filed shortly after 
termination notice, temporal proximity itself suggests retaliatory motivation underlying claim. The inference 
is particularly compelling when worker made no pre-termination report of injury, made no effort to obtain 
medical evaluation while employed, or suddenly claims injury only after employment separation.[10][10][38] 
This argument operates with moderate to strong strength in litigated cases where discovery reveals worker 
discussed no pain or restrictions with supervisors, sought no medical treatment, and filed claim days after 
termination. Strength Assessment: Moderate to Strong (depending on facts). 

Argument Three: Worker's Failure to Report Contemporaneously Indicates Lack of Disability or Awareness. 
If worker does not mention symptoms to employer, seek medical attention, or request workplace 
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accommodations while employed, the absence of contemporaneous reporting suggests either (a) no genuine 
disability existed pre-termination, or (b) worker was unaware of work-causation pre-termination, either of 
which undermines the claim. This argument is particularly effective where employer can document that 
worker performed regular duties without restriction, received satisfactory performance reviews, and made no 
workers' compensation inquiries.[10][10] Strength Assessment: Moderate (because silence does not 
definitively prove non-disability, but creates inference that trier-of-fact must weigh against other evidence). 

Argument Four: Medical Evidence Post-Termination May Be Speculative or Influenced by Litigation. Expert 
opinions rendered post-termination may be influenced by litigation context or worker's post-separation 
medical history unrelated to employment. The delay between employment separation and medical evaluation 
creates opportunity for non-work-related medical events (independent accidents, non-occupational disease 
progression, treatment errors) that could account for alleged disability. This argument operates with weak to 
moderate strength because medical examination post-termination remains competent evidence per City of 
Torrance v. WCAB (Mason), and case law explicitly permits post-termination medical reports to establish 
industrial causation.[7][10][10] Strength Assessment: Weak to Moderate. 

Argument Five: Employer-Insurer Stability and Litigation Risk Management. The practical argument for 
enforcing post-termination defense concerns actuarial predictability and insurance premium stability. If post-
termination claims are regularly compensated despite notice and layoff, insurers cannot reliably forecast 
claims costs associated with workforce reductions, potentially destabilizing underwriting and premium 
structures. This argument operates with weak legal strength but substantial practical import, appealing to 
policy considerations rather than statutory interpretation. Strength Assessment: Weak (as legal argument; 
stronger as policy advocacy). 

Arguments Supporting Employee's Exception to Post-Termination Bar 

Argument One: Section 5412 Framework Factually Establishes Post-Termination Date of Injury in Most 
Cumulative Trauma Cases. The conjunction requirement in Section 5412 (disability and knowledge) means 
that when medical evaluation first establishes causation post-termination, the statutory date of injury is 
necessarily post-termination under Section 3600(a)(10)(D). This is not an exception grafted onto the statute; it 
is the inevitable result of applying Section 5412's own framework. This argument operates with strong legal 
strength because it relies on straightforward statutory cross-reference and case law confirming that date of 
injury determination controls the temporal analysis.[4][5][30] Case authority including Travelers Indemnity v. 
WCAB supports this position.[25][28] Strength Assessment: Strong. 

Argument Two: Knowledge of Disability Distinct from Knowledge of Work-Causation. A worker may have 
symptoms (subjective disability experience) long before medical expert confirms work-causation. Until 
medical authority opines on causation, the worker reasonably does not "know" the disability is work-related 
under the objective "reasonably should have known" standard.[5][40][56] This argument operates with strong 
strength based on established case law that medical advice is generally prerequisite to charging worker with 
knowledge of causation.[40][56] However, exceptions exist for workers with medical training or where facts 
make occupational causation obvious without medical confirmation.[56] Strength Assessment: Strong (subject 
to factual variations). 

Argument Three: Pre-Termination Medical Records Exception (Section 3600(a)(10)(B)). Any pre-termination 
medical documentation-treatment notes, diagnostic imaging, physical therapy records, occupational health 
evaluations-containing evidence of injury creates exception even if causation is disputed. This exception's 
language does not require causation attribution, only evidence of the injury itself.[1][4][12][15] This argument 
operates with strong strength because statutory language is plain and case law confirms that causation need 
not be explicit in pre-termination records.[12][15][15][15] Strength Assessment: Strong. 

Argument Four: Pre-Termination Employer Knowledge Exception (Section 3600(a)(10)(A)). Any evidence 
that employer was aware of injury before termination notice defeats defense. Knowledge can be demonstrated 
through accident reports, incident investigations, worker's statements to supervisors, safety department 
involvement, modified duty assignments, or medical referrals arranged by employer.[1][4][12] This argument 
operates with strong strength when factual evidence exists but with weak strength when employer actively 
concealed or suppressed injury reports. Strength Assessment: Strong (when evidence exists); Weak (when 
absence of evidence controls). 
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Argument Five: Public Policy Against Penalizing Workers for Employment Termination. California workers' 
compensation law operates under liberal-construction principles favoring worker recovery.[1][4][7] Enforcing 
post-termination bar against workers who sustained genuine workplace injuries effectively punishes 
employees for being terminated, potentially chilling workers' compensation reporting and undercutting the no-
fault compensation system.[1][7] This policy argument operates with moderate strength, appealing to 
foundational workers' compensation principles but constrained by the statutory language and legislative intent 
behind the defense.[1][7] Strength Assessment: Moderate. 

DHS/Employer Strongest Counterarguments to Exception Claims 

To effectively represent employer interests, counsel must anticipate plaintiff counterarguments and be 
prepared with reasoned responses. The government's (here, employer-insurer's) strongest responses include: 

To Section 5412 Argument: Section 5412 does not eliminate the post-termination defense; it only determines 
when date of injury occurs for cumulative trauma claims. If date of injury can be established pre-termination 
through objective evidence (medical records, medical statements, worker's own testimony regarding symptom 
onset), then Section 3600(a)(10)(D) does not apply. The burden on employer is to affirmatively prove pre-
termination date of injury through evidence, and courts should not allow Section 5412's "reasonable diligence" 
language to become a blanket exemption for post-termination medical evaluation.[4][5] 

To Knowledge of Disability Argument: While medical advice may typically be prerequisite to knowledge of 
causation, extraordinary cases exist where worker's occupational experience or industry knowledge make 
causation apparent without expert confirmation. Additionally, contemporary medical advice (even if merely 
opinion, not definitive diagnosis) can trigger date of injury even if subsequent formal QME evaluation occurs 
post-termination.[5][5][40] 

To Pre-Termination Medical Records Argument: Pre-termination medical records showing symptoms do not 
necessarily establish that disability caused by employment. Records showing generalized pain, non-specific 
complaints, or conditions common to general population (hypertension, arthritis, sleep dysfunction) are 
insufficient without medical opinion establishing industrial causation. Moreover, recent medical records 
created weeks before termination but in response to litigation threat may be suspect.[4][10] 

VI. Cumulative Trauma and Section 5412: The Practical Arena for Post-Termination Litigation 

Why Cumulative Trauma Claims Present the Core Challenge to Post-Termination Defense 

Cumulative trauma claims have become the primary battleground for post-termination defense litigation 
because the mechanism of injury-gradual development over repetitive exposure-creates temporal ambiguity 
regarding when disability and causation-knowledge concur. Unlike a slip-and-fall on specific date, cumulative 
trauma injuries develop gradually, with disability sometimes present but unrecognized until medical 
evaluation confirms work-causation.[2][5][5] 

The practical challenge for employers defending cumulative trauma post-termination claims flows from 
several factors. First, workers commonly do not seek medical evaluation for gradually worsening conditions 
until after employment separation because continued work often masks disability (pain that worsens 
throughout work day may resolve overnight, leading worker to discount severity).[4][5][46] Second, medical 
appointments are frequently delayed until after job loss because workers remain engaged in employment and 
delay seeking care until facing uncertainty of unemployment.[2][5] Third, and most problematically, the first 
medical evaluation establishing causation frequently occurs after termination, because workers may seek 
evaluation for symptoms they previously tolerated only once employment ends.[2][4][5] This creates logical 
sequence: work continues -> worker tolerates symptoms -> employment terminates -> worker seeks medical 
evaluation -> first medical opinion confirming work-causation -> date of injury established post-termination 
under Section 5412.[4][5] 

Source [4] articulates this tension directly: "In layman's terms, this section means that the defense needs to 
figure out when the worker knew they were injured. If they knew they were injured before being terminated 
but did not make a claim until after being terminated, then the claim should be barred per Section 
3600(a)(10)(D). But what about claims where there was a clear termination before the employer ever received 
notice of any potential cumulative trauma injuries? In those situations, there certainly is a strong implication 
that the workers' compensation claim was filed in retaliation for being fired. The surprise is tucked away in 
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Labor Code Section 3600, which is the statute where the post-termination defense is codified.... For many 
claims examiners, their first introduction to Section 5412 comes up when trying to get their clients dismissed 
from CT claims due to a lack of coverage during the alleged CT period. The takeaway here is that while post-
termination CT claims are generally denied at the outset due to a lack of medical evidence of any injuries, this 
defense is rather easily overcome by applicants attorneys who know the law."[4] 

Section 5412 Date of Injury Determination: Statutory Elements and Case Application 

Labor Code Section 5412 requires concurrence of two elements: (1) disability and (2) knowledge of work-
causation. Understanding each element's application is critical to analyzing post-termination claims. 

Disability Element: Disability in the context of Section 5412 means incapacity creating impairment of earning 
capacity, need for medical treatment, or functional limitation. The disability need not be total (precluding all 
work); partial disability or temporary disability suffices.[5][5] Once worker requires medical treatment, 
experiences wage loss, or obtains work restrictions, disability element is satisfied.[5][5] City of Fresno v. 
WCAB clarifies that "this burden is not sustained merely by a showing that the employee knew he had some 
symptoms."[56] Pain or discomfort without impairment of function does not establish disability for Section 
5412 purposes. The disability must be substantial enough that reasonable worker would recognize 
incapacity.[56] 

Recent WCAB decisions in Mondragon v. Providence Industries (2022) and Saavedra v. Country Fresh Herbs 
(2022) address what constitutes "disability" for Section 5412 purposes. In Mondragon, injured worker filed 
claim for cumulative trauma through April 18, 2017. Worker treated for injury but continued working without 
missed time and was not declared permanent and stationary until May 15, 2018. The WCAB concluded that 
despite receipt of medical treatment, there was no compensable disability until P&S determination created 
documented incapacity, because worker had not missed work.[18][29] This interpretation creates potential 
defense opportunity: if worker continues employment despite worsening symptoms and never reports 
restrictions, disability element may not be satisfied pre-termination even if symptoms existed.[18][29] 

However, Saavedra suggests contrary path: when medical evaluator at worker's request issued provisional 
impairment rating before P&S determination (on September 12, 2017), the WCAB found that was sufficient 
evidence of disability, even though worker had not yet been declared P&S.[18][29] The distinction in 
Mondragon and Saavedra may reflect that objective medical documentation of impairment satisfies disability 
element, whereas absence of medical documentation leaves burden on worker to prove disability 
existed.[18][29] 

Knowledge Element: The knowledge component requires that worker either (1) actually knew disability was 
work-related, or (2) in exercise of reasonable diligence should have known.[5][5][30][40] Case law 
establishes that "an employee clearly may be held to be aware that his or her disability was caused by the 
employment when so advised by a physician. Generally, until he receives such medical advice, he is not 
chargeable with knowledge of his condition and its relation to his work."[40][56] This principle creates 
practical mechanism: first medical evaluation opining on causation typically fixes date-of-injury knowledge 
regardless of when symptoms began. 

However, exceptions exist. City of Fresno acknowledges that workers with medical training or those who 
have declared work conditions detrimental to health may be charged with earlier knowledge.[56] Additionally, 
the "exercise of reasonable diligence" may require worker to seek medical evaluation if symptoms persist 
despite continued work, though courts generally do not impose obligation to obtain medical evaluation absent 
specific triggering event (injury severity, persistent symptoms, occupational pressure).[40][56] 

Recent WCAB authority in Donald Klinicke (2025) and Alda Juarez (2025) confirms that post-termination 
QME evaluation establishing industrial causation typically sets the date-of-injury knowledge element post-
termination, particularly where no pre-termination medical documentation exists.[7][21] 

Practical Mechanisms for Establishing Pre-Termination Date of Injury in Cumulative Trauma Claims 

Defense counsel should employ several strategies to establish pre-termination date of injury when cumulative 
trauma is alleged: 

Strategy One: Comprehensive Pre-Termination Medical Records Search. Obtain all pre-termination medical 
records including primary care visits, occupational health assessments, urgent care or emergency room visits, 
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prescriptions for pain management, physical therapy, chiropractic care, or any treatment suggesting symptoms 
existed. Even records not explicitly mentioning work-causation can establish disability-element pre-
termination, creating Section 3600(a)(10)(B) exception.[4][10][12] Additionally, any medical notation 
suggesting occupational causation-even offhand comment-can establish worker's knowledge pre-termination 
per City of Fresno.[56] 

Strategy Two: Employer Knowledge Documentation. Investigate whether worker reported symptoms to 
supervisor, requested modified duty, sought workplace accommodations, or discussed pain/limitations with 
coworkers (who might testify to early knowledge). Any contemporaneous documentation of reported 
problems-incident reports, accommodation requests, modified duty assignments-establishes employer 
knowledge and satisfies Section 3600(a)(10)(A) exception.[1][4][12] 

Strategy Three: Deposition Focus on Symptom Onset and Causation Awareness. In deposition, establish 
specific timeline: When did worker first experience symptoms? Were symptoms present but tolerated while 
employed? When did worker first believe symptoms were work-related? Did worker seek medical evaluation 
while employed, or only post-termination? Inconsistencies in testimony regarding onset date or causation 
awareness undermine worker's credibility on Section 5412 knowledge element.[4][10] 

Strategy Four: Qualified Medical Evaluator Opinion on Date of Injury. Retain QME to review all pre-
termination and post-termination medical records, worker's testimony, occupational history, and render 
opinion on when disability and causation-knowledge likely concurred. QME opinion can establish that 
symptoms were present but unrecognized pre-termination, or alternatively that medical evidence supports 
earlier date of injury than post-termination QME evaluation suggests.[4][10] 

VII. San Francisco-Specific Context and Northern California Practice Dynamics 

San Francisco Immigration Court Background and Applicability Note 

CRITICAL CLARIFICATION: While the personalization section references San Francisco Immigration 
Court procedures and Northern California immigration enforcement dynamics, the present report concerns 
California workers' compensation proceedings, which operate under entirely different statutory and procedural 
frameworks. The San Francisco Immigration Court context in the system prompt does not apply to workers' 
compensation post-termination defense litigation. Workers' compensation claims proceed before the Workers' 
Compensation Appeals Board (WCAB), with hearings conducted by Administrative Law Judges (ALJs) or 
Workers' Compensation Judges (WCJs), not before immigration judges. The relevant venue for Northern 
California workers' compensation claims is the Workers' Compensation Appeals Board, with hearing locations 
including San Francisco, Concord, and other Bay Area sites. 

Northern California WCAB Procedural Context 

For workers' compensation post-termination claims arising in Northern California, relevant procedural rules 
include the California Code of Regulations Title 8, Division 1, Chapter 4.5 (Workers' Compensation Appeals 
Board Procedural Rules). The WCAB maintains hearing locations in San Francisco, Oakland, Concord, and 
other Northern California cities. Procedural rules governing burden of proof allocation, evidence presentation, 
and motion practice are uniform statewide, though individual judges may have case management tendencies. 

Key Procedural Aspects for Post-Termination Claims: 

Affirmative Defense Pleading: Employer must plead post-termination defense in answer to application for 
adjudication; failure to raise defense in answer may result in waiver, though WCAB has discretion to permit 
late pleading.[10][10] 

Burden of Proof at Trial: At mandatory settlement conference and trial, employer presents evidence 
supporting post-termination defense prerequisites; burden then shifts to applicant to prove exceptions.[7][10] 

Evidence Rules: California Evidence Code applies; medical reports must comply with Labor Code Section 
4628 requirements establishing "substantial evidence" for causation opinions.[60][63] 

Continuances and Discovery: WCAB has discretion to permit discovery and continuances for evidence 
development; common practice involves requesting multiple continuances to obtain medical evaluator reports, 
particularly in cumulative trauma cases requiring development of date-of-injury evidence.[10][10] 
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Northern California Employment Demographics and Injury Patterns 

Northern California employment concentrates in technology, healthcare, agriculture, logistics, and 
professional services. Post-termination workers' compensation claims in technology sector frequently involve 
repetitive strain injuries (carpal tunnel, thoracic outlet syndrome) or stress-related conditions in workers 
separated during workforce reductions. Agricultural and logistics sectors generate cumulative trauma claims 
related to repetitive lifting, bending, and vibration exposure. Healthcare sector produces both physical 
cumulative trauma claims and psychiatric injury claims related to patient violence or workplace stress. 

The significance for post-termination defense practice is that technology and healthcare sector separations 
often involve mass layoffs or facility closures, creating clusters of post-termination claims from similarly-
situated workers. This context can support or undermine post-termination defense depending on whether 
pattern shows legitimate business restructuring (supporting defense credibility) or potential pretextual 
termination timing (undermining defense). 

VIII. Psychiatric Injury Post-Termination Claims: Distinct Framework Under Section 3208.3(e) 

Statutory Framework and Relationship to Section 3600(a)(10) 

Psychiatric injury claims filed after termination or layoff operate under distinct statutory framework provided 
by Labor Code Section 3208.3(e).[23][7] The statute provides: "Where the claim for compensation is filed 
after notice of termination of employment or layoff, including voluntary layoff, and the claim is for an injury 
occurring prior to the time of notice of termination or layoff, no compensation shall be paid unless the 
employee demonstrates by a preponderance of the evidence that actual events of employment were 
predominant as to all causes combined of the psychiatric injury and one or more of the following conditions 
exist: (1) Sudden and extraordinary events of employment were the cause of the injury. (2) The employer has 
notice of the psychiatric injury under Chapter 2 (commencing with Section 5400) prior to the notice of 
termination or layoff. (3) The employee's medical records existing prior to notice of termination or layoff 
contain evidence of treatment of the psychiatric injury. (4) Upon a finding of sexual or racial harassment by 
any trier of fact, whether contractual, administrative, regulatory, or judicial. (5) Evidence that the date of 
injury, as specified in Section 5411 or 5412, is subsequent to the date of the notice of termination or layoff, 
but prior to the effective date of the termination or layoff."[23][7] 

This framework differs materially from Section 3600(a)(10) in three respects: (1) heightened causation 
requirement (predominant cause vs. simple compensability); (2) five specific exceptions rather than four; and 
(3) explicit application to psychiatric injury whereas Section 3600(a)(10) expressly excepts psychiatric 
claims.[6][20][23][7] 

Heightened Causation Standard: "Predominant Cause" vs. Compensability 

Labor Code Section 3208.3(b)(1) requires that "an employee shall demonstrate by a preponderance of the 
evidence that actual events of employment were predominant as to all causes combined of the psychiatric 
injury."[23][7] This "predominant cause" threshold differs significantly from the standard for physical 
injuries, where workers need only demonstrate that employment was a contributing factor (industrial 
causation per Section 3600).[6][20][23] "Predominant" typically means more than 50 percent causation 
attributable to employment; courts have interpreted "substantial cause" (alternative standard for violent-act 
injuries) as meaning 35-40 percent.[6][6][23] 

In post-termination psychiatric context, this heightened causation requirement creates additional burden for 
worker beyond proving employment events occurred. Worker must establish not merely that employment 
stress contributed to psychiatric condition, but that employment was the predominant cause among all possible 
causes (genetics, pre-existing conditions, personal circumstances, non-work stressors).[6][20][23] 

Five Exceptions and Their Application 

Exception One: Sudden and Extraordinary Events. Section 3208.3(e)(1) provides exception where "sudden 
and extraordinary events of employment were the cause of the injury."[23][7] This exception does not require 
pre-termination notice or medical records; instead, it focuses on nature of employment event itself. The term 
"sudden and extraordinary" has been interpreted in case law using language of "uncommon, unusual, and 
unexpected."[6][20] An employment event must deviate significantly from ordinary workplace stressors to 
qualify. Examples include violent assault by coworker or customer, catastrophic workplace accident causing 
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colleague's severe injury or death, or severe harassment incident constituting assault or threat of bodily 
harm.[6][20] Routine employment termination itself does not constitute sudden and extraordinary event; 
however, if termination is accompanied by violence, threat, or humiliation, courts have found exception 
satisfied.[6][20] 

Exception Two: Pre-Termination Employer Notice. Section 3208.3(e)(2) mirrors Section 3600(a)(10)(A) 
requirement: employer must have notice of psychiatric injury before termination notice.[23][7] However, 
notice requirement for psychiatric injury is more demanding than for physical injury because psychiatric 
condition is subjective and requires medical diagnosis or employer awareness of mental health symptoms 
(depression, anxiety, behavioral changes) rather than physical symptoms.[6][20] Courts have held that general 
workplace stress complaints or personality conflicts with supervisor do not constitute notice of psychiatric 
injury requiring medical diagnosis.[6][20] 

Exception Three: Pre-Termination Medical Records. Section 3208.3(e)(3) provides exception where "the 
employee's medical records existing prior to notice of termination or layoff contain evidence of treatment of 
the psychiatric injury."[23][7] Critically, the statute requires evidence of "treatment" of psychiatric injury, not 
merely evidence of mental health symptoms generally. Medical records documenting therapy, psychiatric 
medication, psychiatric hospitalization, or mental health treatment establishing diagnosed condition 
suffice.[6][20] Records showing that primary care physician noted stress or depression without formal 
psychiatric diagnosis may be insufficient.[6][20] 

Exception Four: Sexual or Racial Harassment Finding. Section 3208.3(e)(4) provides absolute exception 
where "upon a finding of sexual or racial harassment by any trier of fact, whether contractual, administrative, 
regulatory, or judicial."[23][7] This exception requires formal finding of harassment, not mere allegation. If 
separate administrative agency, arbitrator, or court has found sexual or racial harassment, psychiatric injury 
arising from that harassment is not barred by post-termination defense.[6][20] 

Exception Five: Date of Injury Post-Termination Notice (Section 5411 or 5412). Section 3208.3(e)(5) 
provides exception where "evidence that the date of injury, as specified in Section 5411 or 5412, is subsequent 
to the date of the notice of termination or layoff, but prior to the effective date of the termination or 
layoff."[23][7] This exception parallels Section 3600(a)(10)(C) for specific injuries, applying same mechanics 
regarding termination notice date and effective termination date. 

Distinction from Section 3600(a)(10): Strategic Implications for Practitioners 

The separate framework for psychiatric injuries creates several practice implications. First, counsel defending 
post-termination psychiatric injury claims must address the Section 3208.3(e) framework, not Section 
3600(a)(10). Second, the heightened "predominant cause" standard creates additional opportunity for defense; 
employer can concede that employment stress contributed while nonetheless defeating claim by showing other 
causes (personal relationship difficulties, family stressors, pre-existing mental health conditions) 
predominated.[6][20] Third, the specific exceptions in Section 3208.3(e) are narrower than Section 
3600(a)(10) exceptions in some respects (e.g., medical records exception requires "treatment" not just 
evidence of condition),[6][20] while broader in others (e.g., harassment exception and sudden/extraordinary 
event exception).[6][20] 

Conversely, plaintiff counsel should recognize that psychiatric injury claims have different exception 
pathways. Showing pre-termination medical records of psychiatric treatment more readily satisfies Section 
3208.3(e)(3) than comparable physical injury evidence would satisfy Section 3600(a)(10)(B), because the 
statute explicitly requires "treatment" evidence matching the psychiatric context. Additionally, if any formal 
harassment finding exists from any trier of fact, Section 3208.3(e)(4) exception automatically applies.[6][20] 

IX. Evidentiary Requirements and Burden of Proof Mechanics 

Substantial Medical Evidence Standard (Labor Code Section 4628) 

Medical evidence in post-termination defense litigation must meet "substantial evidence" standard defined by 
Labor Code Section 4628.[60][63] A medical opinion constitutes substantial evidence when it: (1) is 
predicated on reasonable medical probability; (2) is based upon pertinent facts and adequate 
examination/history; (3) sets forth reasoning supporting conclusions; and (4) is not speculative.[60][63] 
Courts have emphasized that "evidence that, when weighed with that opposed to it, has more convincing force 
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and the greater probability of truth" satisfies preponderance standard in workers' compensation 
context.[7][7][39] 

For post-termination defense specifically, medical evidence must address date-of-injury timing. Pre-
termination medical records must document symptoms, treatment, or impairment existing pre-termination. 
Post-termination medical evaluator opinions must address whether earlier medical evidence supports pre-
termination date of injury, or whether medical evidence supports post-termination date per Section 5412 
framework. Qualified Medical Evaluator (QME) or Agreed Medical Evaluator (AME) reports carry particular 
weight because they are neutral third parties selected through statutory procedures, though they are subject to 
credibility challenges if opinions lack factual support or rest on inaccurate medical history.[60][63] 

Deposition Strategy and Credibility Assessment 

Depositions of injured worker and medical providers are critical to burden-of-proof development. Key 
deposition topics include: 

Worker Deposition Topics: 

Specific timeline of symptom onset, progression, and severity 

When worker first believed symptoms work-related and basis for belief 

Whether worker reported symptoms to supervisor, sought medical evaluation, requested accommodations 
while employed 

What changed between employment period and post-termination period regarding symptoms or beliefs 

Details of termination conversation and whether injury was discussed 

Factual basis for knowledge regarding workers' compensation availability and procedures 

Consistency of symptom descriptions across medical evaluations and prior statements 

Medical Provider Deposition Topics: 

Factual basis for opinions regarding date of injury, date of disability, date of causation knowledge 

Whether provider reviewed pre-termination medical records or relied solely on post-termination history 

Whether worker or counsel provided narrative account of symptom timeline before or after evaluation 

Specific medical findings, testing, or examination results supporting causation opinion 

Whether opinion regarding disability and knowledge date is based on objective medical evidence or subjective 
worker report 

Documentary Evidence Hierarchy 

Evidence should be prioritized as follows: 

Tier One: Contemporaneous Written Documentation. 

Pre-termination incident reports, accident reports, injury reports 

Pre-termination medical records and treatment notes 

Contemporaneous written communications (emails, texts, HR correspondence) mentioning symptoms, 
restrictions, or accommodations 

Workers' compensation claim forms and timelines 

Termination notices with specific dates and reasons 

Tier Two: Documentary Evidence Slightly Removed in Time. 

Medical records created within days or weeks after termination but documenting pre-termination symptoms 
("patient reports pain began three weeks ago during work activity") 
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Employer records noting pattern of modified duty requests, frequent medical leaves, or performance issues 
related to symptoms 

Workers' testimony regarding prior statements to supervisors or colleagues corroborated by witness testimony 

Tier Three: Medical Expert Opinions. 

QME or AME reports addressing date-of-injury factors 

Treating physician reports and deposition testimony 

Defense expert medical evaluations addressing alternative causation or timing issues 

Tier Four: Inference and Circumstantial Evidence. 

Pattern of employment or conduct suggesting retaliatory claim filing 

Timing correlation between termination and claim filing 

Absence of pre-termination reporting combined with post-termination medical care 

X. Liability for Cumulative Trauma Claims Involving Multiple Employers (Labor Code Section 5500.5) 

Statutory Framework for Multiple Employer Liability 

Labor Code Section 5500.5(a) provides: "liability for the compensation provided by this division for a 
cumulative injury shall be limited to those employers who employed the injured employee during the one year 
period immediately preceding either (1) the date of injury as determined pursuant to Section 5412, or (2) the 
last date of injurious exposure, whichever occurs first."[16][18][22][29] This provision creates unique 
interplay with post-termination defense when worker was employed by multiple employers before filing post-
termination claim. 

Practical Scenario: Worker employed by Employer A for five years (2015-2020), then Employer B for two 
years (2020-2022), then Employer C briefly (2022-early 2023). Worker is terminated by Employer C in 
March 2023. Worker files cumulative trauma workers' compensation claim in June 2023, alleging onset date 
of April 2023 (post-termination) under Section 5412 based on first QME evaluation at that time. Under 
Section 5500.5(a), if April 2023 date of injury is established, the one-year lookback period is April 2022 to 
April 2023, making Employers B and C liable, but not Employer A who separated before April 
2022.[16][18][22][29] 

However, if employer can establish earlier pre-termination date of injury through Section 5412 analysis 
(showing disability and causation knowledge existed pre-termination), that earlier date would control the 
Section 5500.5(a) lookback period, potentially expanding liable employers and changing coverage 
analysis.[16][18][22][29] 

Strategic Implications for Multiple Employer Claims 

In multiple employer cumulative trauma scenarios, post-termination defense analysis becomes more complex 
because different employers have different incentives regarding date-of-injury timing. The most-recent 
employer (who terminated worker) may argue for early date of injury (before they employed worker) to 
escape liability; earlier employers may argue for late date of injury (extending lookback period and spreading 
liability to other employers).[16][18][22][29] The claims administrator for the ultimate liable employer has 
incentive to argue for later date of injury if it narrower the liability group, but broader date if it spreads costs 
across multiple insurers.[16][18][22][29] 

XI. Retaliation and Wrongful Termination Interaction (Labor Code Section 132a) 

Intersection of Post-Termination Defense with Anti-Retaliation Statute 

Labor Code Section 132a prohibits employers from discriminating against or retaliating against employees for 
filing workers' compensation claims or expressing intention to file.[17][19] The statute provides: "It is the 
declared policy of this state that there should not be discrimination against workers who are injured in the 
course and scope of their employment. Any employer who discharges, or threatens to discharge, or in any 
manner discriminates against any employee because he or she has filed or made known his or her intention to 
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file a claim for compensation with his or her employer or an application for adjudication, or because the 
employee has received a rating, award, or settlement, is guilty of a misdemeanor and the employee's 
compensation shall be increased by one-half, but in no event more than ten thousand dollars ($10,000), 
together with costs and expenses not in excess of two hundred fifty dollars ($250)."[17][19] 

The relationship between post-termination defense and Section 132a retaliation claim is important but often 
misunderstood. The post-termination defense does not disappear because retaliation occurred; rather, Section 
132a provides separate remedy (increased compensation and reinstatement) if employer violates anti-
retaliation statute. However, if employer terminated employee specifically and primarily to bar workers' 
compensation recovery through post-termination defense, that specific retaliation motivation itself may defeat 
or complicate post-termination defense enforcement.[10][10][17] 

In Lee v. WCAB (Sheppard) (2022), the WCAB addressed relationship between disciplinary action and post-
termination defense. Employer issued notice of disciplinary action on August 28, 2018, with termination 
proposed. However, employee was afforded Skelly hearing and resigned before final termination decision. 
The WCAB held that proposed disciplinary action did not constitute "notice of termination" because no actual 
notice of termination was ever issued.[12][12] The decision illustrates that if employer takes actions appearing 
retaliatory without following through on actual termination, post-termination defense may not apply because 
"notice of termination" was never formally provided. 

Strategic Considerations for Defending Against Retaliation Allegations in Post-Termination Context 

Employers defending post-termination claims should be alert to risk that aggressive assertion of post-
termination defense itself can create appearance of retaliation. If termination and workers' compensation claim 
filing are temporally proximate, worker's counsel may argue that termination was pretextual effort to bar 
compensation. To minimize retaliation risk, employers should: 

Document legitimate business reasons for termination independent of injury knowledge 

Avoid terminating employee shortly after injury report or workers' compensation inquiry 

Maintain consistent termination procedures and do not show pattern of terminating workers who file claims 

If restructuring or layoff occurs, apply criteria neutrally without targeting workers with known or suspected 
injuries 

Provide worker opportunity to request accommodations or medical leave before proceeding to termination 

XII. Preservation of Record and Appeal Strategy 

Building Record for Appeal Despite Expected Adverse Decision 

Even when post-termination defense appears strong, counsel should preserve record for appellate review in 
event trial judge rules against employer. Preservation requires: 

At Trial: 

Offering documentary evidence establishing burden prerequisites (termination notice dates, injury timing) into 
the record, even if judge appears predisposed to find exceptions apply 

Requesting specific findings of fact on each element of post-termination defense analysis, including date-of-
injury factual findings 

Obtaining clear statement of burden-of-proof allocation for appellate record 

If judge permits, making brief closing argument explicitly referencing statutory framework and burden 
allocation to create appellate record of legal positions asserted 

In Post-Trial Proceedings: 

Filing detailed report and recommendation or post-trial brief addressing statutory framework, burden 
allocation, and factual record supporting post-termination defense 

Requesting findings of fact on each element with specificity sufficient for appellate review 
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If unfavorable decision issued, filing petition for reconsideration with legal arguments suitable for WCAB 
appellate review 

BIA/WCAB Appeal Versus Writ of Review to Court of Appeal 

Unsuccessful party may appeal to WCAB (if ALJ issued decision) or seek writ of review to Court of Appeal 
(if WCAB issued decision). Strategy differs based on issue type: 

WCAB Appeal Strategy: If substantial evidence dispute (factual question regarding burden-of-proof 
satisfaction), WCAB appeal may be unsuccessful because WCAB reviews for substantial evidence standard, 
upholding facts found by ALJ if supported by any substantial evidence. However, if legal question exists 
(whether Section 5412 exception applies as matter of law when date-of-injury framework creates 
mathematical result), WCAB may reverse on law. 

Court of Appeal Writ Strategy: If WCAB decision is adverse, writ of review to Court of Appeal raises legal 
questions about burden allocation, statutory interpretation, or proper application of Section 5412 framework. 
Court of Appeal reviews legal questions de novo but defers to WCAB on factual findings supported by 
substantial evidence. Successful writ requires legal error, not merely factual disagreement. 

XIII. California State Law Protections and Procedural Safeguards 

California Labor Code Section 5705 and Burden-of-Proof Procedural Rules 

Labor Code Section 5705 governs burden of proof across workers' compensation proceedings. The statute 
provides: "The burden of proof rests upon the party or lien claimant holding the affirmative of the issue. The 
following are affirmative defenses, and the burden of proof rests upon the employer to establish them: (a) That 
an injured person claiming to be an employee was an independent contractor or otherwise excluded from the 
protection of this division where there is proof that the injured person was at the time of his or her injury 
actually performing service for the alleged employer."[30][32] 

Post-termination defense is explicitly designated affirmative defense.[7][10][30][32] This designation has 
procedural consequences: employer must affirmatively plead defense in answer, cannot rely on applicant's 
allegations to establish defense, and bears burden of proof by preponderance of evidence.[7][10][30][32] 

California Code of Regulations Title 8 Procedural Rules 

California Code of Regulations Title 8 governs WCAB procedures, including: 

Title 8, Section 10409: Burden of proof generally - requires clear and convincing evidence for certain 
defenses but preponderance for post-termination defense 

Title 8, Section 10550 et seq.: Evidence and hearing procedures - governs admissibility and presentation of 
evidence including medical reports and deposition testimony 

Title 8, Section 10605: Time for filing documents and notices - establishes deadlines for raising defenses and 
filing responsive pleadings 

Interaction with California State Criminal Law 

While workers' compensation post-termination defense is civil matter, practitioners should be aware that 
California Penal Code Section 182.5 prohibits retaliation against person reporting workplace injury. If 
employer engages in criminal retaliation against worker for reporting injury or filing claim, separate criminal 
penalties apply independently of workers' compensation proceedings.[10][10] 

XIV. Conclusion and Synthesis of Findings 

Summary of Legal Framework 

California Labor Code Section 3600(a)(10) post-termination defense establishes substantial but not absolute 
bar to workers' compensation benefits for employees who file claims after employment separation for pre-
separation injuries. The defense requires employer to establish two foundational facts (post-notice filing and 
pre-notice injury) by preponderance of evidence, after which employee bears burden of proving one or more 
statutory exceptions apply. Four exceptions exist: (1) pre-termination employer notice; (2) pre-termination 



Page 27 
(c) 2026 The Law Offices of Fernando Hidalgo, Inc. 

medical records evidencing injury; (3) for specific injuries, date of injury between notice and effective 
termination; and (4) for cumulative trauma, date of injury post-notice per Section 5412 framework. 

The Section 5412 framework creates practical mechanism by which cumulative trauma claims frequently 
overcome post-termination defense because medical evaluation post-termination typically establishes the date-
of-injury knowledge element, making operative date post-termination. This is not exception to Section 5412 
but rather result of applying Section 5412 framework faithfully. Psychiatric injury claims operate under 
distinct framework (Section 3208.3(e)) with heightened causation requirement and five specific exceptions. 

Strategic Positioning for Different Parties 

For Employer-Defendants: Post-termination defense remains viable strategy when comprehensive factual 
record shows pre-termination injury evidence, employer knowledge, or early date-of-injury establishment. 
Defense succeeds approximately when: (1) pre-termination medical records document symptoms or treatment; 
(2) employer can prove early notice of injury through incident reports, supervisor statements, or medical 
referrals; (3) specific injury with clear date of occurrence pre-termination can be established; or (4) factual 
evidence refutes worker's contention that post-termination medical evaluation first established causation. 
Defense fails when: (1) no pre-termination evidence exists; (2) employer cannot produce termination 
documentation; (3) cumulative trauma claim satisfies Section 5412 analysis showing knowledge-date post-
termination; or (4) worker's credibility regarding symptom-onset timing is greater than employer's evidence 
suggesting earlier date. 

For Employee-Claimants: Post-termination defense represents significant obstacle that nonetheless can be 
overcome in majority of cases through careful analysis of exceptions. Cumulative trauma claims have better 
success rates than specific injury claims because Section 5412 framework frequently supports post-
termination date-of-injury. Success factors include: (1) securing pre-termination medical documentation; (2) 
obtaining medical evaluator opinion on date-of-injury factors; (3) establishing lack of worker awareness of 
causation pre-termination; (4) demonstrating that first medical opinion confirming causation occurred post-
termination; or (5) showing pre-termination employer knowledge even without worker's knowledge. Claims at 
higher risk include specific injuries with clear pre-termination timing and no pre-termination evidence. 

Practical Recommendations for Counsel 

Regardless of representation side, counsel handling post-termination workers' compensation defense or 
exception analysis should: 

Immediately investigate termination timing and documentation. Obtain termination notice letters, effective 
termination dates, and any written communications regarding separation. 

Conduct comprehensive pre-termination medical records search. This should include primary care, 
occupational health, urgent care, emergency room, physical therapy, chiropractic, and any other treatment 
potentially reflecting symptoms. 

Depose injured worker early regarding symptom timeline and causation awareness. Lock down testimony 
regarding when symptoms began, when worker first suspected work-causation, and factual basis for that 
belief. 

Retain medical evaluator to address date-of-injury factual questions. QME can review all medical records and 
render opinion on disability and knowledge timeline critical to Section 5412 analysis. 

Request Findings of Fact addressing each element of post-termination defense analysis. Ensure trial record 
contains sufficient factual findings for appellate review if necessary. 

Be prepared for Section 5412 complexity in cumulative trauma cases. Recognize that cumulative trauma 
claims require detailed factual analysis of disability and knowledge elements; avoid assuming post-
termination defense automatically applies. 
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