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SUMMARY

The Iowa Supreme Court held that David Wilson failed to establish legal causation for a workers'
compensation claim arising from a heart attack suffered while traveling for work. The court concluded
that Wilson was not impelled by employment requirements to continue working after his symptoms
began, vacated the court of appeals' decision, and affirmed the district court's denial of benefits.
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QUESTIONS PRESENTED

1. Whether Wilson established legal causation under Iowa's workers' compensation rules for heart-attack
claims based on continued employment-related exertion after the onset of symptoms.

2. Whether the district court improperly substituted its factual findings for those of the industrial
commissioner regarding whether Wilson was impelled to continue working.

3. Whether the court needed to decide whether the Sondag impelled-to-continue standard is subjective or
objective.

4. Whether the denial of benefits could be affirmed because Wilson failed to establish medical causation.

HOLDINGS

1. A claimant relying on the continued-exertion theory must show that employment obligations impelled
the claimant to continue working after the onset of heart-attack symptoms, such that the employment
contributed causally to the aggravation or final injury. Wilson failed to satisfy that requirement because
he was free to stop and seek medical attention.

2. A district court may not substitute its factual findings for those of the industrial commissioner when the
commissioner's findings are supported by substantial evidence.

3. The court need not decide medical causation when the claimant must prove both legal and medical
causation and fails to establish legal causation.

4. The court declined to decide whether the impelled-to-continue standard is judged subjectively or
objectively because the issue was waived.

KEY QUOTATIONS

“The most obvious relevance of this [third] element (continuing exertion after symptoms) is in showing causal
connection between the obligations of the employment and the final injury; for if the workman, for some
reason, feels impelled to continue with his duties when, but for these duties, he could and would have gone
somewhere to lie down at once, the causal contribution of the employment to the aggravation of the condition
is clear.” (481)

“We conclude this was error; a district court is not free to substitute its findings of fact for that of the
commissioner if the commissioner's findings are supported by substantial evidence.” (482)

“This claim must fail for lack of proof of legal causation.” (482)

FACTUAL BACKGROUND

Wilson, a sales trainer for Good Will Publishers, was traveling from Iowa to Missouri to train a new
representative when he developed symptoms he believed were indigestion. He continued traveling to Dexter,
Missouri, where he sought medical attention after recognizing that his condition might be a heart attack; he



ultimately underwent open-heart surgery. Wilson had significant underlying coronary artery disease, largely
associated with heavy cigarette smoking, and sought workers' compensation benefits on the ground that the heart
attack arose out of his employment.

PROCEDURAL HISTORY

A deputy workers' compensation commissioner denied Wilson benefits because he failed to establish legal or
medical causation. The commissioner affirmed that decision. The district court affirmed, substituting its own
findings on legal causation but concluding that medical causation was not established. The court of appeals
reversed, determining that Wilson had presented substantial evidence of both legal and medical causation. The
Supreme Court of Iowa vacated the court of appeals' decision and affirmed the district court's judgment.

DISPOSITION

vacated

REMAND INSTRUCTIONS

The court of appeals' decision was vacated, and the district court's judgment was affirmed. No further remand
instructions were issued.
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