
 
 

One key in controlling long-term disability and dependence on disability-related benefits (workers’ 
compensation, extended sick leave, short/long term disability) is an interdisciplinary approach to bridging 
the gap between medical care and a safe and timely return to work.  Time is the worst enemy for an 
employee off work due to an injury.   Research shows that the longer an individual remains off work, the 
less likely that person will ever return to his or her pre-injury job.  Even when an employee is off work for 
several weeks, they often present the consequence of inactivity:  physical de-conditioning, depression, 
chronic pain, symptom magnification and the perceived inability to return to work.  
 
The proactive approach of coordinating services for timely and cost effective return to work of employees 
off work due to an injury is known as disability management.  The goal of disability management is to 
focus the injured worker on returning to work from the onset of the injury.  Disability management is a 
multifaceted injury management strategy which focuses on a work conditioning treatment approach 
similar to the process professional athletes undergo to return to the game following an injury.  This 
approach involves a number of key players including: the injured employee, his/her supervisor and 
manager, Occupational Health Facility, Human Resources, physical and occupational therapist, and the 
Octagon Risk Services claims examiner (third party administrator for workers' compensation claims).  
 
Emphasis is placed on open communication with the injured worker throughout the recuperation process.  
Early and continued interaction with the injured worker along with rehabilitation therapy and the use of 
proven work-conditioning techniques form the pathway to getting employees back to the work force 
safely and expediently.  It is the responsibility of the injured worker's supervisor or manager, along with 
assistance from Human Resources and Occupational Health Facility to be the critical links in maintaining 
continued communication with the disabled worker.  This communication should address concerns for the 
injured worker and his/her family to ease anxieties over  his/her medical condition, temporary reduction 
of income and his/her return to work effort.  This communication must continue on a regular and frequent 
basis during the entire time the injured worker is recuperating at home from their injury or illness.  
 
As soon as medically feasib le, in coordination with Human Resources, job functions or tasks are 
identified or developed so that an injured worker can return to work on a modified and transitional basis.  
Modified work requires the adjustment of a worker's job functions to allow the worker to perform 
meaningful job functions within their temporary work restrictions.  Some modified or transitional work 
assignments may be for less than eight or twelve hours per shift.  Developing and implementing a 
disability management program and transitional work requires flexibility from the supervisor and 
manager.  But there are big payoffs.  Disability benefits are reduced for the hospital and the employee's 
department.  Also, the injured worker is kept more closely tied to the workplace which provides positive 
reinforcement of the employee's effort toward recovery.  By providing modified or transitional work 
assignments, the injured worker is less likely to experience extensive lost days from work.  Goodwill is 
established between the employer and the injured worker which results in contained workers' 
compensation and other disability benefits.  Potential litigation costs are reduced and community 
perception about the hospital is enhanced.  
 
When notice of a lost time injury is first received, contact should be made with the injured employee.  
This contact usually originates from the injured worker's supervisor or manager.  As the worker advances 
through the recuperation process, Human Resources and Occupational Health Facility will keep the 
supervisor updated on changing medical status and provide assistance in upgrading transitional work 
assignments as the injured employee's condition improves. 
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