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GET WELL
WISHES

WORK

Empathy at start of claims process critical
in getting injured employees back to work

BY LOUISE ESOLA
lesola@businessinsurance.com

hat’s worse than suffering a
work injury? Not getting back
to work at all, experts say.
It’s why the workers compensation industry is zeroing
in on return to work “knowhow” more than ever, including treating injured workers with empathy
right from the beginning of the claims,
according to experts.
“It’s taken this industry a long time to come
around and realize that return to work is not
only good for the bottom line, it’s the right
thing to do; it’s good for the injured work-

W

er,” said Sebastian Grasso, Manchester, New
Hampshire-based president and chief executive officer of Wyndham Group, which helps
employers accommodate injured workers.
The Job Accommodation Network, a branch
of the U.S. Department of Labor that assists
employers grappling with disability-related
legislation, cites research that the likelihood
of an injured worker returning to work drops
to 50% by the 12th week of leave, according
to the organization’s website.
“I think there is finally recognition across all
industries that return to work is an important
factor in mitigating costs,” said Cathy Puls,
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Kansas City, Missouri-based workers
comp claims manager for Lockton Cos.
“There’s definitely a greater focus on
return to work today, from a financial perspective and from a compliance perspective,” said Christina Bergman, Prescott,
Wisconsin-based managing director for
Aon Risk Solutions.

‘How we treat them sticks’
Some of the most important actions a
company can take to mitigate complications from an injured worker with a noncatastrophic claim can be found at the
onset of the claim, experts say.
The employee interview is among the
first steps in the return to work process,
Mr. Grasso said.
“One of the questions that we are going
to ask the worker is ‘how were you treated
when you reported your injury?’ Because
that will tell us how challenging return to
work will be,” he said, adding that early
resentments often complicate matters.
“If you don’t treat them with compassion and concern … the ill will that you
will create … is going to cost so much

COST OF DELAY
Failing to quickly return an injured
employee to work can have long-lasting and
costly consequences.
n

Only 50% of injured employees off
the job for six months return to work.

n

Only 5% of injured employees off
for a year return to work.

n

Productivity losses are estimated at
double to triple the total comp costs
if a worker does not return.

n

Companies with return to work
programs and protocols can realize
$8 to $10 in savings per dollar invested.

Source: American Society of Safety Engineers

money,” he said.
Richard Graham, director of workers
comp for Philadelphia’s Southeastern
Pennsylvania Transportation Authority,
said this approach is paramount.
“I think employers have figured this out;
they are your employee (and) you have to
put your arm around the employee and
say, ‘we are going to help you through this
process … we are going to get you good

medical care and we are going to get you
back to work.’”
“The trend that we are seeing is more
about advocacy and enhancing customer service with the claims process,” said
Kimberly George, Chicago-based senior
vice president and senior health care
advisor for Sedgwick Claims Management Services Inc. “We want to be better
advocates for injured workers through the
claims process. (We are) improving the
experience with the worker … and that
includes return to work. It’s in the beginning (of a claim), it’s in the middle and in
the end. … How we treat them sticks.”
Nancy Slater, San Bernardino, California-based occupational care program
manager and member services manager
for California Schools Risk Management
of The Community College Alliance, has
a get-well card on the protocol for managing claims.
“It’s all about making them feel important and communicating that we appreciate their abilities and we want them to
return work,” she said. “So many times,
when our employees have an industrial
injury they think, ‘oh my goodness, I am

VOLUNTEER WORK KEEPS INJURED EMPLOYEES ACTIVE

W

hen recovering workers can’t
return to full duty because their
doctor hasn’t given permission or
the company can’t accommodate them,
one option growing in popularity is for
the employer to pay for their employee to
work as a volunteer for a nonprofit.
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This trend started
about five years ago,
said Kimberly George,
senior vice president and
senior health care advisor
for Sedgwick Claims
Management Services Inc.
in Chicago.
Frances Ford, coowner of Tampa-based
Reemployability Inc.,
which helps companies
link their recovering workers with
nonprofit volunteer posts, said her
organization arranges “hundreds of
placements a month.”
The premise for employers is that an
injured worker “just sitting at home” is not
a good idea and will prove costly later, she

said. One example is that of injured truck
drivers who are not yet released to drive
again, but can perform “light duty,” she
said, adding that most trucking companies
have no such job.
“This will keep them active, getting up
every day, having a normal routine, being
productive, helping others,” said Ms. Ford,
tallying the benefits of taking advantage of
a light duty approval by volunteering.
Christina Bergman, Prescott, Wisconsinbased managing director for Aon Risk
Solutions, believes the volunteering trend
will grow.
“It can be something that is productive
for the employee because they feel like
they are valued, instead of being home
(and) focusing on pain,” she said.
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We want to be better advocates for injured workers through
the claims process. (We are) improving the experience
with the worker ... and that includes return to work.
Kimberly George, Sedgwick Claims Management Services Inc.

going to lose my job.’ We don’t ask them
when they are coming back. … We are
careful with wording, (but) we do want
them to know they are valued and we
want them to come back.”

Clearing up a messy intersection
Jeffrey M. Adelson, managing partner
for the law firm Adelson, Testan, Brundo, Novell & Jimenez, calls the cluttered
intersection where federal laws, such as
the Americans with Disabilities Act and
the Family Medical Leave Act, meet
workers comp regulations — which vary
state-by-state — “a blind intersection if
you don’t know what you are doing.”
The federal ADA — and the ADA
Amendments Act adopted in 2008 —
dictates that a disabled worker must be
accommodated, while the federal FMLA
includes language that protects an injured
worker who does not want to accept an
accommodation.
“(Companies) have to participate in the
educational programs that are going on,”
said Ms. George, calling it “one of the
hottest topics.”
Nearly every risk management and disability conference held over the past year
has addressed the topic in information
sessions.
“(This) is becoming more and more
important to employers whether it’s workers comp or another event; regardless of
the nature of the event,” said Ms. Bergman, who listed several expensive lawsuits.
For example, Mooresville, North Carolina-based hardware giant Lowe’s Companies Inc. paid an $8.6 million settlement
in 2016 for terminating employees who
exceeded their medical leaves of absence
in a case that could have been avoided
had the company had a better handle on

federal laws, Ms. Bergman said. Lowe’s
could not comment on the settlement for
this article.
Integration is the buzz word.
“It’s so important for the human
resources side to talk to the risk management side on workers compensation,” said
Mr. Adelson. “If they don’t talk, they may
have a collision at that intersection.”
Mr. Grasso, who helps companies put
injured workers in light-duty jobs, said
some companies say ‘no’ to accommodations out of ignorance. “They just don’t
know,” he said. “So they say ‘no’ … and
it costs them.”
And accommodations for a recovering worker are inexpensive, Mr. Grasso
added. The Job Accommodation Network reports that 57% of companies that
tweaked jobs for light duty did not spend
any money doing so.
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Calling the task “return to work” might
expire as one trend tells employers to call
it something else.
“Your recovery” and “return to life” are
examples cited by experts who say getting
an employee to think outside of the job
might better inspire a swifter recovery.
“Words matter,” said Ms. George. “I
see this as part of what the American
employee wants today; work-life balance
means more to employees … than ever
before. When somebody is injured, their
life is impacted. It’s not just work.”
In the end, the payoff is the employer
gets a willing participant in return to work
and the worker can get back to doing
what they love, said Mr. Grasso.
“Work gives us the opportunity to do
the things we like to do outside of work,”
he said.
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