Chapter 9

Early Return To Work                                                   



If you do not already have one, implement an early return to work program. Too many companies miss the boat on getting injured employees back-to-work as soon as possible. An appropriately enforced ERTW, light/modified duty policy can reduce the cost of a claim by as much as 50%. 

The entire focus on ERTW or modified/ light duty is accommodating an injured employee so they can work while recovering from their injuries. During the recovery process several messages are communicated:

To the employee – “We care about your position with this company and are willing to provide a job during your recovery that will make you feel more productive and secure”.

To the medical community – “We take workplace injuries seriously and will diligently manage each and every accident to ensure our employee receives the best care available and at a reasonable cost to the insurance company”.

To the community – “Our Company is in the business of keeping our employees safe and productive members of this community”.

To your insurance partner – “We are partners, not just another policyholder”

INTRODUCTION

Once an injured employee has received prompt and professional medical attention, the next priority is to return those employees suffering injuries that temporarily restrict or limit their physical capabilities back to work as quickly as safely possible.  Establishing an effective Early Return-to-Work (ERTW) program is key to fostering employee health and well being and minimizing workers’ compensation costs for TAASIT Members.  

The goal of the ERTW program is to get the employee back to work in a modified duty job that will accommodate their physical restrictions, giving the employee the opportunity to transition into their regular job.  By maintaining an ERTW program, TAASIT Members will create an environment of care and concern that serves to communicate the importance of every employee whether injured or healthy. Effective ERTW programs are beneficial to both the injured employee and to TAASIT Members.  Rather than allowing injured employees to be completely off work, ERTW programs provide a degree of rehabilitation and often expedite recovery while enabling the injured employee to continue being a productive and valuable asset to the organization.

ADVANTAGES

There are many advantages and benefits of an ERTW program including but not limited to:

· Reduce and contain workers’ compensation costs such as:

· Indemnity Costs

· Medical Costs

· Rehabilitation Costs

· Legal Fees

· Insurance Premium

· Improves the psychological and physiological components of an injured employee which decreases recovery time

· Improve morale and increase employee loyalty and dedication

· Enhance employer/employee relationship and fosters communication

· Reduces exposure to American’s with Disabilities Act (ADA) claims

· Decreases the need for overtime and cost of hiring personnel to replace injured employee 

DEVELOPING THE ERTW PROGRAM

A general policy is needed stating the purpose of the ERTW Program and Senior Management’s commitment to case management. This can be in letter form (see Attachment #1), or a simple memorandum such as:

(DEALERSHIP NAME) Facility is committed to providing a safe work environment 


for its employees. If, for whatever reason, an employee has the misfortune of sustaining an injury while employed by our facility, every effort will be made to ensure that worker receives quality medical care, and is returned to the work environment as soon as they are physically able. To this end, the following physician has been designated to care for any injury needing medical attention.

Establish A Workers’ Compensation Management Team

The workers’ compensation management team is made up of several people, from both inside and outside the company. Each team member does specific tasks or provides important information and support during the treatment and rehabilitation of an injured employee. Depending on the size of the organization, some team members may have more than one task. In order for the workers’ compensation management team to work effectively, all members must understand their roles and responsibilities.

The typical workers’ compensation management team includes the following members:

( Workers’ compensation coordinator

( Manager/Supervisor of the injured employee

( Insurance carrier or third-party claims administrator

( Medical provider

( Facility management

( Other team members: These may include medical case management nurses (who can assist with the treatment, recovery and rehabilitation process) and vocational rehabilitation specialists (who can assist employees in their rehabilitation and return to work).

Identifying The Claims Contact

This person should be an employee for your facility that has an overall understanding of the workers’ compensation process.

· Notifies the Brentwood Services within 24 hours of the injury.

· Completes all required medical and injury forms.

· Maintains continual contact with Brentwood Services claims representative.

· Maintains at least weekly contact with the injured worker.

· Maintains contact with the designated physician regarding injury status, and gets specific dates when an employee can return to work or has another appointment.

· Has a good understanding of various job descriptions, and makes these known to the designated physician to help identify return to work opportunities.

· Ensures worker stays within any work restriction while on the job.

Selecting A Medical Provider

Your goal is to choose the person or persons who will provide the best possible care for injured employees. Your medical provider should also give advice on the treatment and rehabilitation progress of injured employees. 

Using emergency rooms as a medical provider for common occupational injuries should be avoided, since their rates are often higher, for the same treatment from local clinics. There are some situations where emergency rooms must be used due to the injury occurring late in the day, or urgency of the injury demands the closest medical facility. Obviously, it is certainly acceptable to use the emergency room for injuries that require emergency treatment, but follow up visits should then be referred to the designated physician.

It should also be pointed out that under the Illinois Workers’ Compensation Act, injured employees have the right to choose treatment from two medical providers of their choice. However, the employer has the right to request that an employee be evaluated by a independent medical examiner selected by the employer.  

IMPLEMENTING THE ERTW PROGRAM

Once the designated physician has been identified, the Supervisors must be notified, who should then inform their employees of the injury protocols during their orientation.

These injury protocols may be as follows:

In the unlikely event that you sustain an injury on the job, you will be entitled workers compensation benefits, which will cover medical fees and disability benefits. However, it is essential that you report the injury – no matter how minor- to your supervisor immediately.

It is essential that you inform your Supervisor of all facts that lead to the injury so a detailed accident investigation can be completed in an effort to prevent similar incidents from occurring in the future.

If necessary, you will be taken to a medical facility, where we have determined that you will receive appropriate medical attention.

Following the injured employee’s initial treatment by the medical provider, the supervisor or manager needs to get information about the employee’s work limitations, if any. Based on information provided by the supervisor or manager, the medical provider should determine whether the employee could return to work doing tasks that fit those limitations.

Transitional Work

Getting employees back to work as quickly as possible is in every one’s best interest, so it’s very important to make this a priority with each and every injured employee.  It is imperative that you communicate care and concern for the employees well being and avoid dwelling on the negative aspects that often accompany injuries and the RTW process.

Opportunities for transitional work will be identified ahead of time by considering what injuries or illnesses employees might have on the job and what physical limitations they might cause.

Every effort will be made to provide transitional work for injured employees who need job modifications in order to return to work.

Maintain Employee Contact

During the recovery period, it’s important for you to maintain regular contact with the employee (daily or weekly) and to get frequent medical updates from both the employee and the medical provider. Keeping in contact with injured employees is usually the responsibility of employees’ supervisors or managers.

Don’t make this seem as if you are “checking up” on employees. Try to show that you genuinely care about their well-being and that you are eager to have them back to work as soon as they are able.

Get A Target Return-To-Work Date

As early in the process as possible, ask the medical provider to determine when the injured employee will be able to return to work. If the medical provider can’t set a target return-to-work date within a few weeks of the accident, consider getting a second medical opinion or hold a meeting between your selected medical provider and the treating provider to discuss return-to-work goals. However, before doing either of these things, check with Brentwood Services claims representative to ensure that legal and appropriate protocol is being followed. Once the target return-to-work date has been set, confirm it in writing to the employee, the medical provider, Brentwood Services claims representative and the Supervisor or Manager.

Rehabilitation Counselors And Medical Case Managers

Brentwood Services can help you find rehabilitation counselors and/or medical case managers in your area to work with injured employees and your selected medical provider. Counselors and case managers can help make sure that employees are following the right rehabilitation programs and progressing at the best rates. In cases of serious or extended disability claims, rehabilitation counselors can encourage employees during rehabilitation and explain things that might help employees recover and get back to their jobs.

Rehabilitation counselors and medical case managers should focus on returning employees to work activities that are appropriate for their physical limitations and skills. You should review the reports made by rehabilitation counselors and medical case managers to verify that all activities are preparing employees to return to work.

Claims Review Meetings

When you have ongoing workers’ compensation claims, hold regular meetings with all members of the case management team to review the progress of each claim. These meetings can be helpful in reducing costs and the amount of time injured employees are away from work. In addition, meetings among team members can help in defining issues, setting goals and sharing ideas for better claim management.

Training

All Supervisors and Managers will be trained to learn their roles in the workers’ compensation management program and the effective return to work of injured employees.

Record keeping

All records about workers’ compensation claims will be kept confidential and stored separately from all other personnel records.

Cost Savings

By implementing a successful return-to work program a company can reduce the direct and indirect costs associated with a workers’ compensation injury. Returning an employee back to work will also improve their physical recovery and improve self-esteem. Expenses saved include:

· Medical expense

· Expenses due to lost productivity

· Employee replacement

· Retraining a replacement employee

· Legal fee

· Settlement fee

SUMMARY

By developing and maintaining an effective ERTW program, TAASIT Members have the opportunity to provide injured employees with the benefit of continued full-time employment, on-the-job rehabilitation, and improved recovery time frames.   TAASIT Members will also benefit be continuing to preserve and utilize available human resources and increase workers’ compensation savings.

TAASIT Members should consider the following guidelines in developing and maintaining ERTW programs:

· Evaluate the program at least annually

· Appoint a program coordinator

· Educate Managers and Supervisors

· Communicate the program to employees

· Train employees on ERTW program

· Require incident report within 24 hours

· Hold return-to-work team meetings

· Designate jobs for modified, transitional, and alternative duty

· Standard job descriptions

· Place returning employees in other departments or locations

· Invite medical providers to visit your facility and observe work activities

· Inform medical providers of your ERTW program

· Maintain on-going contact with Brentwood Services claims representative, the injured employee, and medical professional

SAMPLE

RETURN-TO-WORK POLICY

(DEALERSHIP NAME) has a return-to-work program for employees recovering from illnesses or injuries sustained on the job.  Employees who have physical limitations from an injury or illness will have their job duties modified, or will perform alternative duties, until they are able to perform their regular jobs again.  (DEALERSHIP NAME) will make every reasonable effort to provide modified and/or alternative duty jobs to accommodate the return of all employees having job related injuries or illnesses.

The return-to-work program has several objectives.  First, (DEALERSHIP NAME)’s goal is to assist employees who have been injured obtain the best medical treatment and foster a full and quick recovery.  The return-to-work program allows employees to get back to their regular job and pre injury/illness condition (as far as possible) as quickly as possible.  Returning to work as soon as possible:

· Minimizes the employee’s loss of income;

· Makes the transition back to regular duties easier, physically and psychologically; and

· Maintains the employee’s self-esteem because he/she can continue to perform useful and meaningful work.

Secondly, (DEALERSHIP NAME) also benefits from the return-to-work program.  An employee continues to work, even in restricted capacity, allows the company to continue utilizing the employee’s skills, expertise, and knowledge of the job and company.

Employees, who are injured on the job and have been given clearance by a medical professional to return to work in a modified or alternative position, will be required to participate in the return-to-work program.  An employee’s failure to participate can result in loss of workers’ compensation benefits and be subject to disciplinary action up to and including termination. 

Return-To-Work Procedures

If an employee cannot perform his/her regular job duties because of injury or illness, the employee’s supervisor or human resources representative should remain in contact with the injured employee a minimum of once per week.  The supervisor or human resources representative should also maintain contact with the claims adjuster and treating medical professional (with employee’s permission) on a weekly basis.

If the employee cannot work due to injury or illness, he or she should contact the company on a regular basis (once per week) to keep the company up-to-date on his or her status.

The injured employee’s supervisor and/or human resources representative should communicate with the treating medical professional regarding the opportunities and availability of transitional/modified duty jobs.  When determined by (DEALERSHIP NAME), the injured employee, the claims adjuster, and medical professional that it is appropriate for the injured employee to resume some form of work, the company will request that a medical professional complete a return-to-work statement.  The statement should summarize the employee’s current physical abilities and what physical tasks the employee should not perform.

(DEALERSHIP NAME) has or will prepare written job descriptions outlining the work tasks each employee performs.  (DEALERSHIP NAME) will ensure that the treating medical professional receives a copy of the injured employee’s job description so that the medical provider better understand the employee’s job and prepare a more thorough return-to-work statement.

Once completed, the return-to-work statement should be sent to (DEALERSHIP NAME).  Responsible personnel will forward the statement to the claims adjuster and the employee’s supervisor.  

Return-to-Work Duties:

Based on the medical professional’s return-to-work statement, a return-to-work program representative and the employee’s supervisor will determine what regular job duties the employee can perform, job duties the employee can perform with some modifications, or if the employee should be given alternate duties. A returning employee’s transitional job duty may be a combination of regular, modified, and alternate duties.

While the assigned work may be considered “light” in terms of its physical demands (if that is what is necessary based on the injury or illness), all returning employees will be asked to perform tasks that are necessary and meaningful to (DEALERSHIP NAME)’s operations.

Returning employees who have concerns about their return-to-work duties should consult their immediate supervisors, a human resources representative, or their medical professional.  Under no circumstances will employees be assigned tasks or allowed to do tasks that do not meet the approval of a medical professional.

Because the return-to-work program is intended to be a transition back to an employee’s original job, employees in the return-to-work program will not be allowed to keep their alternative job duties after they have recovered.

Periodic Re-evaluation:

Employees in the return-to-work program must be evaluated by a qualified medical professional according to a schedule established by the claims adjuster, medical professional, human resources representative, and injured employee.  After each re-evaluation, the medical professional must prepare a written statement concerning the employee’s physical progress.  The employee will submit this statement to (DEALERSHIP NAME).  As the employee’s recovery continues, job tasks may be reassigned to match the employee’s increased abilities.  When the medical evaluation indicates the employee can resume his/her original job, the employee will do so. 

