Off-Site Return To Work Programs

The sooner an employee returns to work from a workers' compensation injury, the lower the overall cost of the work comp claim.  Numerous studies have documented the correlation between time off work due to a work related injury and the employee's chances of continuing their employment with your company..  Per U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, an employee who has been off work for 6 months has a 50% chance of ever returning to work.  An employee who been off work for a year has a 25% chance of returning to work.  Employees off work for more than 2 years rarely ever return to work.  However, employees who return to work in less than 7 days have almost a 100% chance of continuing their employment.

A well-managed modified duty return to work program can have a sizable impact on the cost of your workers' compensation program.  These short term programs expedite the employee's return to work by facilitating limited duty or modified duty for employees who have a temporary condition that prevents them from performing their regular duties.  

A common myth is that employees are reluctant to return to work on modified duty.  While this may be true in a few cases, much more often it is the employer who is the reluctant one when it comes to having a modified duty program.  Supervisors who have not been educated about the benefits of a return to work program or the cost of workers' compensation will often see modified duty as an inconvenience to themselves.  Also, supervisors and managers often have a conflict between their productivity goals and the return to work program.  If their own performance evaluation or year end bonus is tied to their production goal, they will (often subconsciously) place their own well being ahead of what is best for the company—the employee's return to work on modified duty.  

The solution for the employee, the employer and the supervisor is the off-site return to work program.  An aggressive off-site return to work program will provide temporary job placements at a non-profit organization when the employee's medical restrictions cannot be accommodated by the employer.  With an off-site return to work program, the supervisor or manager no longer has the conflict between the productivity goals and the return to work program, nor do they see off-site return to work program as an inconvenience to themselves.  

An example of an off-site return to work program.........a third party administrator who was handling the work comp claims for both a national trucking company and nationwide charity arranged for truck drivers to return to work on modified duty at the charity's thrift stores.  The truck drivers, who often had musculoskeletal injuries, would be given weight lifting restrictions, standing restrictions and seated restrictions.  The truck drivers instead of reporting to their truck terminal for modified duty would be given off-site work at the charity's thriftstores.   The truck drivers would sort donated clothes.  They were allowed to sort clothes seated at a table, or stand or walk as they needed, to accommodate the restrictions from their medical provider. 

When an employee is unable to return to work full time for the employer and the employer is unable to provide appropriate modified duty work, the off-site return to work program will be an attractive option to the employee.  An off-site return to work program will provide several benefits to the employee that the employee would not get if forced to stay home from work.  These benefits includes:

· Continuation of the regular wages and benefits while in the off-site return to work program

· The opportunity to remain active and performing productive task and meaningful work

· Keeping the employee from becoming de-conditioned from a lack of activity

· Allowing employees to work within the medical restrictions placed by their medical provider 

· Providing work-hardening activity making the transition back to full employment easier

· Keeping the “daily routine” of going to work so that the employee does not adjust to life without work

An off-site modified duty program has to be structured in such a way as to improve the return to work time frame for the employee in order for it to be successful.   An off-site modified duty program should encompass the following attributes:

· Clear communications with the employer, the employee and the non-profit organization so that everyone understands the purpose and scope of the off-site return to work program

· The placement of the employee to work for a non-profit organization, a charitable organization or church/religious affiliated organization (this allows the employer to achieve a tax write-off for the contribution of the employee's labor and benefits, paid for by the employer)

· An actively involved adjuster or a vocational case manager who customizes the off-site work assignment to meet the employee's medical restrictions

· Clear return to work expectations

· The employee being advise the placement is temporary until the employee has recovered physically enough to return to their job.  The temporary placement off-site should have no stated minimum amount of time (so it can be ended at any time), but definitely should have a maximum amount of time of 30 to 60 days (taking into consideration the medical restrictions and the employee's recovery)  

When your company starts its own off-site return to work program, contact several charities, churches and other non-profit organizations.  You will find most of them will be very receptive of allowing your employees to come work for them.  You can discuss what temporary job placement positions they will have available.  Limit the temporary positions to jobs that have very low physical demands so that you can easily place your employees in the jobs.  With the off-site program, the employee benefits, the non-profit organization benefits and you increase substantially the probability that your worker will return to work for you while reducing your overall cost of workers compensation.

