Work Hardening


Some Employees Do Not Recover Enough to Return to Work

[bookmark: _GoBack]The majority of the employees who are injured will need only standard medical care to return to work.  Most of the employees who need rehabilitation will recover completely with physical therapy or occupational therapy.  However, some employees do not recover enough of their physical capabilities to return to work even though they have recovered from their injury. This is a result of the muscles becoming atrophic and the employee deconditioned due to lack of physical activities during the injury recovery time.  Work hardening is a comprehensive and systematic therapy plan created specifically for an injured employee to return him to the physical condition he was in prior to the injury.


Objective to Bring Skills Back to Prior Levels

The objective of work hardening is to return not only the employee’s physical ability but also to bring the employee’s functional, behavioral and vocational skills back to the skill level present prior to the injury. The therapist administering the work hardening program should be provided a detailed job description in order to tailor the work hardening program to the specific job requirements of the injured employee.  Occasionally, the employee who needs work hardening has attitude issues or chronic pain that has caused the employee to become severely deconditioned.  


Program Involves Physician, Nurse Case Manager, and Therapists

For an injured employee to be in a work hardening program, the treating physician will make the request, normally a written prescription.  The nurse case manager should arrange the work hardening program with a physical therapy or occupational therapy facility that conducts work hardening programs on a regular basis.  The nurse case manager should stay actively involved with the treatment until it has been totally completed.

There can be significant variation in the work hardening treatment plans. There will be variations in the type and frequency of treatment and variations in the amount of time needed to complete the program.  The work hardening plan created for the particular employee will acknowledge and incorporate these factors in the individualized program design, as the goal of work hardening is to return the employee to work.


Optimize Work Capability of Employee

The work hardening program or plan designed for the employee will optimize the work capability of the employee while minimizing the employee’s risk of re-injury when the employee returns to work. Each individual plan may incorporate one or more of the following:

· Simulation of specific work tasks
· Simulation of general work tasks
· Physical reconditioning
· Training on how to prevent future injury
· Training on how to perform the work tasks to minimize pain 
· Training on how to modify work tasks
· Training on how to modify daily living activities
· Psychological intervention to demonstrate to the employee that he is capable of returning to work

The employee who understand the reasoning for work hardening and wants to recover to the maximum from the injury will embrace the concept.  Often this is an employee who has been on modified duty and understands what is needed to return to work full duty.  

However, if the employee has an attitude, behavioral issues, chronic pain or psychological issues interfering with a return to work, work hardening can be effective, if the therapist is aware of the issues that will interfere with the successful completion of the work hardening program.  The nurse case manager on the workers’ compensation claim should discuss these barriers with the therapist and agree on the treatment plan necessary overcome the barriers.


Success Measured in Several Areas

The success of the work hardening program can be measured in several different areas.  The therapist will report to the treating physician during the work hardening program and at the conclusion of the program.  Information the therapist will provide to the treating physician includes:

· Musculoskeletal improvement
· Cardiovascular status
· Motivation
· Attitude
· Behavior
· Vocational status (in relation to job specific requirements)
· Need for future accommodations

One mistake physicians and others make in the use of work hardening programs is to wait until the employee has totally recovered from the work related injury before starting work hardening.  If the employee has been off works for months, and the employer – adjuster – nurse case manger knows the employee will be returning to a physically demanding job, work hardening should be incorporated into the physical therapy program, and not as a subsequent program to the physical therapy.
 
