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A supportive, ability-focused return-to-work program can provide substantial 
benefits for employees and employers alike.

by | Adam Kelly
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feAture Article

A supportive return-to-work program provides economic 
benefits for employers by reducing time loss and claim 
costs, and also provides therapeutic benefits for em-

ployees.
On-the-job recovery, where medically possible, can re-

store an employee’s sense of purpose, productivity and con-
nection to the workplace. Returning to normal activities as 
early as possible after an illness or injury can help:

•	 Speed recovery
•	 Reduce chance of relapse and long-term disability
•	 Restore income as well as sense of purpose
•	 Alleviate feelings of social isolation or disconnection.
Many organizations do not have proactive or supportive 

return-to-work models, but rather rely on traditional models 
that focus mainly on adjudicating and administering claims. 
Organizations that apply this type of administrative/transac-
tional approach to absence management may miss opportuni-
ties to provide employees with support for an underlying issue.

However, with an ability-focused return-to-work ap-
proach:

•	 Return-to-work planning is guided by a disability 

management professional who obtains input from the 
injured or ill employee, the manager/employer and the 
treating physician.

•	 Medical information and information related to job 
duties/work environment are reviewed to assess the 
employee’s functional abilities and the availability of 
modified work opportunities.

•	 Nonmedical factors are taken into account, as these is-
sues can be barriers to a sustainable return to work 
(e.g., personal/social and workplace factors that may 
be contributing to the absence).

•	 Return-to-work support and planning begins as early 
as possible, not only to reduce claim duration but also 
to prevent the employee from feeling disconnected 
from the workplace.

It is critical that you have an absence program, and 
through it a return-to-work program that supports employ-
ees, ensures a reduction in costs and supports the organiza-
tion’s people leaders.

Below are some key steps to developing a supportive  
return-to-work program.

Strategies for  
a Successful  
Return to Work
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Address Both Medical factors  
and interest factors

While much of return-to-work planning focuses on med-
ical factors that may impact employees’ ability to do their 
job, many organizations fail to recognize the critical personal 
and workplace factors that impact their interest in returning 
to work.

There are a number of workplace factors that may have 
been present before the illness/injury. These may cause an 
employee to feel reluctant to return if the issues have been 
left unresolved:

•	 Preexisting	employee-manager	conflict—unresolved 
conflict can cause emotional distress and impact re-
covery as well as motivation

•	 Negative	co-worker	attitudes	or	relationships—poor 
workplace relationships, bullying or harassment, etc.

•	 Performance	barriers—poorly defined responsibili-
ties, overwhelming workload, low job control, etc.

For a return-to-work strategy to be successful, it has to 
address the medical factors (including mental health), the 
workplace environment and the personal life of the em-

ployee. If the nonmedical factors are not addressed, when the 
employee returns from an absence, workplace issues can 
jeopardize return-to-work success—causing possible absence 
relapse.

utilize a Strong Disability Management Program
A disability management program is a critical tool in the 

return-to-work process. There are many stakeholders in-
volved in supporting absence management, including func-
tions associated with administration, support for a return to 
health and support for a return to work. Stakeholders include 
the employee, supervisors, human resources, occupational 
health teams, labour representation, physicians, specialized 
medical resources, community support resources and others. 
Having clear roles and accountabilities defined for stake-
holders is critical to successful programs. A robust program 
should ensure that all individuals have a clear understanding 
of the employee’s limitations and needs, as well as the flexi-
bility and constraints of the workplace.

With most third-party disability management programs, 
the employee will work with a case manager. In a supportive 

FIGuRE
This diagram demonstrates the progressive evolution of an attendance strategy in terms of engagement.

eN
g

A
g

eM
eN

t

SuPPOrtiVe/ 
PrOActiVe

ADMiNiStrAtiVe/ 
trANSActiONAl

SuPPOrt

gAtHeriNg MetricS

rOOt cAuSe

APPlYiNg A PrOceSS/ 
eNfOrciNg A POlicY

return to work



november/december 2012 plans & trusts 11

and proactive program, the role of the case manager goes be-
yond administering the claim to help identify and under-
stand workplace and personal issues that are affecting the 
employee’s ability and willingness to return to work. As a 
third-party provider, the case manager can administer this 
process without a conflict of interest. The case manager will 
also have the necessary expertise to coordinate a care path 
among available resources to support both the medical and 
nonmedical factors affecting the employee’s ability to return 
to work.

communication and engagement Are Key
When an absence is simply treated as transactional, it can 

reflect a corporate culture where the employee’s health and 
well-being is not viewed as important. Since concern for em-
ployee health and well-being is a leading driver of engage-
ment, the treatment of an absent employee, particularly dur-
ing disability leave, can have lasting impacts on the 
employee’s commitment to organizational goals.

A supportive approach to attendance management pro-
motes accountability for absences and prevents further ab-
sences through proactive assessment and support—all 
while showcasing the employer’s concern. Applying a sup-
portive approach to absence, rather than a transactional 
one, can maximize engagement opportunities and help or-
ganizations recognize early indicators of an ineffective 
workplace.

It is important to remember that the factors that drive 
employee engagement while at work are the same factors 
that are important to employees when they are away due 
to an illness or injury—feeling a sense of connectivity, 
feeling appreciated and feeling that they have help and 
support when they need it. Effective communication and 
leadership are two key ways to promote a supportive work 
environment during an employee’s absence and return to 
work.

Do:
•	 Offer support and resources without discussing specif-

ics around the employee’s state of health
•	 Apply active listening and say “yes,” “exactly” or “I un-

derstand” to show that you are listening
•	 Encourage the employee to focus on recovery.

Don’t:
•	 Question the employee about the cause of his or her 

absence or the details of an injury
•	 Ask the employee when he or she expects to return to 

work.
The more engaged employees are during an absence, the 

more connected they will feel to the workplace and the more 
likely they will be motivated to return to work.

Support the role of Your People leaders
In the return-to-work process, it is important that all 

stakeholders have a clear understanding of absence policies 
and procedures, as well as their own roles and responsibili-

Duty to Accommodate
Under the Human Rights Code, employers have a 
“duty to accommodate” employees when their illness 
or injury results in an inability to perform the regular/
usual duties of their job. What does this mean for your 
organization?
If the employee is able to work, he or she may need 
temporary accommodations. These may involve:

Modifying Work Schedules
•   A part-time or progressive schedule of reduced hours 

or number of shifts
•   E.g., three days per week for two weeks with  

additional breaks

changes to Job or Work environment
•   E.g., modifying tasks or equipment/tools, etc.

Alternate and/or temporary  
Work Assignments
•   Created on a case-by-case basis and aligned with 

organizational policies
•   Dependant on the employee’s functional abilities/

needs and opportunities available in the workplace
•   Assignments are always offered in consideration of 

human rights legislation.
•   E.g., answering phones if the employee’s regular  

driving duties are limited by his or her functional abilities

return to work
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ties. Regularly and effectively communicating program ac-
tivities, objectives, policies and procedures will help ensure 
consistent application.

Supervisors, managers and other people leaders play a 
critical role in this regard, as they are often the front-line 
representatives of the organization in attendance matters, 
acting as champions and enforcers of policies and protocols. 
The immediate supervisor is most likely the first to know 
when an employee will be absent and typically is responsible 
for identifying issues, monitoring attendance and applying 
corrective measures. In a union environment, it is impor-
tant to engage the union in the return-to-work process. It 
should be understood that the goal is to do what is best for 
the employee.

People leaders also play a key role in the disability man-
agement and return-to-work process through:

•	 Ensuring immediate referral/reporting
•	 Contributing to and monitoring return-to-work plans
•	 Identifying accommodation opportunities
•	 Managing coverage of the absent employee and the 

team’s expectations while ensuring confidentiality

•	 Preparing the employee and team for the employee’s 
return.

The ability to manage attendance successfully is contingent 
on having the right knowledge and tools. However, a recent 
survey of more than 100 leading Canadian organizations re-
veals that people leaders have insufficient knowledge and/or 
resources to manage absences. Part of an effective strategy, 
therefore, is ensuring that people leaders have the supports 
they need, such as:

•	 Appropriate and timely access to absence and disabil-
ity data at the workgroup level

•	 Comprehensive training on policies, procedures and 
practices

•	 Coaching on behaviours and skills needed to manage 
absences fairly, consistently and with sensitivity, par-
ticularly for complex situations

•	 Reference materials and education about issues related 
to absence, disability and other signs and symptoms of 
health or productivity issues.

People leaders also face the task of balancing the needs of 
an ill/injured employee with co-workers impacted by the ab-
sence. Some co-workers may resent the increased workload, 
gossip about the ill/injured employee or question the validity 
of the absence.

For managers, it is important to demonstrate leadership 
and lead by example. The team should understand that:

•	 As with all expected or unexpected absences, the team 
pulls together to ensure that work is getting completed.

•	 Discrimination or harassment will not be tolerated.
•	 An ill or injured colleague deserves privacy and fair 

treatment.
•	 Questions should be directed to the manager rather 

than speculating among themselves.
Overall, the key to any successful return-to-work plan is 

to ensure that the employee is engaged and motivated. This 
is accomplished though communication, barrier identifica-
tion, supportive people leaders and an ability-focused  
return-to-work program.  &
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