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School: Return to Work 
Course: The Importance of Work Disability Prevention and the Worker-Centric 
Model 
Faculty: Vickie Kennedy, VP of Workers’ Compensation, Linea Solutions 
 
 
Summary 
The presentation "The Importance of Work Disability Prevention and the Worker-Centric 
Model," delivered by Vickie Kennedy of Linea Solutions, provides an in-depth 
exploration of how work disability should be understood and addressed within the 
workers' compensation system. Kennedy's extensive experience in the Washington 
State workers' compensation system serves as the foundation for her insights and 
strategies. 
 
Definition of Work Disability 
Kennedy begins by defining work disability as a condition that exists whenever a worker 
is not working due to injury or disease. She emphasizes that this is distinct from 
medical disability, which is the physical or mental impairment itself. Recognizing work 
disability as a primary cause of harm and cost within the workers' compensation system 
is crucial. This distinction is often overlooked by systems that historically focus on the 
medical aspects of a worker's condition, leading to prolonged and unnecessary periods 
of disability. 
 
The Worker-Centric Model 
A significant portion of the presentation is dedicated to the worker-centric model. 
Kennedy argues that the decision to return to work is ultimately made by the worker, 
not the employer or insurer. Understanding and addressing the worker's fears, 
concerns, and motivations are key to facilitating their return to work. This model 
contrasts with traditional approaches that prioritize compliance and impairment-based 
strategies, often leading to what Kennedy refers to as "bureau disability" – a condition 
created or exacerbated by the workers' compensation system itself. 
 
Elements of Work Disability Prevention 
Kennedy outlines eight elements crucial to preventing work disability: 
 

1. Assess and Question Longstanding Processes: Identify and remove needless 
delays in the system that contribute to prolonged disability. Delays can shift a 
worker from short-term to long-term disability, significantly impacting their 
health and well-being. 
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2. Design Systems to Avoid Unnecessary Time Off: Ensure that only medically 
necessary time off is prescribed by providing clear, accurate job descriptions to 
medical providers and engaging workers in the process. 

3. Ensure Clarity and Use Plain Language: Clear communication is essential. Injured 
workers often feel vulnerable and confused, so communications should be easy 
to understand and transparent. 

4. Avoid Ambiguous Return-to-Work Plans: Collaboratively develop return-to-work 
plans with workers and employers, ensuring that all parties are clear on their 
commitments and expectations. 

5. Clarify Worker Expectations: Understand what concerns and motivates both 
workers and employers about returning to work. This can be achieved through 
direct questions and active engagement. 

6. Engage and Activate Using Evidence-Based Techniques: Techniques like 
motivational interviewing can help engage workers and employers, encouraging 
them to participate actively in the return-to-work process. 

7. Prevent Compounding Psychosocial Risk Factors: Address factors such as 
catastrophic thinking, perceived injustice, and fear of re-injury, which can 
significantly hinder a worker’s recovery and return to work. 

8. Remove Uncertainty and Provide Clarity on Next Steps: Simplify the workers' 
compensation process to focus on return-to-work and recovery rather than 
navigating bureaucratic hurdles. 

 
Implementing the Worker-Centric Model 
Kennedy advocates for starting with the worker, understanding their goals, concerns, 
and barriers before engaging with employers and medical providers. This approach 
helps ensure that return-to-work plans are realistic and supported by all parties, 
reducing the likelihood of disputes and fostering a smoother transition back to work. 
 
Conclusion 
The presentation concludes with a call to shift the focus from merely resolving medical 
conditions to addressing work disability through personalized, evidence-based 
interventions. By adopting a worker-centric approach and addressing the psychosocial 
and administrative factors influencing work disability, stakeholders can better support 
injured workers, improve return-to-work outcomes, and reduce overall costs for 
employers and the workers' compensation system. Kennedy's insights underscore the 
importance of continuous improvement and collaboration among all parties involved in 
workers' compensation. 
 
Learning Objectives 

1. Understand the definition and implications of work disability in the context of 
workers' compensation. 
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2. Identify key elements and contributing factors to work disability and strategies 
for its prevention. 

3. Explore the worker-centric model and its application in motivating workers to 
return to work. 

4. Examine the roles and responsibilities of different stakeholders in managing work 
disability. 

5. Apply evidence-based techniques for engaging and activating workers and 
employers in the return-to-work process. 

 
Primary Takeaways 

1. Work Disability Definition: Work disability is distinct from medical disability and 
should be recognized as a primary cause of harm and cost within the workers' 
compensation system. 

2. Worker-Centric Model: A worker-centric approach focuses on the worker's 
recovery and return to work by understanding and addressing their concerns and 
motivations. 

3. Stakeholder Roles: Effective management of work disability requires clear 
communication and collaboration among all stakeholders, including employers, 
medical providers, and insurers. 

4. Prevention Strategies: Identifying and mitigating psychosocial risk factors and 
bureaucratic delays are essential to preventing long-term work disability. 

5. Motivational Interviewing: Engaging and activating workers through motivational 
interviewing and goal setting can significantly improve return-to-work outcomes. 

 
Course Outline 
 
1) Introduction to Work Disability 

a) Definition and significance 
b) Differentiation from medical disability 
c) Impact on the workers' compensation system 

 
2) The Worker-Centric Model 

a) Principles of the worker-centric approach 
i) Focus on worker recovery and return to work 
ii) Importance of worker decision-making 

b) Strategies for implementation 
i) Engagement and motivation 
ii) Addressing worker concerns and barriers 

 
3) Elements of Work Disability Prevention 

a) Identifying and removing bureaucratic delays 
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i) Impact of delays on worker outcomes 
ii) Strategies for process improvement 

b) Designing effective return-to-work plans 
i) Avoiding ambiguity 
ii) Ensuring clarity and collaboration 

 
4) Psychosocial Risk Factors 

a) Types of psychosocial risk factors 
i) Catastrophic thinking 
ii) Perceived injustice 
iii) Fear and avoidance 

b) Addressing and mitigating risk factors 
i) Early identification 
ii) Evidence-based interventions 

 
5) Stakeholder Roles and Communication 

a) Employer and worker collaboration 
i) Understanding roles and expectations 
ii) Clear, plain talk communication 

b) Role of medical providers 
i) Accurate job descriptions and restrictions 
ii) Coordination with employers and insurers 

 
6) Techniques for Engagement and Activation 

a) Motivational interviewing 
i) Building a working alliance 
ii) Focusing on worker goals 

b) Goal setting and attainment 
i) Small steps towards recovery 
ii) Continuous follow-up and support 

 
7) Conclusion 

a) Summary of key points 
b) Future directions in work disability prevention 
c) Final thoughts and resources for further learning 

 
NOTE: Artificial Intelligence was used in the creation of this document. 


