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School: Return to Work 
Course: Factors Influencing Return-to-Work and Overcoming Return-to-Work 
Challenges 
Faculty: Debra Livingston, CEO, ReEmployAbility, Inc. 
 
 
Summary 
The course "Factors Influencing Return-to-Work and Overcoming Return-to-Work 
Challenges," taught by Debra Livingston, CEO of ReEmployAbility, focuses on the 
importance of return-to-work (RTW) programs for injured workers and the obstacles 
they often face. Livingston highlights the benefits of early and effective RTW initiatives, 
addressing misconceptions, social determinants of health, and strategies for 
implementing offsite modified duty programs. 
 
Livingston begins with the case of "Walter," a truck driver whose injury rendered him 
unable to continue his job. Walter's experience underscores the negative consequences 
of workplace accidents, including emotional and financial strain. The presentation 
emphasizes that prolonged absence from work can lead to decreased morale, feelings 
of worthlessness, and increased costs for employers. Livingston points out that effective 
RTW programs are essential for both reducing workers' compensation costs and 
promoting employee recovery. 
 
A key aspect of successful RTW programs is early intervention. According to Livingston, 
the odds of an injured worker returning to work drop by 50% after 12 weeks of 
absence. Therefore, the first step is to establish an RTW program and culture before 
injuries occur. This involves developing a policy, communicating it to all employees, and 
engaging supervisors and management. Early communication with injured workers is 
crucial to avoid misunderstandings and foster a supportive environment. 
 
Livingston also explores the role of social determinants of health in the recovery 
process. Factors such as socioeconomic status, education, transportation, and living 
arrangements significantly impact an injured worker's ability to recover and return to 
work. Employers and adjusters should assess these factors through open-ended 
questions to understand the worker's situation fully. By addressing these social 
determinants, employers can help remove barriers to productivity and overall health. 
 
A common misconception about RTW is the belief that workers must be fully recovered 
before returning. Livingston challenges this notion, advocating for transitional or 
modified duty programs that focus on what injured workers can do rather than what 
they cannot. Offsite modified duty programs, such as volunteering at non-profit 
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organizations, can provide injured workers with a routine, social interaction, and a 
sense of purpose, all of which contribute to recovery. 
 
Livingston also addresses legal and jurisdictional challenges, including the involvement 
of unions and compliance with collective bargaining agreements. She emphasizes the 
importance of clear communication with injured workers about their rights, options, and 
the consequences of non-compliance. By fostering trust and reducing uncertainty, 
employers can avoid unnecessary litigation and support the injured worker's recovery 
journey. 
 
In conclusion, Livingston advocates for a proactive and empathetic approach to return-
to-work programs. By addressing physical, social, and emotional barriers, employers 
can facilitate a more effective and supportive transition back to work for injured 
employees. The goal is to not only reduce costs but also to improve the overall well-
being and productivity of the workforce. 
 
 
Learning Objectives 

1. Understand the key factors that influence an injured worker's return to work and 
the challenges they may face. 

2. Recognize the benefits of early and effective return-to-work programs for both 
employees and employers. 

3. Learn how social determinants of health impact the recovery process and return 
to work outcomes. 

4. Explore strategies for overcoming return-to-work challenges, including offsite 
modified duty and addressing workplace misconceptions. 

5. Identify best practices for communication and stakeholder engagement in 
facilitating successful return-to-work programs. 

 
Primary Takeaways 

1. A well-structured return-to-work program is crucial for reducing workers' 
compensation costs, promoting employee recovery, and improving overall 
morale. 

2. The likelihood of an injured worker returning to work decreases significantly after 
12 weeks. Early intervention and support can prevent prolonged absence and 
loss of productivity. 

3. Factors like socioeconomic status, education, and living conditions can 
significantly impact an injured worker's recovery and ability to return to work. 

4. A common barrier to return to work is the misconception that an injured worker 
must be fully recovered. Transitional duties and accommodations can facilitate a 
smoother return. 
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5. Engaging injured workers in offsite modified duty programs, such as 
volunteering, can help them maintain a routine, foster social connections, and 
support their recovery. 

 
 
Course Outline 
 
1) Introduction to Return-to-Work Challenges 

a) Overview of Return-to-Work (RTW) Importance 
i) Negative consequences of workplace accidents 
ii) Benefits of early and effective RTW programs 

b) Case Study: Walter the Truck Driver 
i) Impact of injury on personal and professional life 
ii) Initial challenges and confusion faced by injured workers 

 
2) Benefits of Return-to-Work Programs 

a) Financial and Organizational Benefits 
i) Reduction in lost work days and medical costs 
ii) Improvement in employee morale and retention 

b) Psychological and Social Benefits for Employees 
i) Moving beyond the "disability mindset" 
ii) Positive impact on recovery and social engagement 

 
3) Overcoming Return-to-Work Barriers 

a) Misconceptions and Miscommunication 
i) Misunderstanding the need for full recovery 
ii) Addressing fears of re-injury and productivity concerns 

b) Social Determinants of Health 
i) Impact on recovery and productivity 
ii) Strategies to assess and address social barriers 

 
4) Strategies for Successful Return-to-Work 

a) Developing an RTW Program 
i) Establishing a culture and policy of return to work 
ii) Engaging supervisors and management 

b) Offsite Modified Duty Programs 
i) Use of non-profit organizations for modified duty 
ii) Benefits of volunteering and community engagement 

 
5) Communication and Stakeholder Engagement 

a) Importance of Early and Frequent Communication 
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i) Providing clear information to injured workers 
ii) Role of managers, adjusters, and healthcare providers 

b) Addressing Legal and Jurisdictional Challenges 
i) Navigating union and collective bargaining agreements 
ii) Ensuring compliance with legal requirements 

 
6) Case Studies and Outcomes 

a) Success Stories and Statistics 
i) Reduction in lost work days and improved recovery rates 
ii) Real-life examples of positive outcomes 

b) Continuous Improvement of RTW Programs 
i) Lessons learned and best practices 
ii) Ongoing communication and program evaluation 

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


