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School: Return to Work 
Course: The Psychosocial Landscape of Return to Work 
Faculty: Sybil Evans, Principal Owner & Vocational Counselor, SCA Pacific Case 
Management 
 
 
Summary 
In her presentation "The Psychosocial Landscape of Return to Work," Sybil Evans of 
SCA Pacific Case Management delves into the critical role that psychosocial factors play 
in the return-to-work process for injured workers. With her background in vocational 
services, ergonomic evaluations, forensic analysis, and activity coaching, Evans provides 
a comprehensive overview of how these factors influence recovery and return-to-work 
outcomes. 
 
Introduction 
Evans begins by defining psychosocial issues as those related to the mind and its 
interaction with social factors, which directly influence an individual's thoughts, 
behaviors, and interactions. She emphasizes that psychosocial barriers can significantly 
affect an injured worker's ability to participate in the return-to-work process. The 
example of Mary, a 67-year-old certified nursing aid with a back injury, illustrates how 
these factors come into play. Despite her physical injury, psychosocial issues such as 
fear of COVID-19, family pressures, and comorbid conditions like heart disease 
contribute to her reluctance to return to work. 
 
Psychosocial Barriers 
Evans categorizes psychosocial barriers into several groups, including health conditions, 
psychiatric conditions, personality traits, socioeconomic status, social support, family 
support, and education. Each category highlights different aspects that can hinder a 
worker's recovery and return to work. For example, pre-existing health conditions like 
diabetes or heart disease can slow down recovery, while psychiatric conditions like 
depression or anxiety can exacerbate the situation. Personality traits such as 
neuroticism can heighten a worker's perceived threats and hinder cooperation with the 
return-to-work process. 
 
Impact on Return to Work 
The presentation underscores the importance of understanding that work injuries do 
not occur in isolation. They affect various aspects of a person's life, including their 
work, family, and social circles. These disruptions can lead to significant changes in 
their roles and responsibilities, contributing to stress and further complicating recovery. 
Evans points out that workers who are unable to return to their usual roles may face 
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financial instability, loss of social support, and increased family conflicts, all of which 
can exacerbate their psychosocial issues. 
 
Identifying Psychosocial Barriers 
Evans provides practical advice on identifying psychosocial barriers. She suggests that 
simply asking open-ended questions and having conversations with workers can reveal 
much about their psychosocial landscape. Questions about changes in their life since 
the injury, their coping mechanisms, and their return-to-work goals can provide 
valuable insights. Additionally, consulting medical professionals and utilizing vocational 
services can help in understanding and addressing these barriers. 
 
Interventions 
Early intervention is highlighted as the best strategy to minimize psychosocial barriers. 
Evans advocates for robust return-to-work programs that can quickly reintegrate 
workers into their roles, thereby maintaining their social contracts and reducing the 
likelihood of developing new, less favorable roles such as that of a "disabled person." 
When immediate return to work is not possible, forming a team with the worker to 
address their specific psychosocial issues is crucial. This team can include vocational 
counselors, medical professionals, and ergonomic specialists. 
 
Case Example 
The example of Mary is revisited to demonstrate how understanding her psychosocial 
landscape helped in creating an effective return-to-work plan. By acknowledging her 
fear of COVID-19, her pride in being productive, and her social media hobby, the team 
was able to suggest a path that aligned with her goals and mitigated her barriers. Mary 
pursued an online marketing certificate, which allowed her to stay productive and 
eventually return to work in a capacity that suited her new physical limitations and 
psychosocial needs. 
 
Conclusion 
Evans concludes by reiterating the importance of addressing the whole person in the 
return-to-work process. Recognizing and intervening in psychosocial barriers can 
significantly improve outcomes for injured workers, making the return-to-work process 
smoother and more effective. Through open communication, early intervention, and a 
team-based approach, stakeholders can better support workers in their journey back to 
employment. 
 
Learning Objectives 

1. Identify key psychosocial issues that influence an injured worker's decision and 
ability to return to work. 



 
This document is the property of 

Workers' Compensation Educational Services, LLC 
and cannot be reproduced or distributed without authorization. 

 
 
 

Page 3 of 4 
 

2. Learn strategies for early identification and intervention of psychosocial barriers 
to prevent long-term disability. 

3. Utilize motivational interviewing as a tool to engage workers and address their 
concerns about returning to work. 

4. Create personalized and realistic return-to-work plans that consider the individual 
worker's psychosocial landscape. 

5. Improve communication skills with injured workers, employers, and healthcare 
providers to facilitate a successful return to work. 

 
Primary Takeaways 

1. Psychosocial factors are critical in return-to-work decisions: Understanding and 
addressing these factors can significantly impact the success of returning injured 
workers to their jobs. 

2. Early intervention can prevent long-term disability: Early identification and 
addressing of psychosocial issues can prevent them from becoming entrenched 
and harder to manage. 

3. Motivational interviewing is effective: This technique helps in understanding the 
worker’s perspective and motivates them towards recovery and return to work. 

4. Worker-centric plans are essential: Tailored return-to-work plans that consider 
individual needs and circumstances lead to better outcomes. 

5. Clear communication is vital: Effective communication with all stakeholders is 
crucial to address concerns, set realistic goals, and support the worker's journey 
back to employment. 

 
Course Outline 
 
1) Introduction to Psychosocial Factors in Return to Work 

a) Definition and Importance of Psychosocial Factors 
b) Impact of Psychosocial Issues on Recovery and Return to Work 
c) Examples of Psychosocial Barriers 

 
2) Early Intervention Strategies 

a) Identifying Psychosocial Risks Early 
b) Techniques for Early Intervention 
c) Preventing Long-Term Disability 

 
3) Motivational Interviewing Techniques 

a) Overview of Motivational Interviewing 
b) Steps and Techniques 
c) Applying Motivational Interviewing in Workers' Compensation 
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4) Developing Worker-Centric Return-to-Work Plans 
a) Importance of Personalized Plans 
b) Elements of an Effective Return-to-Work Plan 
c) Case Studies and Examples 

 
5) Enhancing Communication with Stakeholders 

a) Effective Communication Strategies 
b) Role of Employers and Healthcare Providers 
c) Building a Supportive Network for the Injured Worker 

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


