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School: ATEC – General Studies 
Course: The Worker Recovery Mindset 
Faculty: Melissa Steger, Associate Director of Workers’ Compensation and 
Unemployment Insurance, The University of Texas System 
 
 
Summary 
Melissa Steger's presentation, "The Worker Recovery Mindset," explores a 
transformative approach to workers' compensation systems, emphasizing recovery as a 
collective goal rather than focusing solely on the injured employee. Drawing on her 
extensive career, including her tenure as Associate Director of Workers’ Compensation 
at the University of Texas System, Steger advocates for replacing the traditional 
"injured employee" model with a recovery-centric paradigm that involves all system 
participants. 
 
Steger identifies the current challenges within workers' compensation, including 
adversarial relationships and a reactive focus on claims. She proposes reframing the 
system around the goal of recovery to foster collaboration among stakeholders, 
including employers, adjusters, providers, and the injured workers themselves. This 
shift not only aligns with the aspirations of emerging workforce generations, such as 
Millennials and Gen Z, but also enhances the sustainability of the workers' 
compensation industry by improving outcomes and enticing new leaders. 
 
A core aspect of the Worker Recovery Mindset is addressing the biopsychosocial factors 
that influence recovery. Steger highlights how recognizing and mitigating these factors 
can lead to better physical, psychological, and social outcomes for injured workers. For 
instance, at the University of Texas System, integrating return-to-work programs and 
leveraging outplacement services saved over $2 million annually in income benefits, 
showcasing the financial and human benefits of a recovery-oriented approach. 
 
Effective communication and empathy are vital to this model. Steger underscores the 
importance of tailoring communication to meet the unique needs of injured employees, 
who often feel overwhelmed by the complexities of the workers' compensation system. 
Training stakeholders to understand and adapt their communication strategies fosters 
trust and clarity, reducing misunderstandings that can hinder recovery. 
 
Throughout her presentation, Steger uses personal anecdotes, such as her experience 
with her horse, Muddy, and the fictional story of "Mr. Breadwinner," to illustrate the 
impact of collaboration, integrity, and compassion in challenging situations. These 
narratives underscore the potential for a recovery-focused approach to transform not 
just workers' compensation but also workplace culture and stakeholder relationships. 
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Ultimately, Steger calls on all participants in the workers' compensation system to adopt 
this mindset. By prioritizing recovery over adversarial dynamics, the system can achieve 
more equitable outcomes, reduce costs, and cultivate an environment where all 
participants feel valued and supported. This philosophical shift, Steger argues, is not a 
purchasable service but a mindset that can be adopted through training, education, and 
a commitment to shared goals. The Worker Recovery Mindset stands as a blueprint for 
a more collaborative and compassionate future in workers' compensation. 
 
 
Learning Objectives 

1. Understand the concept of the Worker Recovery Mindset and its impact on 
workers' compensation systems. 

2. Identify the limitations of current approaches to workers' compensation and the 
need for a recovery-focused model. 

3. Explore the biopsychosocial factors influencing recovery and how system 
participants can address them. 

4. Learn strategies for fostering collaboration, empathy, and effective 
communication among system participants. 

5. Recognize the benefits of integrating recovery-oriented practices in sustaining 
and improving workers' compensation programs. 

 
Primary Takeaways 

1. Shifting the focus from "injured employee" to "recovery" unifies stakeholders and 
improves outcomes. 

2. The biopsychosocial approach addresses broader recovery factors, benefiting 
both employees and employers. 

3. Collaboration and integrity among stakeholders are essential for achieving 
recovery goals. 

4. Effective communication tailored to injured employees and other stakeholders 
enhances program success. 

5. The Worker Recovery Mindset fosters a sustainable, empathetic, and efficient 
workers' compensation system. 

 
 
Course Outline 
 
1) Introduction and Concept of Worker Recovery Mindset 

a) Overview of traditional workers' compensation challenges. 
b) The evolving workforce and generational expectations. 
c) Importance of recovery as the core focus. 
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2) Implementation of the Worker Recovery Mindset 

a) Reframing Workers' Compensation 
i) Challenges with current "injured employee" centric models. 
ii) Recovery as a shared mission among stakeholders. 

b) Biopsychosocial Factors in Recovery 
i) Explanation of biopsychosocial influences. 
ii) Examples from the University of Texas system. 

c) Role of Collaboration and Empathy 
i) Importance of teamwork among system participants. 
ii) Ethical and compassionate decision-making. 

d) Communication and Education 
i) Tailoring communication to individual needs. 
ii) Training stakeholders for better interactions. 

e) Sustaining the Mindset 
i) Long-term benefits for workers and employers. 
ii) Call to action for adopting the recovery-focused approach. 

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


