
Loss Control Services

Transitional Return-to-Work Program
A Transitional Return-to-Work (TRTW) Program is a key component of injury 
management for work-related injuries. The program is designed to reduce 
worker’s compensation costs, long-term disability costs and other costs 
associated with lost time injuries. An effective TRTW program re-quires 
preplanning before an injury occurs, early case management and a coordinated 
response to a lost time injury by management, medical providers and the 
worker’s compensation insurance company.

Program basics
TRTW is a process designed to return an employee back to work after the 
employee has experienced a potentially disabling injury or illness. The nature of 
the injury may be minor to severe, requiring a different level of response, but the 
objectives for each case are the same. These include returning the employee 
back to work in a safe and timely manner and providing the employee with 
temporary modified jobs that take into account the physical limitations caused 
by the injury. A good TRTW program not only deals with the physical factors 
resulting from the injury itself but also deals with the emotional, attitudinal and 
environmental factors that hinder the employee’s return to work.

Benefits of TRTW
Studies have shown that a prolonged absence from one’s normal roles, including 
absence from the workplace, is detrimental to a person’s mental, physical and 
social well being. The longer the employee is off work, the more these stresses 
affect the employee physically and psychologically. This emotional distress 
results in increased numbers of medical procedures, rehab/therapy costs, and 
surgical expenses.

There are a number of benefits of TRTW to both the employer and the employee.

•	 Benefits to the employer include:

•	 Reduces worker’s compensation costs

•	 Enhances the company’s image

•	 Promotes employee morale

•	 Reduces potential litigation

•	 Decreases malingering

•	 Decreases the potential for re-injury

•	 Reduces loss of productivity

Benefits to the employee include:

•	 Provides stability and security

•	 Provides quicker recovery

•	 Helps the injured employee maintain a positive self image

•	 Minimizes negative financial impacts

•	 Reduces the potential of reinjury

Litigation
The longer an employee is off work, the more likely that there will be litigation. 
Studies have shown that an employee will typically contact an attorney about 
two weeks after an injury. Approximately 80% of claims involving litigation result 
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in higher settlements. Consequently, one of the main objectives of the TRTW 
program is to avoid litigation. Studies have shown that the chances of litigation 
are reduced by as much as 50% if the employer contacts the injured employee 
within one week after the injury occurs and provides positive reinforcement to the 
employee.

Developing a TRTW Program
The first step in developing a TRTW program is to formulate a written policy. 
The policy should emphasize the company’s commitment to getting injured 
employees back to productive work as soon as possible, and a willingness to 
provide work that meets the employee’s physical limitations. A list of light duty 
jobs should be included in the program. The program should be communicated 
to all employees so they understand the medical management process in the 
event they are injured and their role in the TRTW program.

Program responsibilities
The written TRTW Program should include individual roles and responsibilities of 
the TRTW team. These include:

•	 Injured employee

•	 Company management

•	 TRTW Coordinator

•	 Front line supervisors

•	 Physician/Medical provider

•	 Insurance provider

•	 Insurance nurse consultant

Employee responsibilities
Employees should understand their role in the TRTW process and that work will 
be provided to accommodate work restrictions due to injury. Employees should:

•	 Report an injury immediately to a supervisor.

•	 Complete all requested paperwork.

•	 Maintain contact with the employer.

•	 Provide regular updates on their health condition.

•	 Follow the treating physician’s directions and treatments.

•	 Not work beyond the medical work restrictions.

Management responsibilities
Management is responsible for formulating and implementing the TRTW 
Program. Other responsibilities include:

•	 Provide management support for the TRTW Program.

•	 Designate a TRTW Coordinator.

•	 Develop job descriptions with essential job functions and physical 
requirements.

•	 Provide orientation and training on the TRTW Program.

TRTW Coordinator responsibilities
The TRTW Coordinator is the focal point in the injury management process. 
They should be familiar with worker’s compensation laws and oversee the 
implementation of the TRTW program. Responsibilities include:

•	 Complete the first report of injury form and other paperwork.

•	 Maintain contact with the injured employee.

•	 Communicate with the insurance company, physician and management.

•	 Act as liaison between the injured employee and the supervisor.
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•	 Establish a specific return to work plan with targets and goals for each 
injured employee.

•	 Provide the medical provider with employment related information such as 
essential job functions and physical requirements.

Supervisor responsibilities
The supervisor of the injured employee plays a very important role in the 
success of the TRTW program. Their attitudes and support of TRTW will be key 
in successfully returning the injured employee back to work. If the supervisor 
doesn’t buy into the TRTW program, is suspicious of the employee or makes 
the employee feel unwanted, the TRTW program will not be successful. 
Responsibilities of the supervisor include:

•	 Get the injured employee prompt medical attention.

•	 Perform an accident investigation.

•	 Visit the injured employee.

•	 Keep informed of the employee’s progress.

•	 Make the returned employee feel welcome and glad to be back.

•	 Provide temporary modified duties approved by the doctor.

•	 Monitor the employee’s work activities to ensure work restrictions are never 
exceeded.

Medical provider responsibilities
After an injury occurs, the medical provider’s role is to review, evaluate and treat 
the injured employee. Communications between the employer, insurance carrier 
and medical provider are critical to successful TRTW. Employers should establish 
a relationship with local medical providers to facilitate the TRTW process. 
Medical providers should be invited to the facility to become familiar with the 
operations and the company’s TRTW program. The medical provider should:

•	 Be familiar with the injured employee’s job functions and the physical 
requirements of the job.

•	 Provide information regarding work restrictions to the employee and 
employer.

•	 Provide information to the employee, employer and insurance carrier 
regarding the progress of treatment and work restrictions.

Insurance carrier responsibilities
The insurance carrier should support the company’s commitment to TRTW. 
Insurance company loss control representatives can educate staff on the 
advantages of TRTW, help implement a TRTW program, conduct job hazard 
analysis and can help identify potential light duty jobs. Claims representatives 
should investigate, evaluate and manage claims. They can also provide 
information regarding the TRTW program to the medical provider and can assign 
case nurses and other specialists to help facilitate the TRTW process.

Identifying TRTW jobs
When an injured employee is brought back to work and placed temporarily 
in an existing job that is not as physically demanding as their normal job; the 
job is known as modified work. When the employee is brought back to their 
normal job but restrictions are placed on the job assignment; the job is known 
as restricted work. Job inventories should be completed to determine the 
physical requirements of the operation. Specific task inventories within each 
job should also be completed to broaden the number of jobs or tasks that can 
accommodate injured employees. When identifying modified or restricted work:
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•	 Look at the employee’s regular job first to see what activities fall outside the 
work restrictions.

•	 Ask for input of employees when developing a list of modified jobs.

•	 Evaluate jobs to see how they can be reorganized to accommodate injured 
employees.

•	 Jobs should be meaningful and productive.

Regulatory issues
The three most prominent laws that might affect the program are the federal 
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), state workers’ compensation statutes and 
the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996 (H.I.P.A.A) and 
HHS Medical Privacy Rule.

ADA.  Only injured workers who meet the ADA’s definition of an “individual with 
a disability” will be considered disabled under the ADA, regardless of whether 
they satisfy criteria for receiving benefits under workers’ compensation or other 
disability laws. A worker also much be “qualified” (with or without reasonable 
accommodation) to be protected by the ADA. Most on-the-job injuries cause 
temporary impairments that heal within a short period of time with little or no 
long-term or permanent disability impact. Employers need to consider each 
work-related injury on a case-by-case basis to know if a worker is protected by 
the ADA.

Worker’s Compensation. Since the laws governing workers’ compensation 
differ from state to state, it is possible that some aspect of the TRTW program 
may inadvertently violate the law. It is very remote that a workers’ compensation 
regulator would rule against a transitional job especially showing that it benefits 
the worker as well as the employer. Talk to your claim representative at QBE 
before abandoning an important element of your program.

H.I.P.A.A. and HHS Medical Privacy Rule. In 2003 privacy regulations were 
promulgated by the US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS).

This may adversely impact the transitional return-to-work process. Appropriate 
written patient authorization may be required more frequently; prior to this rule 
enforcement, written authorization was not necessarily required for workers 
compensation claims.

It is recommended that you review your Transitional Return-to-Work Program 
with legal counsel in order to ensure compliance with the applicable legal 
requirements, including what kinds of regulatory restrictions may apply in your 
jurisdiction.

The information contained in this publication is general in nature and is intended for educational purposes only. 
While efforts have been made to ensure the accuracy of this information, the publication does not list every action, 
reaction, interaction, scenario or precaution; and all information is presented without guarantees or warranties 
by the author, consultants and the publisher, who disclaim all liability or responsibility in connection with its use, 
including but not limited to loss, damage, injury, or violation of any federal, state or local laws with which the 
information may conflict. The user is encouraged to refer to the specific requirements of such laws.
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