
EMPLOYER STRATEGIES FOR RETURN TO WORK PLANNING
Effective Employer Strategies for an Early and Safe Return to Work (ESRTW) can prevent a lot of stress and headaches 
when work injuries occur. There are key benefits to effective return-to-work planning:

•	For the Employer: Reduces claim costs and insurance premiums, retains experienced staff, and reduces the need for 
hiring and training replacements.

•	For the Worker: Reduces the risk of long-term disability, maintains work connections, and provides financial stability by 
minimizing wage loss.

Employers can be proactive with their approach to focus on the worker’s recovery while minimizing the impact on operations. 

Here are some best practices for employers:

Set clear expectations so that everyone knows their responsibilities:

•	Identify Lighter Duty Roles: If you have the availability, look for roles with lighter duties or which 
can be modified to accommodate an injured worker. This means you can move quickly with a return 
to work and minimize the impact to operations, as well as ensure compliance with applicable policies.1 

•	Written Policy: Create a clear document outlining the company’s commitment to return-to-work. A 
document like this will clearly outline the responsibilities of the employer, supervisor, and worker 
– and communicate the expectations.2 

Employer Advisors are available to help identify which roles could be appropriate for lighter-duty 
employment and to prepare return-to-work policy communications.
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The first few days after an injury are critical, and often predictive of a successful return to work:

•	Initial Contact: Contact the injured worker as soon as possible (usually within 24–48 hours), 
depending on the seriousness of the injury) to check in on how the worker is doing post-injury. 
This is also a time to make inquiries about the worker’s injury status,, current functional abilities, 
and potential return-to-work planning.

•	Stay in Touch: Maintain regular, supportive contact throughout the recovery process to prevent 
the worker from feeling “disconnected” from the team. Workers are required to maintain contact 
with both their Employer and WorkplaceNL post-injury.3
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https://www.stjohnsbot.ca/about-us/employeradvisorservices/


Rather than focusing on what the worker cannot do, focus on what they can do. This is an opportunity 
to offer the worker low-risk tasks and help them rebuild their functional ability and confidence.

The worker’s Physician should provide a Form MD, Physician’s Report outlining the worker’s 
functional abilities. Use the functional information provided to understand the worker’s limitations – 
and more importantly, ongoing abilities.4Identify 
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A successful plan is individualized based on the worker’s limitations. That said, it is also designed to 
be temporary, building the worker’s functional abilities back over time to their full duties. The work 
needs to be safe and suited to their current abilities.

•	Collaborative Planning: Involve the employee in choosing the modified tasks; they often know 
their job and their physical limits, and it empowers them to find solutions. After this, meet weekly 
to review the plan. If the worker is struggling, adjust the duties. If they are recovering quickly, 
progress the plan.

•	Modified Duties (if possible): The best job is the worker’s current role, as it eases the transition 
and the worker is already familiar with key functions. Wherever possible, adjust the current job by 
changing tasks or providing assistance to support the worker in the role.

•	Alternate Work: If the original job is still too demanding with modifications, identify and provide 
meaningful tasks within the worker’s capabilities. Meaningful work is important, and “make work” 
functions can be demoralizing to the worker and reduce the success of the plan.5 

•	Build Over Time: Create a “graduated” work plan that allows the worker to recover and build 
capacity on a timeline. While there may be setbacks along the way, it focuses everyone on the 
goal of a return to full duties.

Return to work planning and execution can be frustrating for those involved. Employer Advisors are 
able to assist through the process, and WorkplaceNL can help resolve challenges between workers 
and employers along the way.  With good planning and execution, the return to work can be successful 
and injury impacts can be minimized on both workers and employers.

Policies are Available at https://workplacenl.ca/resources/policies-procedures-legislation/
1  Policy RE-02: The Goal of Early & Safe Return to Work and the Roles of the Parties, 
  Policy RE-03: Functional Abilities Information for Return to Work 
2 Policy RE-02: The Goal of Early & Safe Return to Work and the Roles of the Parties
3 S. 100 of the Workplace Health, Safety and Compensation Act, 2022 (the Act), 
  Policy RE-02: The Goal of Early & Safe Return to Work and the Roles of the Parties
4 S. 68 of the Act, Policy RE-03: Functional Abilities Information for Return to Work
5 Polic RE-06: Alternative Work Comparable to the Pre-injury Job 
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https://www.assembly.nl.ca/Legislation/sr/statutes/w11-1.htm

