Work Performance

Barriers to RTW - the health condition

In the EEF's 2007 survey of members the "employee health condition" was cited as the No. 1 Barrier to return to work for
companies to deal with.

| epxect that this is a common experience for many managers dealing with HR or H&S. Just as you think you are making
progress, you get presented with a sick note with "back pain" or "depression” emblazoned across it and your heart sinks.
Probably you don't know a huge amount about the condition and how it should be managed or treated, and you become
dependent on information from the medical professionals.

And, you've been there before - asked for a GP report and got a letter that really wasn't very helpful. in defence of the
GP, they probably have never visited your work site and are being cautious. But where does that leave you?

Firstly, try to establish that the health condition is the main reason for the absence. Did you know (HR managers I'm sure
will be the first to say yes to this one!) that the health condition is just one of over 30 ish reasons why someone may be
off sick, and only about 5 of these relate to health at all, such as the standard of OH services.

Even though they have a sick note, the other underlying factors may be the real reason for the absence. That is not to
say that they don't have a genuine medical condition, just that it is not the only reason they are not at work. Many people
work with all sorts of conditions with no problems as all, then something else pushes them over the edge and their pain
or function changes and they can't work and the health condition gets puts on the paperwork as the explanation.

So what else should we consider:

1. Geographical factors

Region, level of social security, standard of health services, any epidemics going on, levlel of employment and
unemployment, social / cultural attitudes.

2. Organisational factors

Type and size of your organisation, industrial relations, sick pay arrangements, supervision, workign conditions,
personnel policies, environmental hazards, existing OH services or not, labour turnover
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3. Personal factors

Age, gender, occupation, job satisfaction, personality, life crisis?, medical conditions, smoking, alcohol and drug abuse,
family responsibilities, social activities, journey to work, length of service with the company, gender integration

So, when someone goes off sick over the self certification period, explore with them what other factors may be involved.
One good reason for doing this early is that ther is no point in paying for assessmetn and treatment of something that
doesn't need it, but also being aware of other barriers that may prevent a RTW even when the medical condition appears
to have been successfully treated.

Secondly - once you have considered the other factors that may be contributing to the absence, organise a proper
assessment of the condition by someone who specialises in that area - so for musculoskeletal problems someone such
as a physio, for anxiety and depression - a psychologist, for general medical problems the GP may be the best person, or
possibly a hospital specialist. If this is the case the business should consider funding these assessments to make sure
they don't get caught in a waiting list delay.

What do you need to know about the condition from the health professional:

1. Does it need treatment? If so, it may be cost effective to pay for it. usually the faster treatment is started (especially if it
is for a new problem) the quicker it will work and the less time it will take. And the person can come back to work while
still receiving treatment in many cases.

2. Can the person perform their usual duties or not? You will need to provide the assessor with clear guidance on what
the person does at work in terms of the actual actvities and duties - not just a job description. For instance - a person with
a painful knee may need to be able to cliimb stairs, and ladders, and crawl and kneel. If the assessor doesn't know this
they cannot advise you accordingly.

3. What duties can they perform at work? there may be elements of the job that someone can do, so make sure you
include eveything - they may be able to walk around the site delivering post, or doing odd jobs, if not able to climb
ladders. Ask for suggestions of what they are fit to do.

4. When are they likely to be able to return to the normal duties, and when could they return if you could provide suitable
alternatives. Is there naything you can do / provide that may help get the person back to work sooner?
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A suggestion is to build up a good relationship with local GP practices and hospital and private physios - invite them to
visit the work site - show them the common sorts of jobs done on site. Then next time they have one of your employees
they will have a better idea of what they do and be able to give you more useful information.

(NB. Consent and confidentiality has to be addressed for any feedback to be given, but this can be resolved ina striaght
forward way. | will write a subsequent article on this, but also consult your employment law advisors, or an organistions
such as EEF.)

http://www.workperformance.co.uk Generated: 9 September, 2010, 09:06



