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Fitting mental health into return to work

In many instances, RTW refers to physical injury

Or to “functional abilities”

Acute (versus ongoing) conditions
3
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Emerging literature
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Return to work is a 
complex terrain with 
many stakeholders

Image by Peggy und Marco Lachmann-
Anke from Pixabay



Different interests and stakes
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• RTW is not neutral laying field; Stakeholders have different interests, 
organizational goals  (Liukko et al. 2017;  Stahl et al. 2010; Kosny et al. 2015)

• Collaborative problem-solving ideal (Franche et al. 2005)



The focus for our study: Frontline 
insight of RTW Coordinators

• RTW Coordinators have distinct 
front-line knowledge

• “What are actual challenges related 
to RTW for people with common 
mental health conditions and how do 
RTW coordinators manage them?”
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Our qualitative study: approach & sample
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Study objectives:
• Tap rich RTW Coordinator frontline experience of supporting RTW for clients with 

mental health disorders
• Create a “strategies guide” to be used by stakeholders

Sample:
“Do you manage return to work as a part of your professional role?

• From across Canada
• In-house, 3rd party consultants, corkers’ compensation and insurers, unions
• Common mental health case experience  (e.g. depression anxiety, addictions) 

• Total of 47 semi-structured interviews
• In 2018, approx. 1 hour each, transcribed verbatim
• Managed mental health and also other health conditions



Three Key Contexts
Thematic analysis led to identification of challenges & strategies 
for managing mental health cases in 3 key contexts
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Work Context
• RTW strategies that involve workplace parties

Health Context
• RTW planning that considers health and health care

Claims Context
• Facilitating claims with effective communication strategies



Problems & strategies 
for managing mental health cases
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MacEachen, E., E. Neiterman, C. Malachowski, E. McKnight, M. Crouch 
(2020). Road Blocks and Alternate Routes: Practical Strategies for Managing 
Mental Health and Return to Work. Waterloo, ON, University of Waterloo.

• Content created by qualitative study
• Guide validated with two RTW 

coordinator workshops



Target audience & applicability
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• RTW Coordinators
• Employers
• Workers
• Union representatives
• Workers’ compensation staff

• Health care providers
• Human resources personnel
• Insurers
• Legal representatives
• Injured workers

The guide:

Helps facilitators to recognize complex issues related to return to work 
for individuals with mental health conditions

Provides experienced RTW Coordinators’ strategies for supporting 
optimal return to work for workers with common mental health 
conditions



The Guide’s guiding concepts

Unique challenges and opportunities with RTW and mental health

Concept of “objective” medical evidence is difficult to apply
• Aspects of people’s minds and lives are difficult to measure
• DSM diagnoses are made through clinician interpretation of self-report instruments

A focus on “functional abilities” when planning RTW is not always 
possible
• May be seriously ill even when not presenting as “sick” , e.g. intense social & physical 

activity
• People with same diagnosis may display symptoms differently 

Therefore, key strategies of listening to the worker and understanding 
their work context
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Three tabs



Table of Contents 
for Work Context
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Each section 
begins with 
several Vignettes
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Example of a 
Work Context  
Vignette
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Each section contains 
specific Roadblocks, 
each with several 
Alternate Routes 

Example of a Work Context 
“Roadblock” and 3 
“Alternate Routes”



Selected “Roadblocks” from each section of the Guide

Workplace context

Workplace mental health literacy

Interpersonal workplace relationships

Employers’ understanding of recovery 
timelines
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Some “Alternate Routes”

• Ask the worker about their accommodation needs
• Provide tailored and detailed accommodation 

information to the worker and check in regularly
• Include worker representatives, if available, in 

accommodation planning
• Be flexible and understanding when encountering 

roadblocks
• Educate workplace parties about a healthy working 

environment

Work Context
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Health Context
Content of sick notes

Quality of medical evidence

Worker engagement with mental health 
care
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Some “Alternate Routes”

• Listen to the worker’s description of their needs, 
including exposures or triggers

• Provide the HCP with a proposed job accommodation 
plan

• Encourage the maintenance of HC supports during the 
RTW period

• Consider ways to manage HC financial and accessibility 
issues

Health Context
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Claim Context
Complexity of mental health cases

Difficult decisions

Health information for adequate case 
management
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Some “Alternate Routes”

• Ask the worker what is working for them and 
what might work better

• Engage with involved parties as early as 
possible to develop a common plan

• Facilitate communication among different 
parties with standard templates

• If possible, have in-person meetings for 
complex conversations

Claims Context
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Where to download the Guide

http://ellenmaceachen.ca/rtw-mental-health-guide/
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Bound, hard copies are also available. Please contact ellen.maceachen@uwaterloo.ca



Thank you! Questions? 

Acknowledgement: We thank our funders, the Workplace Safety and 
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