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Understanding the approach

The "It Pays to Care" policy, developed by the Australasian Faculty of Occupational
and Environmental Medicine (AFOEM), provides evidence-based strategies for
managing work injuries effectively. Research shows up to 80% of prolonged work
disability cases are driven by psychosocial barriers. When these factors are identified
and addressed early, recovery and return to work outcomes improve significantly.

Detailed benefits for GPs

e Reduced consultation stress: Addressing psychosocial factors early
prevents cases from becoming complex and difficult to manage.

o Improved patient satisfaction: Patients experience better recovery
trajectories and feel more supported.

o Enhanced professional networks: Building relationships with case
managers, workplaces and insurers creates smoother processes for future
cases.

o Evidence-based practice: Implementing current best practice in work
injury management enhances clinical outcomes.
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Psychosocial factors to assess

Psychosocial factors often have a greater impact on recovery than the physical injury
itself. These non-medical barriers can transform a straightforward injury into a
complex, long-term disability case if left unaddressed. Early identification allows for
targeted interventions before these factors become entrenched and significantly
more difficult to resolve.

Key factors to look for include:

Recovery expectations and beliefs about injury: A patient's belief that
they will recover quickly is one of the strongest predictors of actual recovery
timeframes. Negative expectations can become self-fulfilling prophecies.
Workplace relationships and support: Poor relationships with supervisors
or colleagues can create substantial barriers to return to work. Workplace
conflict or lack of support often delays recovery more than physical
limitations.

Fear of re-injury or movement: Kinesiophobia (fear of movement) can
lead to deconditioning and prolonged disability. Many patients avoid activities
they can safely perform due to fear rather than physical capability.
Previous injury experiences: Past negative experiences with injury or
compensation systems often colour patients' current approach to recovery
and return to work.

Financial concerns or compensation stress: The complexity of
navigating compensation systems can create significant stress that impedes
recovery.

Mental health considerations: Pre-existing or reactive anxiety and
depression can significantly delay recovery and require specific management
approaches.

Social support systems: Limited social support outside the workplace can
compound difficulties with recovery and return to work.
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Effective strategies for implementation

Communication approaches

Effective communication is the cornerstone of managing psychosocial barriers.
Research shows that how information is conveyed to patients significantly influences
their recovery trajectory. Clear, positive communication can reduce anxiety, improve
compliance with treatment, and enhance recovery expectations.

Provide clear explanations about expected recovery timeframes:
Offering realistic but optimistic timeframes helps patients develop positive
recovery expectations. Avoid open-ended or vague predictions that may foster
uncertainty.

Discuss benefits of staying active and continuing modified work:
Many patients believe rest is the best medicine, when evidence suggests
appropriate activity speeds recovery. Explain how work participation supports
physical and mental health, financial stability, and social connections.
Document capabilities rather than just restrictions: Focusing on what
patients can do shifts the narrative from limitation to capacity. This positive
framing helps patients and employers see the path forward rather than
focusing on barriers.

Use reassuring, positive language about recovery prospects:
Research indicates that healthcare providers' language choices significantly
impact patient outcomes. Avoiding catastrophising terms and emphasising
normal recovery patterns helps reduce fear and anxiety.

Collaboration techniques

Working injury management is a team effort, and GPs play a central coordinating
role. Effective collaboration reduces duplicated efforts, mixed messages, and
administrative burden while creating better outcomes for patients.

Request case conferencing for complex cases: When psychosocial
barriers are identified, proactive case conferencing can align all stakeholders
around a consistent approach. These discussions create opportunities to
address non-medical barriers that might otherwise be overlooked.

Set clear goals with patients, employers and case managers: Shared
goals create accountability and direction for all involved. Ensure these goals
are specific, measurable, and focused on functional improvement rather than
symptom elimination.
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o Share appropriate information with workplaces to facilitate suitable
duties: Workplaces often struggle to design appropriate modified duties
without sufficient guidance. Providing specific functional information (while
maintaining patient confidentiality) enables employers to create meaningful
work that supports recovery.

e Advocate for additional support when psychosocial barriers are
identified: Early intervention for psychosocial issues is significantly more
effective than waiting until problems become entrenched. Advocating for
psychological support, workplace mediation, or additional case management
resources can prevent long-term disability.

Certification best practices

Certificates of capacity are powerful clinical tools that significantly influence recovery
outcomes. How capacity is documented can either facilitate or hinder return to work
processes.

e Focus on what patients can do, not just what they can't: Capacity
certificates that emphasise abilities provide clear direction for employers
about suitable duties. This positive framing also helps patients maintain a
recovery mindset.

o Consider graduated return to work plans: Stepped approaches allow
patients to rebuild confidence and capacity while maintaining workplace
connection. These plans should include specific progression timeframes and
review points.

e Provide specific timeframes for review: Open-ended certificates or
vague review periods can inadvertently extend time off work. Clear
timeframes create natural review points and progression opportunities.

o Document objective functional improvements: Noting functional gains
between appointments reinforces progress and recovery expectations. This
documentation helps counter patients' tendency to focus on remaining
symptoms rather than improvements.
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Further Information

Further information and resources are available on the It Pays to Care website.

Connect with the It Pays to Care team by email or visit us on LinkedIn.

www.itpaystocare.org

IPTC@rtwmatters.org

m www.linkedin.com/company/itpaystocare/
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