
RTW – Early intervention
Standard of practice 34

Self Insurer 
Association
16/06/22



Background

• Declining trend in RTW 
rates, particularly 4 week 
RTW rates (-12%) since 2017

• The longer a worker is off 
work the less likely they are 
to ever return 

• Evidence about risk factors 
for delayed recovery is well 
known but has not  
translated into consistently 
effective practice.
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https://www.sira.nsw.gov.au/hub/Turning-around-poor-return-to-work-performance
https://www.sira.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0003/930054/Reversing-the-trend-improving-return-to-work-outcomes-in-NSW.pdf
https://www.sira.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/pdf_file/0006/1034646/DRAFT-Standard-34-Return-to-work-early-intervention.pdf


RTW Priority Action plan

Announced December 2021

10 actions:
1. Insurers required to submit business plans - how they will improve 4 week RTW  performance

2. Standard of Practice 34 Return to work – early intervention

3. Review of insurers RTW practices

4. Publication of RTW performance of all insurers

5. Establishment of a RTW Inspectorate within SIRA

https://www.sira.nsw.gov.au/workers-compensation-claims-guide/legislation-and-regulatory-instruments/other-instruments/standards-of-practice/s34.-return-to-work-early-intervention


RTW priority action plan - continued

6. Funding 2 year fellowship at the Black Dog Institute – RTW psychological injury

7. Extended scope of review TMF agencies

8. Expansion of use of predictive data with employers to improve RTW

9. Pilot of Workers Compensation Assist – outbound calls to workers

10. Partnering with ARPA to explore benefits of WRP services

https://www.sira.nsw.gov.au/hub/SIRA-partners-with-the-Black-Dog-Institute-to-support-people-with-psychological-injuries-returning-to-work


Return to work - early intervention
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Focus areas
Evidence-based focus areas for insurer role to improve outcomes:

Aim
Design a best practice early intervention approach (0-4 weeks) and ensure consistent, 
effective implementation to improve RTW and recovery outcomes for injured people 
in the schemes we regulate.



Return to work - early intervention
Standard of practice for insurers  - significant injury claims

S34.1   Early, supportive contact

Insurers are to: 
• establish contact in line with SIRA’s

Customer Service Conduct 
Principles

• seek to understand the worker’s 
individual situation and 
circumstance

• set tailored expectations about 
frequency and method of contact

• clarify rights and obligations of the 
worker, employer and providers

Resolve concerns 
quickly, be 
proactive

Systems to 
identify & address 

concerns

Accountable 
& honest

Genuine concern, care & compassion

Easy to engage 
& efficient 

(simple, timely)

Act fairly, with 
empathy & respect

Intent
• Early contact to enable early intervention
• Establish positive, collaborative, supportive relationship 

linked to improved outcomes (below)
• Set key expectations, provide information.

Consider:
• Are early contact timeframes consistently met?
• Is supportive contact evident in file notes?
• Does worker correspondence reflect a supportive 

approach? 
• Have you discussed when/how the best way to contact?

https://www.sira.nsw.gov.au/resources-library/law-and-policy-or-corporate/publications/customer-service-conduct-principles


Return to work - early intervention
Standard of practice for insurers 

S34.2   Identifying risk factors for delayed recovery Insurers are to:
• gather information about risk 

factors for delayed recovery 
across the four domains 
(personal, workplace, insurance, 
healthcare) (e.g. a risk 
assessment tool/checklist)

• analyse information gathered to: 
- appropriately allocate 

and/or prioritise the claim 
- identify key risk factors most 

likely to affect recovery and 
work outcomes (for 
planning).

Intent
• Foundational to effective early intervention 
• Many risk factors are modifiable providing the 

opportunity for matched interventions to 
improve outcomes.

Consider:
• Do you have a consistent, documented risk 

assessment approach? 
• Does it cover risk factors across all domains?
• Are results consistently documented? 
• Is evidence of analysis on files?

HealthcareInsurance/
systemPersonal Workplace

https://www.sira.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/word_doc/0007/1063654/Checklist-for-Insurers-Risk-factors-for-delayed-recovery-and-RTW-full-version.docx
https://www.sira.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/word_doc/0009/1063656/Checklist-for-Insurers-Risk-factors-for-delayed-recovery-and-RTW-short-version.docx


Risk factors for delayed recovery

Factors with moderate to strong 
evidence of an influence on RTW 
outcomes are summarised under 
four key domains. 

Factors are presented as:
• modifiable (solid colour),
• potentially modifiable (white), 
• non-modifiable factors (grey). 

Modifiable factors are more 
relevant when considering 
opportunity for system 
improvement. All factors are 
relevant when assessing risks for 
individual workers. 

Primary reference: 
Collie, A., Lane, T., Di Donato, M. 
and Iles, R. August 2018. Barriers 
and enablers to RTW: literature 
review. Insurance Work and 
Health Group, Monash University, 
Melbourne, Australia.



Risk assessment model
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Best practice risk assessment

1. Multi-domain 2. Timely 3. Judgement based 
decision making

4. Informs action 5. Document & review 6. Appropriate to
system context 

Automated decisions are 
combined with judgement-
based decision making to 

determine action

Assessment across all 
domains improves decision 

making accuracy

Ensures decisions are 
documented and 

intervention is effective 
throughout the life of a claim

Method of collection and 
interpretation should be tailored 

to system characteristics

Information should be
collected, interpreted and linked 
to action 6 weeks post injury to 

address modifiable risks 

Informs strategic action and 
triage to ensure effective 

resource allocation for those 
assessed as high risk

+



Risk assessment checklist



Risk Assessment tool – personal factors



Risk Assessment tool – personal factors



Risk Assessment tool – workplace factors



Risk assessment tool – health care factors



Risk assessment tool – insurer & system factors



Risk assessment tool – insurer & system factors



Return to work - early intervention
Standard of practice for insurers 

S34.3 Matching actions to risks Insurers are to:
• match appropriate actions

to address identified risks 
for delayed recovery 
across four domains 
(personal, workplace, 
insurance and healthcare).

• collaborate and co-
ordinate with the worker, 
employer and treating 
(and treating medical 
practitioner and other 
providers, where 
appropriate) to determine, 
document and implement 
the matched actions.

Intent
• Ensure actions are clearly matched to 

specific and/or key risks identified
• Ensure focus of management is consistently on 

addressing risks indicative of outcomes. 
Consider

• Actions across all domains
• Evidence of planning and decision making with 

worker and employer, and providers 
• Decision making is justified in claim file 

eg workplace rehabilitation provider indicated 
but service is not offered or instigated.

Resources – guidance note, checklists: short version ; full 
version

https://www.sira.nsw.gov.au/workers-compensation-claims-guide/insurer-guidance/claims-and-injury-management/gn-3.14-return-to-work-early-intervention
https://www.sira.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/word_doc/0009/1063656/Checklist-for-Insurers-Risk-factors-for-delayed-recovery-and-RTW-short-version.docx
https://www.sira.nsw.gov.au/__data/assets/word_doc/0007/1063654/Checklist-for-Insurers-Risk-factors-for-delayed-recovery-and-RTW-full-version.docx


Return to work - early intervention
Standard of practice for insurers 

34.4 Equipping and supporting the worker 
Insurers are to: 
• maximise the 

worker’s input to 
their recovery 

• build the worker’s 
understanding of the 
health benefits of 
recovering at work 

• consider the 
worker’s capabilities, 
preferences and 
goals.

Intent
• Foundational to a person-centred approach 
• Optimises engagement and commitment 
• More likely to engage in RTW if understand why.

Consider:
Does your current approach:

• equip worker with information needed to 
participate as partner?

• support worker to identify goals relevant to them?
• provide opportunity to suggest their own ideas (plan 
with the worker, not for them)?

• encourage and support active participation in
decision making?

• adequately document/reflect this on claim file? 



Equipping and supporting worker 
Person-centred approach

Person-centred case management means allowing people’s values, beliefs, circumstances 
and needs to guide how services and supports are designed and delivered enabling people to 
participate meaningfully in decisions that impact them in partnership with their support team.

Person-centred System centred

Planning with the person Planning for the person

Informing and supporting the person to set 
goals and make decisions

Deciding goals and making decisions in 
isolation

Focusing on strengths, abilities, skills and 
‘future state’

Focusing on diagnoses, disability 
and restrictions and ‘current state’

Doing things in a way that works best for the 
person

Doing things in a way that works best for 
the system/organisation

Guided by the principles of good practice Guided by a standard procedure

Reference 5 on last slide



Return to work - early intervention
Standard of practice for insurers 

S34.5 Supporting the employer 

Insurers are to support 
employers to: 
• facilitate a supportive 

relationship between the 
employer and the worker 

• understand and meet their 
workers compensation 
obligations 

• identify and provide 
suitable work 

• access services required to 
address work related 
barriers.

Intent
• Address workplace risks to RTW (some of most 

significant factors) to optimise outcomes
• Particularly support employers with limited RTW 

knowledge, experience and resources.

Consider:
• Do you support employers to effectively prepare for 

injury e.g. RTW program?
• Do you consistently provide support (see box 

opposite)?
• Is there evidence on file of active problem solving e.g. 

employer advice if suitable work is not available? 



Return to work - early intervention
Standard of practice for insurers 

S34.6 Coordinated multi-domain approach Insurers are to co-ordinate 
relevant stakeholders to 
achieve worker goals and work 
outcomes by: 

• Exchanging information 
about risks, goals and work

• Monitoring response to 
treatment and liaising with 
the worker and providers if 
treatment is not 
contributing to the worker’s 
goals and outcomes.

Intent
• Promote insurer as injury management coordinator to align 

approach, goals, intervention/support across the worker’s 
support team to optimise outcomes

Consider:
• Current focus and timing of interaction with employers and 

providers
• Do you share/discuss risk assessment information and 

worker goals to facilitate coordinated planning?
• Do you outline accountability for the support team

through the IMP?
• Clinical framework for the delivery of health services 

Empower worker 
to manage injury

Goals based on 
function, 

participation & 
RTW

Evidence based 
treatment

Measure & 
demonstrate 

treatment 
effectiveness

Adopt a 
biopsychosocial 

approach

https://www.sira.nsw.gov.au/for-service-providers/treatment-advice-centre/clinical-framework


Return to work - early intervention
Standard of practice for insurers 

S34.7 Review

Insurers are to:

• repeat 34.2 and 34.3 
based on risks, 
needs and changes 
in circumstances 
and update the 
injury management 
plan when 
appropriate. 

Intent 
• Identify new/emerging risks, change in needs and 

circumstances
• Review effective control of previously identified risks
• Identify a need for more intensive management, or a 

change in approach.

Consider:
• What currently prompts review of risk assessment 

and planning process? 
• Is this consistently performed when indicated? 
• What does your current review process involve? 
• What does the SoP require? 
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