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Return to Work for Small and Medium Enterprises

Who?

Who are we?

We are the Behavioural Economics Team of the Australian Government, or BETA. We are
the Australian Government’s first central unit applying behavioural economics to improve
public policy, programs and processes.

We use behavioural economics, science and psychology to improve policy outcomes. Our
mission is to advance the wellbeing of Australians through the application and rigorous
evaluation of behavioural insights to public policy and administration.

What is behavioural economics?

Economics has traditionally assumed people always make decisions in their best interests.
Behavioural economics challenges this view by providing a more realistic model of human
behaviour. It recognises we are systematically biased (for example, we tend to satisfy our
present self rather than planning for the future) and can make decisions that conflict with our
own interests.

What are behavioural insights and how are they useful for policy
design?

Behavioural insights apply behavioural economics concepts to the real world by drawing on
empirically-tested results. These new tools can inform the design of government interventions
to improve the welfare of citizens.

Rather than expect citizens to be optimal decision makers, drawing on behavioural insights
ensures policy makers will design policies that go with the grain of human behaviour. For
example, citizens may struggle to make choices in their own best interests, such as saving
more money. Policy makers can apply behavioural insights that preserve freedom, but
encourage a different choice — by helping citizens to set a plan to save regularly.
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Executive summary

Every year, more than half a million Australians sustain a work-related injury or illness. For
the employee who becomes injured or ill at work, and for their employer, a failed or
incomplete return to work can to lead to significant loss of income, loss of productivity, or long
term unemployment. Limiting these negative consequences by increasing workers’ timely,
safe and durable return to work is a key priority of Safe Work Australia (SWA). Previous
research has highlighted a number of factors which contribute to a successful return to work
(RTW) process, and the relationship between the worker and their direct supervisor has
proven to be critical.

In a previous project, BETA developed guidance materials for the Australian Public Service
focused on supporting the supervisor-worker relationship following the iliness or injury of a
worker. For the present project, BETA collaborated with SWA to adapt these RTW materials
for use by supervisors in Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs). SMEs face unique
challenges in supporting an employee to return to work, and addressing barriers to
successful return to work in these businesses is a key action identified in the National Return
to Work Strategy 2020-2030 (The Strategy, SWA 2019).

To understand the challenges faced by SMEs and adapt the materials for this context, we
undertook a literature review, stakeholder consultation and data analysis. Key findings from
this diagnostic research informed the first round of revisions to the original RTW guidance
materials. Next, we user tested the revised materials with 12 supervisors working in SMEs,
and made further changes based on their feedback. See Table 1 at the end of this section for
a summary of our findings and corresponding revisions.

Stakeholder consultation, data analysis and user testing also highlighted the variability
between SMEs. In particular, data analysis demonstrated that injured or ill workers in small
(5-19 employees) and small-medium (20-49 employees) businesses were least likely to
report that they were receiving adequate support from their supervisor. In contrast, injured or
ill workers in micro (1-4 employees) and medium (50-199 employees) were more likely to feel
supported and have positive relationships with their supervisor. As the materials focus on
supporting the relationship between workers and supervisors, these findings suggest that
they will be most impactful for small and small-medium businesses.

During user testing almost all supervisors indicated that they would find the materials useful;
less experienced supervisors in particular thought they would provide helpful guidance.
Considering how businesses currently access information about workplace health and safety
(WHS) will be key to ensuring materials reach their intended audience. User testing identified
possible additional distribution channels including unions and industry bodies, insurers and
the Fair Work Ombudsman website. Overall, the results of this project demonstrate
supervisors in SMEs are likely to benefit from access to suitable guidance materials helping
them navigate the return to work process for an injured or ill worker.
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Table 1. Summary of findings and corresponding revisions to the materials

Finding Addressed in revised materials

Relationships matter. A positive e Materials retain their focus on the supervisor-
relationship between the supervisor worker relationship, and ‘make the case’ to the
and worker can reduce the risk of a supervisor for staying in touch with the worker.
failed return to work, while poor e A new section is included, focused solely on tips
relationships present a challenge. for talking to the rest of the team (e.g. balancing
Supervisors also highlighted the the need to keep them informed with respect for
importance of the rest of the team in the privacy of the injured or ill worker).

a small business.

Timely, specific information is key. e Materials are streamlined and shortened, including

Supervisors in SMEs are often time a succinct overview and timeline for easy

poor, and juggling many roles and reference.

responsibilities. They do not always e Specific examples and prompts for conversation
have existing processes in place for starters are included at key points during the RTW
dealing with a workplace injury; process.

rather dealing with each incident in An SME’s formal responsibilities (related to
an ad hoc manner. workers’ compensation) are also highlighted
throughout where relevant.

Mental health is on everyone’s e Psychological and physical injury are discussed
mind. Psychological injuries often separately in the revised suitable duties guide (as
result in longer periods of time off in the original materials).

and lower chance of successful e ‘Call-outs’ with mental health tips are included at
return to work. They are particularly key points in the RTW process as well, and
challenging for supervisors. highlighted in the timeline.

Suitable duties are a challenge for e Materials retain almost all of the original suitable
SMEs. Given the smaller number of duties guide.
staff and roles in SMEs, it is harder The suitable duties guide (like the rest of the

(than in large businesses) to find materials) includes interactive sections to prompt

alternative work or tasks for the supervisors to think carefully and creatively about

injured or ill workers. changes that could be made to the work or the
workplace.
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Why?

Increasing workers’ timely, safe and durable return to work is a key
priority of Safe Work Australia

Every year more than half a million Australians sustain work-related injury or illness, at an
estimated cost of tens of billions per year. This number has been steadily declining since
2000, though the proportion of people who successfully return to work following injury or
illness has failed to improve, remaining at around 81-84 per cent (Safe Work Australia 2018).
Within the same time period (from 2015 to 2018) the rates of durable return to work declined,
evidenced by a significant increase in those who had to take additional time off after returning
to work, due to their injury or illness (Safe Work Australia 2018). For the employee who
becomes injured or ill at work and for their employer, failed or incomplete return to work has
significant negative consequences. Limiting these negative consequences by increasing
workers’ timely, safe and durable return to work is a key priority of Safe Work Australia
(SWA). The National Return to Work Strategy 2020-2030 (The Strategy) outlines five action
areas, with the goal of increasing positive return to work experiences for workers and
increasing employers’ ability to prepare for and effectively respond to work-related injury and
illness (SWA 2019).

Previous research on the return to work process has highlighted the
importance of the supervisor-worker relationship

Previous research has highlighted a number of factors which contribute to a successful return
to work (RTW) process (e.g. BETA 2020; SWA 2018). These factors range from the type of
injury or illness, to employee or industry characteristics. For example, physical injuries are
associated with better return rates than psychological injuries (Prang et al. 2016; Wyatt and
Lane 2017), manufacturing and labouring are associated with worse outcomes (Berecki-
Gisolf et al. 2012), and the older an injured employee is, the higher the likelihood they do not
return to work (Berecki-Gisolf et al. 2012).

While many factors interact in this complex process, the relationship between the worker and
their direct supervisor or manager is critical (MacEachen 2006; SWA 2019). In a previous
project, BETA developed guidance materials for the Australian Public Service focused on
supporting the supervisor-worker relationship following the illness or injury of a worker. The
materials facilitated return to the workplace and supported the relationship by giving
supervisors key information and guidance, such as conversation prompts and a suitable
duties guide, at key points in the RTW process.

Behavioural Economics Team of the Australian Government
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Small and Medium Enterprises (SMEs) face unique challenges in
supporting an employee to return to work

SMEs are defined by the Australian Bureau of Statistics (ABS) as businesses employing
fewer than 200 people,! while the Australian Taxation Office (ATO) and the Australian Smalll
Business and Family Enterprise Ombudsman (ASBFEO) define them as businesses with a
turnover under $20 million.?2 Over 98% of businesses in Australia are classified as SMEs (by
employee count), and together they employ 66% of the business workforce (as at June 2019;
ASBFEO 2020) — making them the largest group of employers in Australia. Given the
prevalence and significance of SMEs in the workforce, addressing barriers to successful
return to work for SMEs is a key action identified in the Strategy (SWA 2019). SMEs differ
from larger businesses in a number of ways. For example, supervisors are often juggling
many roles and responsibilities, relationships between supervisors and workers tend to be
more personal and visible, and decisions are more likely to be made by a single person —
making them more vulnerable to behavioural biases. These factors — which we explore in this
report — present unique challenges and opportunities for SMEs navigating the RTW process.

BETA collaborated with SWA to adapt the existing return to work
materials to the SME context

To understand the challenges faced by SMEs and adapt the materials for this context, we
undertook a number of research activities. We first undertook a literature review, stakeholder
consultation and data analysis, to learn about the barriers and facilitators of a successful
return to work in the specific context of SMEs. We then worked with SWA to revise the
original RTW guidance materials (developed by BETA 2020), and user tested the materials
with twelve supervisors in SMEs. Findings from each phase of work are outlined in this
report, as well as an overview of the final suite of resources published on the SWA website.

Box 1: What the variability of small and medium enterprises means for this report

The characteristics of SMEs vary significantly. For example, a micro business with 3
employees is likely to have very different internal processes and expertise in administrative
tasks than a medium business with 100 employees including a Human Resources (HR)
department. Throughout this report, when we discuss the specific issues and challenges
SMEs face in navigating return to work, we are generally referring to businesses at the
smaller end of the spectrum. This is consistent with the focus of our stakeholder consultation,
and with the research literature we found on work health and safety in SMEs — which tends to
focus on small, rather than medium businesses. Our data analysis also found medium
businesses are in many respects more similar to larger businesses than to small. Throughout
this report, when our findings refer to businesses of a particular size, we have specified
accordingly.

1 Small business: 0-19 people; Medium business: 20-199 people, as defined by the Australian Bureau
of Statistics. In this report we also break down small business further, into sole traders (0 employees),
micro businesses (1-4 employees), and small businesses (5-19 employees). See the ‘What we did’
section for further details.

2 Small business: less than $10 million; Medium business $10-20 million (Australian Small Business and
Family Enterprise Ombudsman, 2020).
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What we did

Review of literature to explore how SMEs manage injuries at work

BETA'’s earlier literature review identified a range of factors influencing the RTW process
(BETA 2020). For the present project, we reviewed these factors, considering how each
would be likely to contribute to successful or unsuccessful return to work in the context of a
small and medium enterprise. We also searched academic and grey literature to explore how
SMEs manage work health and safety (WHS), and included recent research commissioned
by SWA on psychological responses to injury and stigma around injury and iliness at work
(Brough et al. 2021; Casey et al. 2021). We found most research which focused directly on
RTW was conducted with larger businesses. Where relevant, we drew on this RTW literature,
as well as broader research on decision-making and WHS practices in SMEs around the
world (which, as mentioned in Box 1, tended to focus on the smaller end of the scale). We
also relied heavily on stakeholder consultation for insights into specific RTW challenges and
opportunities for SMEs.

Consultation with key stakeholders uncovered challenges unique to
SMEs

BETA and SWA conducted preliminary stakeholder consultation with eight representatives
from the Australian Industry Group, Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry,
WorkSafe Victoria, SafeWork SA, State Insurance Regulatory Authority, Australian Council of
Trade Unions, QBE Insurance and PSC Insurance Brokers. The aim of the preliminary
stakeholder consultation was to gather views about the experiences of SMEs in managing
RTW processes from a cross-section of key stakeholders. We focused particularly on the
supervisor-worker relationship, one of the key barriers to returning to work for SMEs, and
which sources of information or channels SMEs use to learn about the RTW process. The
insights from this consultation are summarised in the next section (alongside findings from
the literature review), and informed the revisions of the RTW guidance materials.

Analysis of survey and claims data to explore how the return to work
process and outcomes differ for SMEs compared to larger enterprises

To explore how SMEs compare to larger businesses, we analysed the latest available data
for both the National Return to Work survey (NRTWS) and the National Dataset for
Compensation-based statistics (referred to as ‘claims data’ as it includes administrative data
on workers’ compensation claims Australia-wide). These data sets are large national data
sets administered by SWA, providing current and relevant insights about businesses’
experience of the RTW process and outcomes.® We grouped businesses into six size

3 For this report we analysed the most recent wave of the NRTWS, which includes data collected
between 22 June and 30 September 2021, and was finalised December 2021. The claims data includes
all claims submitted from 1 January 2017 and 30 June 2019. Further information about the claims data
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categories shown in Table 1, using the number of full-time equivalent employees.* We use
this definition of business size, which is consistent with the ABS definition, rather than
turnover (used by the ATO and ASBFEO) to better reflect the number of roles in a business.
The number of employees is a more relevant measure for the present project, as it is likely to
influence the different relationships in a business — for example, whether a business has a
HR department or whether the owner of the business will be managing the entire claim (a
factor directly related to number of employees).

Table 2. The number of FTE employees in ~ We explored both datasets using a mix of
each business size category cross-tabulations and modelling to
understand the relationships between
Business Size NFIQSCIRORAEER  \ariables. The cross-tabulations involved
SIEEEN  comparing businesses in each size category
in terms of how their employees responded

Sole Traders 0  to each question in the NRTW Survey. For

Micro 1-4 the statistical modelling we focused on

Small 5.19  analysing the relationships between

Small-Medium 20-49 business size and key o_utcome§ (RTW

i rates and the cost of claims) while

ieeum SlRdEl controlling for other factors. Results

Large 200+ presented for the NRTWS use weighted
Note: In our analysis we do not consider sole traders. data, for consistency with SWA'’s reporting

They are included in this table for completeness. . .
elsewhere. Claims data was unweighted.

User testing with supervisors in SMEs, both with and without
experience of the RTW process

To learn how SMEs would respond to the RTW materials, and whether further revisions
would be useful, we tested them with supervisors in SMEs. Supervisors came from a range of
backgrounds and industries, including construction, hospitality and retail. Almost all the
supervisors had at least some experience with managing a return to work process, and the
complexity of the cases varied. A number of supervisors had experience managing a worker
will a mental illness or psychological injury. During the one-on-one interviews we showed
supervisors the revised materials and invited their feedback, particularly on key elements
(e.g. mental health, examples of suitable duties, relevance to their context). We also tested
whether specific messaging resonated — for example, highlighting potential longer-term
financial gains and other benefits from making early contact with the injured worker. Finally,
we explored their experiences of RTW, investigated where they get their information from (in
relation to WHS), and when/where they would be likely to access the materials. The aim of
these final questions were to identify the best conduits for delivery of the materials.

and the NRTW Survey (including full survey text) is available on the SWA website at Explanatory notes:
National data set for compensation-based statistics and NRTW Methodological Report.

4 Information on full-time equivalent employees is not available for all jurisdictions, so SME-specific
findings exclude injured workers covered by Comcare, WorkCover Queensland and NT WorkSafe
schemes.
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What we found

Summary of findings from literature review, stakeholder consultation,
and data analysis

SMEs have lower return to work rates than big businesses. However, SMEs vary
substantially: micro and medium businesses face very different challenges, with 1-4 and
20-199 employees, respectively. Overall, the number of staff, the experience of the
supervisor, and the diversity in the roles in the business all impact return to work outcomes
for SMEs.

In SMEs, owner/supervisors are key in determining the success of the return to work process.
Their impact is shaped by:

o How prepared the supervisor is for a workplace injury. Supervisors have to learn about
their responsibilities under their workers’ compensation scheme, make a workers’
compensation claim, and manage the injured worker at the same time. Some supervisors
can find it difficult to do all three, and only focus on their legal responsibilities.

o Whether the injured worker had a close pre-existing relationship with the
supervisor. Close relationships — which are more common in SMEs than in large
businesses — can make injured workers feel more supported during the return to work
process. On the other hand, a workplace incident can be made much worse when workers
and supervisors don’t have a positive relationship.

e The time and resources available to the supervisor. It can be more difficult in small
businesses compared with large, for supervisors to pick up and redistribute work left by the
injured worker. This can impact how they manage the claim, and their relationship with the
injured worker.

A key challenge for SMEs is finding suitable duties for their workers after illness or injury.
Small businesses may not have the diversity of roles or overhead to support workers easily
with suitable duties. However, some SME supervisors suggested some experienced staff had
extensive knowledge of WHS, and these people can act as mentors for other supervisors on
the best way to provide suitable duties for their workers.

During user testing, we found supervisors within SMEs generally liked the materials and
thought they were useful. However, both in the user testing and in the literature review, we
found that information needs to be provided to SME supervisors at the time a worker is
injured or falls ill. It also needs to be succinct and easy to refer to at critical times during the
RTW process.

We present our findings from the literature review and stakeholder consultation, data
analysis, and user testing in the following three sections, followed by a summary of how the
materials were adapted to address the challenges we identified.

Behavioural Economics Team of the Australian Government
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Stakeholder
consultation and
literature review

Compared to larger businesses, decision-making in SMEs is more likely to be influenced by a
single person. This means the attitudes and beliefs of the key decision-maker (often
someone in the role of both owner and supervisor) will have a larger impact on how SMEs
are managed, including in relation to the RTW process. Our literature review and stakeholder
consultation identified behavioural biases — optimism bias, loss aversion, present bias and
cognitive overload — likely to be influencing SMEs at various points during the RTW process.
Figure 1 summarises the different stages of the process, and highlights how behavioural
biases and other factors influence each stage. The rest of this section is organised around
these stages, with each behavioural bias outlined and explained in more detail during the
stage where it is likely to be most relevant.

Note that the insights provided by the stakeholders and the literature review relate specifically
to the RTW context. They are not intended as claims about how small businesses and large
businesses differ from each other in general.

?

Before the injury
Optimism bias and Q During return to work
loss aversion may

I Present bias and cognitive
oagliy Iac_:k Rl overload are barriers to

preparation managing the return to work

process, including finding

Stigma and resource suitable duties
constraints are barriers to an
effective response
Close relationships may be
protective

When the injury occurs

Figure 1. An overview of how behavioural biases and other factors play into SME
decision-making at different stages of the return to work process

Behavioural Economics Team of the Australian Government
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Before the injury occurs: SMEs may be less likely to be prepared for a
workplace injury or illness

Stakeholders perceived that many SMEs were less likely to be prepared for a workplace
injury or illness, compared to larger businesses. This is consistent with research from other
countries on WHS practices in SMEs, which shows small businesses have less systematic
WHS procedures (Landstad et al. 2021), rely on informal agreements and idiosyncratic
workplace health practices (Hasle et al. 2012; MacEachen et al. 2010), and take an ad hoc
approach to risks — reacting to rather than preparing for incidents (Bluff 2019). While
compulsory workers’ compensation insurance mitigates some of the risk with workplace
injuries, another theme identified in stakeholder consultation was that many businesses may
not understand their roles and responsibilities, and struggle to navigate the complex workers’
compensation system.

Further, a systematic review of WHS processes in small businesses across the world found
small business may be more likely to downplay workplace hazards as ‘par for the course’, or
‘not really dangerous’ (MacEachen et al. 2010:189). This was not a major theme in our
stakeholder consultation, however some industries (for example, construction, hospitality)
were perceived to be more likely to have the attitude of ‘accidents happen’. While experience
with accidents in an industry can mean the industry has more experience, and therefore is
better prepared for a workplace injury or iliness, stakeholders perceived that this was not
always the case.

Finally, we identified two behavioural biases which may affect SME supervisors’ decision-
making in Australia and contribute to a lack of preparation (see Figure 1). These biases are
outlined in Box 2.

Box 2: Behavioural biases contributing to a lack of preparation for workplace injuries

Optimism bias is the tendency for people to underweight the probability of bad events
occurring and overweight the probability of good events occurring (Sharot 2011). This bias
may lead SME supervisors to believe the risk of an injury is lower than actually is, and that in
the event of an injury, it wouldn’t be severe.

Loss aversion is the tendency to weight losses over gains. Research suggests SME owners
are loss averse when making investment decisions (Kremer et al. 2013). This may explain
why (according to some stakeholders) SMEs are less likely to attend RTW training, even if it
is free: the time necessary to understand RTW processes may feel like an avoidable ‘loss’, if
they think they may not end up using the training. The ‘return on investment’ of the training
and WHS processes may not be the most important factor in their decision-making, if the
direct cost is still perceived to be too high (Hasle et al. 2012).

Economic factors also shape how prepared SMEs are for a workplace injury or iliness

Small businesses are more vulnerable to the impacts of external events (e.g. a pandemic,
economic shocks, or a workplace injury, Falkner et al. 2015) and SMEs face relatively higher
fixed costs compared with large businesses when addressing risks and meeting regulatory
requirements (Douglas and Pejoska 2017; Lima et al. 2020). For example, the time taken for
a small business owner to understand a RTW process has a higher opportunity cost to the
business than for a supervisor in a large business. Small businesses are also less likely to

Behavioural Economics Team of the Australian Government
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have the budget or staff available to support a specialist administrative role for managing
WHS or RTW processes. These economic factors all contribute to the challenges for SMEs in
preparing adequately for workplace injuries.

Once the injury occurs, a number of behavioural factors continue to
influence a supervisor’s decision-making

Previous research and stakeholder consultation has identified that when an injury occurs, a
supervisor should take two key steps to make a start on a successful RTW process:

o effectively communicate with and support the worker
e proactively begin the claims process.

To understand the barriers supervisors face to taking these steps, we used the Theory of
Planned Behaviour (TPB) to model supervisors’ behavioural intentions (Ajzen 1991;
Brosseau and Li 2005). According to the TPB three key factors would influence a supervisor’s
behavioural intentions: their attitudes towards the behaviour (and in this case, toward the
worker), social norms towards the behaviour, and their perceived behavioural control — the
extent to which the supervisors can perform and perceive they can perform the behaviour.
Below we use this model as a framework (see Figure 2) to summarise the findings from
stakeholder consultation and literature review, and discuss the extent to which each of the
factors play a role at this stage of the process: when an injury occurs.

Manager effectively communicates with
and supports the worker

/! T N\

> 00o 08
3.8 i 2
& «— = a
Positive or negative The social norms for The manager’s
attitudes based on the ‘how things are done’ perceived or actual
pre-existing relationship in a given industry or behavioural control -
between worker and workplace their ability to engage
manager positively with the

worker

Figure 2. A framework for understanding the factors influencing a supervisor’s
behaviour in communicating with and supporting a worker through the
return to work process
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A supervisor’s pre-existing relationship with, and positive or negative attitudes
towards, the worker will influence how they react to their injury or iliness

During consultation, many stakeholders highlighted the importance of the existing relationship
and the supervisor’s existing attitudes towards the worker. If the supervisor sees the worker
as being of significant ‘value’ to the business they may be more likely to be proactive in
helping and supporting the worker. Stakeholders also pointed out that in small businesses,
relationships between supervisors and staff are more likely to be personal and visible than in
larger organisations. This can influence the RTW process in different ways. On the one hand,
it could result in businesses being more willing to help workers, and provide a more
accommodating environment. Research also suggests the close relationships and access to
social support in SMEs could be a positive for RTW outcomes (Handley et al. 2021). ‘Side-
by-side’ working relationships can foster empathy between the supervisor and worker, which
in turn can increase the likelihood of sustained return to work in the event of an injury or
illness (BETA 2020; Landstad et al. 2021; MacEachen et al. 2010).

On the other hand, supervisors with poor pre-existing relationships with the worker are likely
to see the injury as another problem or issue associated with the worker. Stakeholders also
suggested the more personal relationships in smaller businesses, may lead to supervisors
taking it personally when an employee is injured at work, and feel offended and resentful.
Similarly, if the relationship is strained, an injured worker may be more likely to complain of
the employer’s focus on the cost of implementing safety issues, and highlight ways in which
the employer failed to observe WHS standards (MacEachen et al. 2010:190). By contrast,
employers may be more likely to attribute an accident to ‘unforeseeable circumstances’,
suggesting they couldn’t have prevented it, or — less commonly — attribute the accident to the
injured worker themselves (Hasle 2012).

Social norms, specific to an industry or workplace, influence responses to a worker
who is injured or ill, and to the management of the return to work process

Social or cultural norms refers to the shared understanding of ‘how things are done’ among a
group of people — for example in a workplace or more broadly, in an industry sector. Norms
can therefore be both a barrier and an enabler to the RTW process, in businesses of any
size. How an industry in general handles injured workers will shape how an individual
business reacts, and how the business has handled workers’ compensation claims in the
past will change how they handle future injuries and illnesses. Norms can also relate to the
type of injury/iliness and whether it is perceived to be legitimate in the work context. For
example, stakeholders suggested that a mental health condition in a hospitality setting may
be less likely to be considered legitimate than a burn or physical injury, because the latter is
expected in that environment. In the case of an injury perceived to be illegitimate, workers
can face stigma (discussed further below. See also Casey et al. 2021).

Stakeholders also told us that physical injuries are perceived very differently to mental health
conditions. At times the latter may be considered less legitimate because they are not
necessarily as concrete, visible, or familiar to supervisors. Mental health injuries with a clearly
discernible cause, such as a traumatic event occurring in the workplace, may be more likely
to be considered legitimate and be well-supported. By contrast, stress claims — for example
due to dysfunctional workplace relationships, high workloads, and/or burnout — are often
perceived to be more subjective and more complicated to manage. This is likely to be the
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case regardless of the size of the business. However, the closer and more personal
relationships in SMEs once again present both challenges and opportunities. While
stakeholder consultation highlighted the challenges to SMEs in managing mental health
issues in the workplace, these strong relationships could also be leveraged, with the right
supports, to help supervisors of SMEs engage with their injured or ill staff on issues of mental
health — including psychological responses to injury — as well.

In both stakeholder consultation and the literature review, stigma emerged as a
significant issue

In businesses of all sizes, injured or ill workers are sometimes labelled negatively or
discriminated against by co-workers and employers because of their injury — a process
referred to as stigma. Stigma can influence all aspects of the RTW process, and is the focus
of a comprehensive report by researchers at Griffith University, commissioned by SWA:
Stigma towards injured or ill workers (Casey et al. 2021). The report highlights how and why
stigma may occur, and provides recommendations for reducing it. Crucially for the present
project, while the report focuses on businesses overall, it also finds that business size can
influence a worker’s experience of stigma: for example, ‘...small business employers can feel
a self-imposed obligation ... to police the legitimacy of injured/ill workers’ compensation
claims’ (Eakin et al. 2003, cited by Casey et al. 2021).

Stakeholder consultation supported this observation from the literature. First, stakeholders
pointed out that stigma towards workers’ compensation claims influences how supervisors
react in the case of a workplace injury or illness. Some supervisors may see an injured
worker as someone only attempting to get time off work or to ‘get a payout’, and this may
stop them providing support (see also Eakin et al. 2003). Stakeholders highlighted that this
attitude would also be more likely to lead to a litigious approach. Second, stigma towards
certain types of injuries or illnesses — in particular, mental ill-health — may present a barrier to
communication between the worker and supervisor. Stakeholders suggested supervisors in
SMEs may be uncertain about how to support workers with mental health conditions and
worried about saying the wrong thing. This in turn may lead to avoidance in contacting the
worker and compound the effects of the worker’s mental health condition (see also the report
on psychological response to injury, commissioned by SWA: Brough et al 2021).

A supervisor’s perceived or actual ability will impact how the supervisor engages with
the injured worker and with the claims process

Supervisors in micro and small businesses are often ‘juggling’ many roles and
responsibilities, and can lack the time and skills to focus on the injured worker (Blackman and
Chiveralls 2011). Stakeholders highlighted this is especially likely when a small business has
been established due to the supervisor’s technical skills — e.g. they are an experienced
tradesperson setting up their own company. In particular, stakeholders perceived that
supervisors may feel like they don’t have the ability to help the injured worker return to work if
they have a mental health condition: ‘They [the supervisor] don’t know what to say’. In
addition to a lack of skills, many SME supervisors may feel like they don’t have time to deal
with the process, or may actually not have the time to deal with it (e.g. Hasle et al. 2012).
Furthermore, supervisors may view managing the administration associated with the
workplace injury (e.g. submitting a claim, corresponding with the insurer) as their only
responsibility (Blackman and Chiveralls 2011, also mentioned in stakeholder consultation). In
doing so, they may neglect other tasks critical to a successful return to work, such as
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maintaining their interpersonal relationship with the injured worker. This can make workers
feel isolated, decrease the likelihood of successful return to work (Nieuwenhuijsen et al.

2004), and, according to stakeholders, increase the likelihood of litigation.

In addition to gaps in management skills, supervisors of SMEs may lack specific knowledge
about RTW processes, and not know how to act in this circumstance. Several stakeholders
commented that small businesses do not actively seek out information, or may resist
receiving information on managing RTW processes in their business. This is supported by
literature suggesting a culture of ‘self-sufficiency’ or ‘independence’ among SMEs (Eakin
1992; Schulte et al 2018), and a tendency to rely on cultural norms and informal information
sharing through networks for information about issues such as return to work (Hedlund et al
2017). However, for SMEs in industries with a low prevalence of injury/iliness, there may not
be visible standards or norms around what makes good practice RTW processes.

During the return to work process, providing suitable duties is a key
strategy often overlooked by SMEs

As the injured worker begins to return to work, the provision of suitable duties is an important
factor in determining whether the process is successful. However, many supervisors may find
it difficult to provide suitable duties, due to the perceived and actual limited roles in SMEs.
From the stakeholder consultation, we found supervisors may not adequately consider the
provision of suitable duties for the worker, nor do they appreciate the positive impact this can
have on RTW outcomes. Many supervisors prefer to have a worker who is fully recovered
before they restart work. This is challenging for injured workers as many injuries take a long
time to recover, and it is better for workers if they return to work in a reduced capacity than
not at all (Lane et al. 2018). A number of attitudes as well as behavioural biases could be
driving the supervisor’s preferences. Supervisors may have inaccurate preconception of what
a recovery journey looks like: Our analysis of the NRTWS (see below) indicated that twenty-
five per cent of injured workers will have multiple periods on workers’ compensation, however
stakeholders reported that most supervisors think once someone is back at work they are
‘healed’. This may be due to people being inherently optimistic about recovery times. Two
additional behavioural biases may come into play at this stage, and are summarised in Box 3.

Box 3: Behavioural biases presenting barriers to managing the return to work process

Present bias — the tendency to prefer a smaller current reward over a larger future rewards
(O’'Donoghue and Rabin 1999) — may also drive decision-making during the RTW process. In
a RTW context, present bias can lead supervisors to prioritise immediate tasks over long-
term RTW planning. For example, a supervisor may spend their time hiring a new employee
(short-term payoff) rather than discussing and planning with their injured the provision of
suitable duties (long-term payoff).

Cognitive overload — the lack of mental bandwidth — worsens the effect of other cognitive
biases (Mullainathan and Shafir 2013) and may present a further barrier to supervisors
successfully supporting the worker once they return to work. For example, supervisors may
fail to carve out time in their day to focus on RTW tasks. When they do approach RTW tasks,
they may be less thoughtful in their approach, particularly if it is an unfamiliar task, and rely
more on cognitive shortcuts — e.g. assuming the RTW pathway will be the same as for a
previous injury.
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Claims data and
National RTW survey

In addition to stakeholder consultation and literature review, we analysed two key sources of
data on return to work, the National RTW Survey, and the National Dataset on Compensation
Based Statistics (referred to as ‘claims data’ as it includes administrative data on workers’
compensation claims Australia-wide). These data sets focus on return to work and workers’
compensation, and the insights they provide about relationships within a business are
therefore specific to this context (i.e. rather than referring to relationships between
supervisors and workers in general). Our analysis was exploratory, and compared RTW
outcomes and the treatment of injured workers across businesses of differing size.®

Small businesses have lower return to work rates than larger
businesses

Figure 3 illustrates RTW rates among business sizes over time. The RTW rate is the
percentage of injured workers who have returned to work at any time following a workplace
injury or illness. Overall, RTW rates have declined somewhat from 2014 to 2021, especially
for small businesses (micro and small). While overall the RTW rates declined, between 2018
and 2021 the rates for micro, small and small-medium businesses’ have increased. These
differences highlight the importance of analysing different sized SMEs separately. The
remainder of this section summarises key findings for micro, small, and medium businesses
separately, and concludes with a comparison of external and internal RTW coordinators.
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Figure 3. The percentage of workers who have RTW at any time from 2014-2021, by
business size

5 For further details about these analyses, including full model specification, please contact BETA
directly at beta@pmc.gov.au.
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Micro businesses have strong internal relationships, but their claim
costs are higher than other businesses’

Injured workers employed in micro businesses (with 1-4 employees) were generally the most
positive about their treatment in the workplace. Injured workers in these businesses were the
least likely to feel they would be treated differently in the workplace following an injury (28%
compared with 40% of large businesses), and had a higher rate of employees feeling they
could easily explain to their supervisor what they can and can’t do (87% compared with 82%
for large businesses) and to co-workers (88% compared to 80%).

Despite the positive nature of the relationships and level of communication within micro
businesses, claim costs were higher and RTW rates lower in micro than in large businesses.
Claims costs were the highest in micro businesses, and were roughly $5,600 higher on
average for these businesses compared with large businesses (controlling for a range of
factors).® The high cost of claims was not reflected in noticeably better outcomes for micro
businesses. Controlling for a range of factors, we found that employees of micro businesses
were 5 percentage points less likely to return to work at any time compared with employees
of large businesses.”

Of note was the higher rate of workers needing additional time off in micro businesses (32%)
compared with other business sizes (25% overall). This may be driven by several factors,
which cannot be directly observed in the data. One possibility is that as micro businesses are
more dependent on one staff member, they may encourage the staff member to return before
they are ready, causing them to reinjure themselves, and have additional time off work.
Alternatively, the close relationships between employees may mean they want to get back to
faster, to support their co-workers. If these factors are driving the higher rate of additional
time off in these businesses, the RTW materials may help micro businesses to find better
suitable duties.

What do these findings mean for engagement with micro businesses?

A key aim of the RTW materials is to support the relationship between a supervisor and an
injured worker in a SME. Relationships within micro businesses already appear to be strong
in the context of return to work, so there is likely less scope for improving the relationship.
When disseminating the materials, this means it may be more impactful to target small
businesses with 5+ employees.

However, further research with micro businesses may be warranted to understand why the
cost of claims is higher on average for them. One possible explanation, raised in the
stakeholder consultation, is that smaller businesses may be less likely to submit small more
frequent claims to their insurer, fearing higher premiums, resulting in a single one-off high
claim instead.

6 This difference was significant p < 0.001. This result is from a mixed-effects model. We controlled for a
range of covariates and included jurisdiction and industry as a random effect.
7 Significant at p = 0.01. Further details are available by contacting BETA.
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Small businesses have lower rates of successful return to work and
appear less likely to adequately support their workers

Small business have the lowest RTW rates of any business category, with 12% of injured
workers not having returned to work in the time between their injury and the survey being
conducted.® Controlling for a range of factors, employees of small businesses are

8 percentage points less likely to RTW than employees of large businesses. Small
businesses also have the third highest average claim cost (around $4,100 more than large
businesses).?

While the trends in the quality of the relationships (in relation to return to work) within small
businesses were not clear, reflecting the diverse nature of these businesses, there were
some consistent findings. Small businesses had the highest rate of employees feeling their
supervisor thought they were exaggerating their injury (29%). Small businesses were also the
somewhat less likely to contact their injured employee about recovering from their injury (60%
of workers were contacted, compared with 63% overall). They also had the lowest rate of
employees needing additional time off (17%, compared to 32% in micro businesses).10 It is
difficult to say whether the low rate is due to the inability to provide suitable duties (so only
fully recovered workers RTW) or whether small businesses are good at accommodating
injured workers — ensuring the return to work was a success.

What do these findings mean for engagement with small businesses?

The findings demonstrate a clear case for the materials to be put in the hands of small
business. The lower rate of return to work in small businesses compared with other
businesses suggest there is space to provide more support to supervisors within small
businesses. The lower level of resources in small business may mean the materials may
have a larger impact on their processes compared with larger businesses.

The lower rates of supervisors contacting the injured workers about their injury may be due to
confusion about who is responsible, or supervisors not feeling they have the ability to discuss
sensitive issues like workplace injuries or ilinesses. In either case, the materials may have a
positive impact, prompting employers to reach out, and providing them with the tools to make
contact with their injured employee. The conversation guides will be an important section of
the RTW materials to get right, to have an impact on small business practices in relation to
the RTW process.

Medium businesses are similar to large businesses, but they differ in
the cost of claims, and treatment of employees

We categorised medium businesses into two groups, small-medium (20-49 FTE employees)
and medium (50-199 FTE employees), as the internal processes — including expertise in
administration and corporate governance — are likely to be quite different for businesses of 20
employees compared to almost 200. As shown in Figure 3, both types of medium businesses
differ very little from large businesses in their RTW outcomes. In 2021, small-medium and

8 The NRTWS is a sample of all injured workers who submitted a claim from 1 February 2019 to 31
January 2021 inclusive. The minimum possible length of time an injured worker was off work is 4
months, the maximum is two years and four months.

9 The difference in average claim costs was significant p < 0.001.

10 The overall rate of employees needing additional time off was 25%.
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medium business had RTW rates of 94% and 92%, respectively, compared with large
businesses’ rate of 93%. Likewise, the RTW outcomes for small-medium businesses did not
differ from large businesses after controlling for a range of factors.

While their RTW rates were similar, the cost of their claims differ. Small-medium businesses’
claim costs were on average $2000 more than large businesses’, while for medium
businesses the average claim cost was only around $800 more than large businesses’,
accounting for the nature of the injury, age, gender, and industry.! The experience of
employees in small-medium businesses compared with all other business sizes also appears
to be less supportive in a number of ways. Employees of small-medium businesses were the
least likely to feel they could explain to their supervisor what they can and can't do (77%
compared with 83% overall). They also had had the second lowest rate of offering suitable
duties to their employees (55%), while medium businesses offer suitable duties at the highest
rate of any business size (64%). Both small-medium and medium businesses had the highest
rate of employees feeling they were discouraged from putting in a claim (both at 22%),
compared with micro, small, and large businesses (which all had a rate of 16%).

What do these findings mean for engagement with medium businesses?

These findings suggest the materials may be of more assistance to small-medium, rather
than medium-sized businesses. Given the relationship between workers and supervisors
appears to be less supportive in these businesses compared to other business sizes,
providing supervisors with clear guidance on how to work with an injured worker may be
beneficial to their relationship. The results also suggest medium businesses are very similar
to large businesses with respect to the RTW outcomes. If this is because they also have
similar RTW practices and experienced staff managing injuries and RTW, the materials may
be less useful for these businesses. Taken together, when disseminating the materials, it
may be more impactful to target small-medium businesses with fewer than 50 employees.

Internal return to work coordinators appear to have a more positive
effect on outcomes compared to external coordinators

When an injury occurs in the workplace, a RTW coordinator may be appointed, whose role is
to implement the organisation’s RTW program. The coordinator can be someone from within
the business (internal), or someone from outside the businesses (external). In a micro or
small business the coordinator may be the supervisor or owner by default, whereas in a
medium-sized business there may be a designated role for an employee in an HR position.
Appointing an external RTW coordinator can occur in a business of any size, but is more
likely in micro, small, and small-medium businesses.12

Across all business sizes, we found injured workers who had an external RTW coordinator
were 7 percentage points less likely to return to work than those who had an internal
coordinator. This difference held when we accounted for different jurisdictions and industries
as well as different types and severities of injury. The relationship between coordinator type
and outcomes is correlational, not causal. However, one possible explanation of this finding is

11 Both average claim costs were significantly more at p < 0.001.

12 37%, 42%, and 36% of injured workers had external RTW coordinators in micro, small and small-
medium businesses, respectively. While only 31% and 29% of medium and large businesses employed
an external RTW coordinator, respectively.
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the way internal RTW coordinators are embedded in the business, and may therefore be
more effective in accommodating an injured worker by (for example) modifying the workplace
or tasks. An external RTW coordinator, by contrast, may have less leverage or influence with
the business. This interpretation is supported by the finding that workers with external RTW
coordinators were 19 percentage points less likely to think their employer did what they could
to support them (than workers within an internal coordinator).® Similarly, the rate of injured
workers saying they agree their employer helped with their recovery was 24 percentage
points lower for individuals with an external RTW coordinator.4

Overall this suggests employees who had an external coordinator felt less supported by their
employer during the RTW process, compared with employees with an internal coordinator.
However, the data does not let us assess whether the negative relationship was formed pre-
or post-injury. For example, it is possible that if the employer-employee relationship was
strained prior to the injury, the employer may be more likely to seek out and assign an
external coordinator. On the other hand, having an external coordinator may contribute to a
loss of connection with the workplace, which literature has identified as a factor contributing
to poor RTW outcomes (White et al. 2019).

What do these findings mean for engagement with SMEs?

These findings — while not unique to SMEs — are especially relevant to the SME context
because smaller businesses are more likely than larger businesses to use an external RTW
coordinator. This may be due to smaller businesses lacking enough staff for someone to fill
the RTW coordinator role. These findings also highlight the way external and internal
coordinators face different kinds of challenges. However, in both cases, the relationship
between the supervisor and the injured/ill employee remains critical, in order to maintain the
connection between the employee and their workplace. Further, the findings suggest that the
RTW materials may have a larger impact where a business is using an external RTW, as
they will facilitate ongoing support and connection between the employee and their
workplace.

13 We looked at the difference in the number of individuals who agreed with the statement “Your
employer helped you with your recovery” by whether they had an internal or external RTW coordinator.
14 We looked at the difference in the number of individuals who agreed with the statement “Your
employer did what they could to support you” by whether they had an internal or external RTW
coordinator.
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User testing

Overall, supervisors found the revised materials to be clear and well
organised!®

The language of the materials was generally described by supervisors as clear and easy to
read. One supervisor described it as ‘conversational’: neither too technical nor too colloquial.
We tested specific wording (e.g. worker vs employee, psychological injury’) with supervisors,
and made some small changes on the basis of their preferences. Even when supervisors had
a preference for (for example) ‘employee’ over ‘worker’ (or the other way around), they were
able to understand how the materials applied to their context even if the language differed
slightly. For example, one supervisor thought the language of some of the suggestions was a
bit ‘flowery’, but said they would still be able to translate the general idea to their setting.

Many supervisors appreciated the overview and the timeline sections as providing a
condensed summary of the materials. Even supervisors who indicated that the materials
were helpful and that they would use them, said they would be likely to focus on the overview
and timeline sections as a ‘quick check list’. This reinforces the findings from stakeholder
consultation and the literature review that materials targeted at SMEs need to be succinct
and clear.

Many supervisors appreciated the distinction between the legal/formal
obligations of the business and the ‘nice to have’ suggestions

As uncovered during stakeholder consultation and the literature review, one of the key
challenges faced by supervisors in SMEs is that they often have multiple roles within the
business and juggle many responsibilities. During user testing, many supervisors raised the
point that in the event of a worker becoming injured or ill they would be very concerned with
meeting all their legal obligations, and not doing anything ‘wrong’. They appreciated the
materials referring to other professionals and processes involved in a workers’ compensation
claim (and some said these sections could be highlighted even further), while at the same
time focusing specifically on the relationship between the worker and the supervisor. The
‘why use this guide’ section — emphasising the benefits of maintaining a good relationship
with an injured or ill worker — resonated with almost all supervisors. The critical feedback from
a few supervisors was that it was ‘obvious’, and seemed to assume that they didn’t already
have a good relationship with their worker.

Finding suitable duties for the injured or ill worker remains challenging
for many supervisors

The suggestions in the ‘suitable duties guide’ section of the materials were well received by
supervisors during user testing. However, many highlighted the intrinsic challenge of

15 The full materials are available on the SWA website, and on the BETA website alongside this report.
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changing the work or workplace for a single employee. This is consistent with what we heard
during stakeholder consultation. There were two experienced supervisors who were able to
recount specific challenging incidents, while also reporting on what had helped them in the
past. In both cases, the most helpful resource had turned out to be another worker, someone
very experienced in WHS issues, who was able to mentor/teach them and think creatively
about suitable duties.

He [WHS person on site] was quite experienced, he worked his way up from the
ground up, so he was very practical. He was a good sounding board — a new
fresh set of eyes is always good — he'd walk in and say, ‘well, hang on he [the
injured worker] can be doing this, and he could be doing that.’

— Experienced supervisor, construction

Similarly, other supervisors also highlighted the impact injury and illness has on the whole
team. This was framed both as a positive — team members care for each other and can help
‘pick up slack’ — and as a challenge. This challenge comes in different forms:

e Concern for the injured or ill worker, as well as worry about ‘saying the wrong thing’—
everyone’s mental health is affected.

e The burden of ‘picking up slack’, working extra for an uncertain amount of time while the
worker is away — including potential resentment toward the injured worker for ‘getting
time off’.

e Managing the balance between maintaining the worker’s privacy while keeping the team
informed — and some co-workers might want to know what’s going on.

e The team may need to continue to support the ill or injured worker, even after they come
back.

As a result, we revised the materials to include a new one-page section focusing on how to
have conversations with the team. This section highlights the importance of acknowledging
the impact on the whole team, and keeping them informed, while also respecting the injured
or ill worker’s privacy by not discussing their medical issues with the team without their
consent.

Supervisors said they would use the materials to guide their behaviour

Almost all supervisors indicated they would find the materials useful, and would use them
when they were published. No supervisors said they would not use the materials. Supervisors
with relatively less experience seemed to be more likely to say they would ‘definitely’ use the
materials. Those who were more experienced were more likely to say that the materials
covered information/provided suggestions about things they already knew or did. More
experienced supervisors were also more likely to say they would focus on the overview and
timeline, or that others in their business would benefit more from the materials.

| think it's a great way of bringing in a whole bunch of information together. Is it
perfect? Probably not, because to make it have everything it’s going to have to
be twenty pages long and no one reads it. So | think it's about drawing attention
to the fact that yes, this is your starting point. And don't forget though, that it's
not your end point.

— Experienced supervisor, health care
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In particular, a few of the less experienced supervisors thought the materials provided a
helpful prompt to get in touch with ill or injured staff members straight away. The temptation
might otherwise be to ‘give it a week, see how they go’, or to avoid what might become a
difficult conversation.

Many supervisors use the Fair Work Ombudsman’s website as a key
source of information

Many supervisors noted they used the Fair Work Ombudsman’s website (FWO) as a key
source of information on their responsibilities as employers. Typically, it was the first website
they visited when searching for workers’ compensation related topics, suggesting this
channel is likely to be effective in delivering the materials. A subset of supervisors (mainly
professionals) also said they used industry bodies, personal networks, and state-based
chambers of commerce as a source of information on workers’ compensation. Supervisors
from non-professional industries also noted they would typically contact their state-based
chamber of commerce for information.

Some supervisors, in particular those who were previously involved with workers’ return to
work process, said they received information from their insurer as part of making a workers
compensation claim. However, supervisors said this information focused solely on their
obligations, and not on managing the injured worker. They noted that if the insurer provided
information focused on ‘how you can support your workers to have a better outcome’ they
would find it useful as well. Lastly, a few supervisors mentioned they would contact unions for
more information on managing an injured worker. However, they were not specific about
which union or how they would access the information.

Considering how businesses currently access information will be key to
ensuring materials reach the intended audience

When the materials are published, Safe Work Australia is planning a communications
strategy to distribute them. During user testing we asked supervisors how they access
information and where they would seek information related to an injury or iliness at work.
Their responses identified — in addition to the usual conduits for reaching SME — three
possible distribution channels:

1 Making the materials available directly on the Fair Work Ombudsman’s website. Making
information available in one place, a place that is already frequently used by supervisors,
is likely to have a significant impact.

2 Distributing them through industry bodies and unions. This will likely improve the ease
with which supervisors and businesses can access the information, at least in some
professions and industries.

3 Sharing them with insurers; and insurers could be encouraged to on-share the resources
with SMEs when they initiate a workers’ compensation claim. As noted above,
supervisors already engage with information provided by insurers. However, the provided
information could be extended with the RTW materials focused on supporting returning
employees.
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Final Materials

The number of steps in the materials is reduced, and the structure
simplified. The revised materials include all the information in a
single package, rather than in separate sections. The overview (this
page) and timeline (see next page) provide a summary of the
process, to reduce cognitive load and help time-poor managers
quickly access the information they need.

A gulde for supervisors In small and medium businesses .

PAS

o,

Managing the relationship
with an injured or ill worker
during return to work

Why should you use this guide?

Small and madium businesses can face complex
challenges when their workers become il or injured
Managing return to work processes can be stressful, as
youl juggle what is best for the business and the worker.
Somatimes it may feel like these are at odds with each
other. However, providing support to your injured or (Il
workers makes a big difference to thelr return to work
and psychological health, and sends a message to

This guide will help you:

Stay In tewch with your injured or ill worker (see
‘conversation starters” on pages 4<11) and keep the
team in the lcop (page 7)

Make changes to the workplace and/or ta the work
duties your worker doas, to help them return to work
sooner (see ‘suitable duties’ guide on pages 12-15)

wiarkers that your business has falr processes.

Whe is this guide for?

This guide focuses on the most Important
relationship: the one between the supervisor and

the Injured or Il werker. If you are the supervisor or
manager of the injured or il worker, you can halp make
the return to work process a success by staying in
touch with your worker, and following the suggestions
n this guide

If you do not supervise or manage staff (0.5, if

you snly have a different role, for axample if you
are tha return to work coordinator, or the owner

of the business, or the person in charge of HR and
administration}, please share this documant with the
suparviser of the injured or ill worker.

Throughout this document we use the ward ‘supervisor

to refer to someone who has direct responsibility for
ranaging workers. Your business may use the ward
‘manager, but these documants will still provide a
helpful guide

Businesses/employers

also have other formal
respensibilities related te a
waorkers’ compensation claim

These responsibilitios depand on where you
arg. 5o check with your insurer or jurisdiction’s
workers” compensation authority. The workers
compensation process usually requires three
areas of management:

«  the claims administrative process
= the medical management of the claim, and

* your worker and your relationship
with them

This guide focuses only on supporting

your relationship with your worker, but
being attentive to your legal obligations,
administrative requirements and the medical
management of a claim also bullds trust and
Improves business outcomaes. When broader
obligations relating to the administrative

or medical processes are mentioned in this
guide, they are highllghted In orange and

Colours, layout,
and simple icons
make the
materials visually
appealing and
gasy to read.

The four
‘conversation
starters’ and a
slightly shortened
‘suitable duties
guide’ are retained
from the original
materials.

1]

The language in
the materials is
clear and avoids
jargon as far as
possible.

A SMEs formal
responsibilities
are summarised in
orange boxes with
a ‘warning’ sign
where relevant
throughout the

with a Ak, document, to
= increase their
RETURN ==, :;.;.tﬂﬂilllll . —— " pum fo work salience.

Managers or owners of SMEs are often juggling many roles and responsibilities.
The overview highlights that the materials focus on the relationship between the
supervisor and the worker, and will be helpful for anyone who manages or
supervises staff in a SME. Highlighting the personal relevance of the guidance
helps make it more engaging and more likely to be put into practice.

Figure 4.  First page (Overview) of the revised materials
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The four conversation starters all begin with a clear call fo action, and a

brief summary of relevant research. The less experienced managers we ——
spoke to thought this section of the materials provided a helpful prompt to

get in touch straight away. The temptation might otherwise be to ‘give it a
weelk, see how they go’, or to avoid what might become a difficult

conversation (see below).

Conversation starter 1

@ When the worker is first injured or falls ill

It is mormal o feel anxious abaut this first conversation,
It might seam hard. but it helps to start simple:

Ask how they are and show genuine care
and concern

Actively listen by asking questions that show
you care. This can make a big difference to the
worker's motivation.

Open-ended questions are better e.g. "How are
you feeling generally?"” “Are you getting the halp you
nead?”

It the worker is comfortable talking, let them
guide the direction of the conversation as much
as possible.

X Warkers can sometimes feel that their injury
or iliness is being questioned. Don't focus on
aspects of the injury or lliness at first contact.

As soon as you know your worker is off for an injury or illness, contact
them. It can be as simple as a phone call or a text message.

Early supportive contact Is Important: Research shows injured or ill workers contacted by
their supervisor within the first few days were twice as likely to come back to work without
needing additional time off, compared to those contacted after two weeks.

Make a plan to keep In touch: For exhmple,
ask your worker: "How often would you like
me to check in?” Do you prefer phone or
Xt “You can call me any time". It might
help to put regular reminders in your phone
or calendar to contact the worker.

Date/time for next check in

Koy points:

Meed more advice? The Fair Work Ombudsman
has a guide for having difficult comversations.

g Reaching out to your worker as 5000 as you
Can Is even mo mportant for someo W

oQiCal injury. You are

counsellor! Just make
Ir return to good mental health
1 that wou are avallable for

ﬁ Take notes on what you talked about, 50 you
A don't have to rely on your memory later.

Date:

Koy points:

hat just means an

As part of the claims administrative process
or the medical management af the claim, you
or someona in your business may be required
to ask your worker for more information
about their injury oF iliness_ If possible, set

up dedicated times for those conversations
and ensure you have provided your worker
sufficient time to collect the required
information. Being respectiul of your worker's
rights and attentive to your obligations will
also support your relationship with your worker.

RETURN
RO R Lo st wk sestra

Figure 5.

You could also share these notes with your worker,
for exampla in an @mail, 1o give them a chance to
add anything you missed

Conversation starter 1 (of 4)

Behavioural Economics Team of the Australian Government

Interactive sections throughout
the materials prompt
managers to take specific
actions to support their
worker.

In addition to concrete
examples for how to begin a
conversation with the injured
or ill worker, this conversation
starter also includes a link to a
FWQ guide for having difficult
conversations.

Iany managers said they use
the FWO as a source of
information about their
responsibilities as a business.

As in the original materials,
mental health tips are
distributed throughout the
materials in distinct ‘call-outs'.
In the suitable duties guide,
physical and psychological
injuries are discussed
separately.
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Many managers emphasized how stressful the return to work process
can be for everyone involved. A section in the overview highlights
additional people who can help the SME manage the process, as well

as providing links to support for the manager.

People who can help you

There are profassionals who can help you
get started on the workers” compensation
process. Who they are depends on your
business. It could be your insurance provider,
3 union representative, industry bodies or a
roturn to work coordinator in your businoss.
Reach out to someone you trust.

As your worker recovers and plans to return
to work. a key person is their GP or other
health care (eg.,

Taking care of yourself and your
workers during stressful periods

e return to work process can be stressul for
Both the injured o il worker, and for you as the
There is support avatiablo to help

hallenging period.
You can call or visit

* Your GP

+ Lifeline Australiy 131114

« Bevond Biye: 1300 244 636

physio,
You and your worker should communicate
with the health care professionals reguiarty,
to help manage a gradual safe return to work.

Like this guide and wish it was
more specific to your business?

An editable version of this guide is avallable (here]).
To tallor the materials for your jurisdiction or
industry, you could consider:

* Updating the examples to ones relevant to your

Jurisdiction or Industry

« Including further links to relevant external

materials for your jurisdiction or industry

I

+  Monsline Australia: 1300 78 99 78

Small business owners can also
= t through 8
tal heaith support program.

Stakeholder consultation and user
testing highlighted how relationships
between workers, managers, and
owners in SMESs are often closer
than those in larger businesses.
When a worker is injured or falls ill,
the impact on the whole team is also
likely to be greater in a SME. The
revised materials therefore include a
separate page summarizing tips for
talking to the whole team;
acknowledging the stress they may
be under as well, while reminding
everyone to respect the injured or ill

worker's privacy. '

Talking to the team

The materials are not tailored to any
specific jurisdiction or industry, but an
editable version is available for those

Wowewee, &
y
s yeur o 4 ot
worker's pbtence
Acknawiogge that the team wil be a%ected By the werkar's abnence, Let the toam
Know that the injuted o1 & warker wil b smiy - degandeng on how Comicr L te
Worker $66%. yOU €3N Share Mose INfOrmAbion. You thould reming your taam that It i
Wiken the worker 2 VLN OF 30 INAVIIAS b POvECy £0 AINCuts thisr Madv 4 INformation wih athers
5 st inpared or ‘WRhoWt these consent.

who want to adapt them fo better suit e )
their business.
It DS 10 Be LP Hont: T ould De 3 Challenging Sme for the team. Uncortanty
—| Wb how B wockes 1 GEING 40 whee Ehey Wil 560U Can De stressful of waetleg
1O Y2u IN0 YOUT CO WOrRers. S0OMe CO - wOrkers MIgRE foel resontiul, or curious
e e i loarns 4 waner )
e ot
Timeline o

&

When your worker is first
Injured or falls il

Check in with your worker as

=

‘While they are away As they prepare to return.
from work o work

Koop in roguiar contact with your  Talk to your workes sbeet &
worker. Aflor Chocking With your Focus o8

Sot specific goats with your
worker,

‘Staying In touch” tips

‘Changing the workplace
or work duties’ tips.

o\

Mental health tips
2304550 10 tha 3bove. thero e

EryChotogC Ity

3 fow kay thange 1 keap i mind for
Wb MR of recoverng from

000 a3 you find oul that they
are awny from werk due te injury
or iliness. Tips for koeping the
Comersabon 1Mot 308 DoLEe
are providsd on page 5.

# relovans, make any immediate
€hanges 10 ensure 3 sate and
AN WOrKNG GOVIONMant
Cature stops have Dean Laken
50 that simitar incidents cant
Pappen agsin

Whon your Contacting your
WOrker 35 505° 3% yOu Can i oven
MO8 IMOOELANE for 3 woOrker whe
15 away 0ue £0 3 DEyChalogical
sy, You are not expected to be

counaalior! Juit mako It clear
that thair return 0 good mental
Paaith is the Dronty and that you
are avaable for wpport

wOrker. yOu may include the rest
of the team as wall (300 909 7).

Mortal fingss. psychalogical
Njury. and MeGICations can atfect
O10r0nt Deople in fferent woys.
Maing 955U~ ENIns 15 RINDEOUL
Inizead, ask your worker

what doot that mean for you?

The BULALIO GLDOS PWD0 0N DIGES 12-15 wil NO'D yOu thnk ADGLE wWays to

WOMGS S WrhEince. S0/0¢ Tl work duties, 10 Rk Ehem

ehange

Pradually roturn to work You Should COMMNIcato This t0 yOur worker’s
Peah Care Drefessionsls 50 EAL BN ADDIOEFALE FEtUIN 10 work BPOgram
can be developed

what they <an do - tios for how 10
do this are included on Dage 8 and
0303 1215 (3uMatIe S QUK.

in with them regularty, Thai
recovery may not be 8 1A
1ne. and It's IMpOrtant 16 stay
Nexitio (soe pags 10

loturn
e

Roviaw the chanpes you made

10 your workars workpiace and
work duties. Do thay st suit your
worker? Be prepared o kedp
SAI0ENG 34 Your Warkor reCTVOrE.

Many managers told us that they may not have
time to read the whole document, but they would
print or refer to a short overview. The Timeline

section of the materials therefore summarises
the take-home messages from each of the
conversation starters, from the suitable duties

Figure 6.

Additional sections from the materials
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guide, and mental health tips. in a simple table.
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Considerations and
caveats

This project aimed to investigate the experience of SMEs during the RTW process, with a
particular focus on how they differ from larger businesses and which unique challenges and
opportunities they face in managing an ill or injured worker. The findings informed revisions to
a package of RTW materials, to adapt them to better meet the specific needs of supervisors
of SMEs. While the stakeholder consultation, data analysis, and user testing identified
opportunities for and value in tailoring the materials for SMEs, it also highlighted some
complex issues SMEs face which will likely require more targeted solutions and alternative
interventions (which go beyond the scope of this project). In this section we outline some of
the key considerations in applying the insights we identified in this research, and note some
associated limitations.

Stakeholder consultation highlighted the problem of stigma

During stakeholder consultation we focused particularly on the supervisor-worker relationship
and the key barriers to return to work for SMEs. As a result, many of the stories we heard
focused on problems, or ‘when things go wrong'. In particular, one recurring theme in
stakeholder interviews was the idea that some supervisors may have strongly stigmatised
views of workplace injury and the likelihood of successful return to work, believing the injured
worker ‘is just trying to get compo’. The extent of these views is not well understood, because
stakeholders are likely to emphasise such views as particularly problematic, irrespective of
how common they are. Furthermore, stigma was not a theme that emerged during user
testing, perhaps because the interviewees self-selected to participate and may have had a
particular interest in return to work (and therefore be unlikely to hold stigmatising views of
their workers). The adapted materials — while intended to highlight the benefits of close and
positive ongoing communication with the injured worker — may be less effective for
supervisors with preconceived negative views, as they are tailored for the more general case
where there is a baseline of trust in the supervisor-worker relationship. That said, this
stigmatised view is worthy of addressing in its own right, and SWA have a separate stream of
work focused specifically on this issue.

Data analysis provides specific, cross-sectional, insights about the
return to work process in SMEs compared to larger businesses

The claims data and National Return to Work survey (NRTWS) are key sources of
information about the RTW process in businesses across Australia, and — crucially — allow for
guantitative comparisons between SMEs and larger businesses. However, like all data, these
data sets have some limitations. First, the data provide a point-in-time view of workers’
compensation claims and the RTW process. As a result, it allows us to observe associations
between (for example) industry or business size and outcomes, but it does not allow us to
make claims about cause and effect, or to understand why smaller businesses differ from
larger businesses on certain outcomes. Furthermore, when modelling the associations

Behavioural Economics Team of the Australian Government
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between business size and RTW outcomes, we may be missing key factors that explain this
relationship. That is, even if an outcome is different across businesses of different sizes, it
does not mean the outcomes are directly caused by business size. Second, with regards to
the NRTWS in particular, there is the issue of sampling: the individuals included in the survey
are drawn from the group of people who received workers’ compensation for a work-related
injury or illness. As a result, whilst there are many workers who experience injuries or iliness
but do not submit a claim, the NRTWS does not explore their experiences. Further, it seems
likely people who complete this kind of survey hold stronger views (both positive and
negative) about their experiences with the RTW process, than people who do not complete
the survey. As a result, the true effects (for example, the differences between external and
internal RTW coordinators) are likely to be less pronounced than those observed here. Lastly,
our findings are based on administrative data, which may contain errors that lead to us over-
or underestimating the magnitude of some reported findings.

Finally, the data sets analysed for this report naturally focus on return to work and workers’
compensation. Where they provide insights about relationships within a business — for
example, how supported a worker feels, and how well a supervisor communicates — these
insights relate specifically to the RTW context. The findings should not be taken as claims
about how relationships in small businesses in general differ from those in larger businesses,
or about whether outcomes other than RTW outcomes will differ for businesses of different
sizes.

User testing provided key insights into how the RTW materials could be
adapted, but the sample was small

For the user testing we aimed to recruit individuals working in SMEs (currently or in the
recent past) in a role where they had responsibility for overseeing workers, from businesses
in a range of industries, sizes, and locations. People in BETA'’s personal networks who had
connections to SMEs were asked to circulate an invitation with a link to a screener
guestionnaire. The Australian Chamber of Commerce and Industry (ACCI) also forwarded the
invitation to their members. Over a period of one month, we were able to get in touch with
twelve supervisors. While all business sizes and a range of industries and experiences were
represented in the final sample, almost all participants were women, and most were
Canberra-based. We note the sample is not representative of all SMEs in Australia, and we
cannot generalise more broadly from their experiences. However, the focus of the interviews
was soliciting feedback on the materials. Even with the relatively small sample available, the
feedback we received was useful, varied, and helped improve the final guidance.

SMEs and workers may face challenges during the return to work
process that cannot be directly addressed by our adapted materials

Our research also uncovered a range of systemic or ‘external’ challenges to successful return
to work in SMEs. One of these — ingrained negative attitudes — has been discussed above in
relation to stigmatised views of compensation claims. Along with stigma, SMEs in certain
industries may have embedded cultural norms prescribing workers should endure iliness or
injury without ‘making a fuss’, contain perceptions of iliness or injury as weakness, and are
not relationship focused in the support they provide to workers. The RTW materials are less
likely to be used by supervisors who hold such views, or where these types of strong cultural
norms are present.

Behavioural Economics Team of the Australian Government
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Conclusion

SMEs face unique challenges and opportunities in supporting workers to return to work
following work-related illness or injury. In this project, we explored the SME context for return
to work through stakeholder consultation, a literature review, data analysis and user testing.
Overall it is clear that:

e Supervisors in SMEs are often time poor, juggling many roles and responsibilities.
The revised materials take this into account by providing succinct overview and
timeline sections for easy reference, and supervisors indicated they would find this
aspect especially helpful.

I like the document as an education piece. Because it's nice, simple, laid out all
the way through (...) it’s a nice checklist to help you work through what you're
doing. (...) Once you get to the next iteration, is it possible to get a copy of [the
materials]?

— Experienced supervisor, professional services

¢ Relationships within SMEs are often close and supportive (and data analysis
suggests this is particularly true of micro businesses, 1-4 employees), but
supervisors may lack experience managing workers who are injured or ill. By
providing concrete examples and calls to action supported by brief explanations of
research supporting ‘best practice’, the revised materials aim to help supervisors
maintain a positive relationship with their worker. They also highlight the importance
of involving the whole team (while respecting a worker’s privacy).

e Finding suitable duties was highlighted — in stakeholder consultation, the literature
review, and user testing — as a key challenge. While the materials have been
shortened and simplified overall, we retained nearly all of the ‘suitable duties guide’ to
address this challenge. Like the other sections, this section of the materials includes
an interactive section with prompts to help supervisors think carefully and creatively
about how to modify the work or workplace for the injured or ill worker.

e Data analysis suggests SMEs overall have worse return to work outcomes than
larger businesses, but small businesses in particular (5-19 employees) appear less
likely to adequately support their workers. This suggests distributing the materials to
these businesses may be most impactful.

The results of this project demonstrate supervisors in SMEs are likely to benefit from access
to guidance materials helping them navigate the return to work process for an injured or ill
employee. Looking further ahead, supporting supervisors to maintain a positive relationship
with their injured or ill workers may facilitate workers’ timely, safe, and durable return to work.

Behavioural Economics Team of the Australian Government
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