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Stay-at-Work/Return-to-Work
S@W/R2W
P O L I C Y  C O L L A B O R A T I V E PolicyBRIEF

Behavioral science draws on 
insights from psychology and 
other social sciences to study 
how cognitive, social, and 
emotional factors contribute 
to individual decision making. 

Behavioral Interventions to Help Workers 
Keep Their Jobs After an Injury or Illness
For many individuals whose health problems threaten their ability to work, the decision to leave 
their jobs—either permanently or temporarily—is often made without fully understanding the 
short- and long-term consequences of joblessness on their health and well-being. It can also 
be particularly challenging to make such an important decision during a time of hardship and 
stress. As a result, many of these individuals leave the workforce before they have fully explored 
the possibility of staying employed, which is often the better option for their long-term 
financial and psychological well-being.

KEY STAKEHOLDERS, 
EVENTS, AND 
INTERACTIONS THAT 
INFLUENCE DECISIONS 
ABOUT WORK

Workers with significant medical conditions 
will often seek information and advice from 
friends, co-workers, physicians, insurers, 
and online sources. These interactions play a 

crucial role in the worker’s decision to leave 
or remain in the workforce. Job retention 
may be realistic and desirable for a given 
worker, but the people with the most potential 
to influence the worker’s decision may not 
have the knowledge to provide sound advice. 
Physicians and employers, for example, may 
not be aware of available supports that can 
help workers stay in their jobs, or of the likely 
cost of providing accommodations. More 
broadly, key influencers include:

Workers

The stakeholder most directly affected by the 
decision about remaining at work, and the one 
with the most to gain from the outcome, is the 

worker himself.

Insurers

The entities responsible for financially 
supporting people who cannot work for a period 

of time have a major stake in keeping those 
people on the job.

Employers

Employers are well positioned to enact policies 
that enable workers with a new or deteriorating 

medical condition to remain in their jobs. 
However, for employers to act, the benefits of 

those polices must outweigh their costs. 

Physicians

Physicians are authoritative advisors but have 
limited time to focus on work-related issues. 

They need timely information on evidence-based 
guidelines and available support services
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BEHAVIORAL  
BOTTLENECKS

In addition to facing complex and often 
conflicting incentives to take either the work or 
the benefits path, workers and other stakehold-
ers may be subject to behavioral limitations or 
“bottlenecks” that impede their ability to act in 
ways that promote job retention.

• Workers may have a hard time making deci-
sions in their best interest due to stress, the 
decision’s complexity, and financial or physical 
hardship. This is particularly true of decisions 
that involve tradeoffs between present and 
future rewards. They may also incorrectly 
believe that current limitations will necessarily 
apply in the future, discounting the possibil-
ity of improvement or adaptation, or may 
otherwise have mistaken beliefs about likely 
economic, health, and psychological outcomes 
associated with work vs. benefits.

• Physicians may have limited time and attention 
to devote to issues outside the patient’s immedi-
ate medical concern. If they do focus on issues 
related to work, they may not have evidence-
based reference points for appropriate amounts 
of time off work or referral to specialists.

• Employers may underestimate the benefits 
of job retention or overestimate the costs of 
providing accommodations.

PRIORITIES FOR  
PILOT TESTING

Behavioral interventions that explicitly address 
the psychology behind poor decision making can 
help individuals avoid common pitfalls. Such 
interventions are often an effective and inexpen-
sive way to induce behavior change and improve 
outcomes. Before any new intervention is widely 
adopted, it is important to test it on a small scale 
(a “proof-of-concept” test). If shown effective, 
the pilot-test results can be used to “tweak” 
promising interventions before scaling them up 
or adapting them to different contexts.  
To determine if a proof-of-concept test makes 
sense, the intervention should: 

• Have strong potential to influence job reten-
tion outcomes

• Be feasible to implement on a small scale, 
particularly if budget constraints are an issue

• Have potential to be scaled up

A range of strategies that could potentially change 
behavior and improve job retention are listed in the 
full paper. The table below includes three especially 
promising interventions that could be piloted and 
refined through small-scale testing.
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Table 1. Promising Behavioral Interventions

Intervention and 
stakeholder

Description Funder or administrator

Worker: Provide work 
coach and financial 
counseling

Provide sessions with a coach 
or advocate whose goal is to 
procure the best outcome for 
the worker.

Potential federal funding, with referral 
to services through employee assistance 
programs or employer resource networks; 
all involved should believe the coach has the 
worker’s best interests in mind 

Provide advice on likely financial 
outcomes if the worker stays 
on the job instead of going on 
long-term disability.

Websites on disability could host financial 
counseling, or advice could be delivered as part 
of coaching sessions.

Multiple stakeholders: 
Hold multi-party 
dialogues

Bring disability benefits 
representative, worker, medical 
proxy, and employer together 
to discuss the worker’s ability to 
remain in the job.

Short-term disability insurer; could be piloted 
in a state with statewide short-term disability 
insurance.

Physicians: Use 
electronic health 
record (EHR)-based 
interventions

EHR-based guidelines for time 
off work are displayed when 
a physician enters specific 
diagnosis codes. 

Could be funded by state or federal 
government, or insurer, and implemented by a 
large hospital system.

Mathematica® is a registered trademark of Mathematica Policy Research, Inc.

Scan this QR code  
to visit our website.

2

https://www.facebook.com/pages/Mathematica-Policy-Research/290703690972342
https://twitter.com/MathPolResearch
http://www.linkedin.com/company/164873?trk=tyah
https://www.mathematica-mpr.com/
http://www.disabilitypolicyresearch.org/



Accessibility Report



		Filename: 

		sawrtw_behavioral_policybrief.pdf






		Report created by: 

		


		Organization: 

		





[Enter personal and organization information through the Preferences > Identity dialog.]


Summary


The checker found no problems in this document.



		Needs manual check: 0


		Passed manually: 2


		Failed manually: 0


		Skipped: 1


		Passed: 29


		Failed: 0





Detailed Report



		Document




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Accessibility permission flag		Passed		Accessibility permission flag must be set


		Image-only PDF		Passed		Document is not image-only PDF


		Tagged PDF		Passed		Document is tagged PDF


		Logical Reading Order		Passed manually		Document structure provides a logical reading order


		Primary language		Passed		Text language is specified


		Title		Passed		Document title is showing in title bar


		Bookmarks		Passed		Bookmarks are present in large documents


		Color contrast		Passed manually		Document has appropriate color contrast


		Page Content




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Tagged content		Passed		All page content is tagged


		Tagged annotations		Passed		All annotations are tagged


		Tab order		Passed		Tab order is consistent with structure order


		Character encoding		Passed		Reliable character encoding is provided


		Tagged multimedia		Passed		All multimedia objects are tagged


		Screen flicker		Passed		Page will not cause screen flicker


		Scripts		Passed		No inaccessible scripts


		Timed responses		Passed		Page does not require timed responses


		Navigation links		Passed		Navigation links are not repetitive


		Forms




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Tagged form fields		Passed		All form fields are tagged


		Field descriptions		Passed		All form fields have description


		Alternate Text




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Figures alternate text		Passed		Figures require alternate text


		Nested alternate text		Passed		Alternate text that will never be read


		Associated with content		Passed		Alternate text must be associated with some content


		Hides annotation		Passed		Alternate text should not hide annotation


		Other elements alternate text		Passed		Other elements that require alternate text


		Tables




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Rows		Passed		TR must be a child of Table, THead, TBody, or TFoot


		TH and TD		Passed		TH and TD must be children of TR


		Headers		Passed		Tables should have headers


		Regularity		Passed		Tables must contain the same number of columns in each row and rows in each column


		Summary		Skipped		Tables must have a summary


		Lists




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		List items		Passed		LI must be a child of L


		Lbl and LBody		Passed		Lbl and LBody must be children of LI


		Headings




		Rule Name		Status		Description


		Appropriate nesting		Passed		Appropriate nesting







Back to Top


