
A smart and connected 
ecosystem for faster return  
to work for insurers 
To combat the rising cost of claims and significantly 
improve customer engagement, disability, personal injury 
and workers' comp insurers must transform their return to 
work (RTW) programs with innovative digital technologies 
and digital health programs that deliver better and faster 
outcomes as well as operational cost savings.

Executive summary 
Despite improved results, workers comp, 
personal injury and disability insurance 
leaders remain wary, primarily due to 
persisting high expense ratio. 

Despite reduction in the number of injuries, 
the cost of injury borne by insurers is on the 
rise. The deficit is primarily due to continuing 



medical inflation, indemnity costs and cost 
of operations. With longer tail injuries such as 
psychological injuries and muscoskeleton injuries, 
insurers today find themselves with a tough 
business predicament - a larger potential for 
increased payout.

Thus, the key mandate for these insurers is to 
reduce their loss ratios further. To do this, they need 
to improve their measures of loss prevention and 
loss reduction. The long tail nature of workers’ comp 
liability claims makes it even more important to 
reduce and prevent claims. 
 
Loss reduction can be achieved, in part, through 
efficient and effective return to work (RTW) 
programs. This paper discusses how digital health 
concepts and innovative digital technologies can 
be used by disability and workers’ comp insurers to 
transform RTW programs and enable a safe and 
faster return to work for disabled employees and 
injured workers. Even a few days of early return to 
work could mean a significant dollar savings for 
these insurers, making this an important goal  
for them.

RTW program challenges 
Most insurers have RTW programs in place to help 
facilitate the disabled/injured to return back to work 
in a safe and timely manner. However, continuously 
high injury claims indicate that insurers can achieve 
even better results from their RTW programs.
Based on our industry expertise, we have identified 
the following key challenges faced by the various 
stakeholders in the RTW landscape.

Employer 
•	 Lack of a comprehensive RTW policy within  

the organization 
•	 No mechanism from which insights on workers’/

employees’ behavior during the disability period 
can be derived 

•	 No analytics-driven decision-making on  
job modification planning or alternate  
employment planning 

•	 Absence of any standard procedures to ensure 
compliance with all applicable employment laws 
with respect to return to work, exposing employers 
to potential lawsuits 

Injured 

•	 Lack of motivation among workers/employees to 
return back to work faster. 

•	 Ineffective communication between the worker/
employee and the other key RTW stakeholders. 

•	 Absence of a concrete RTW plan makes workers/
employees uncertain about the future and 
increases their dependencies on indemnity/
disability income. 

RTW coordinator / case manager 

•	 Lack of a centralized, integrated and 
collaborative platform to perform RTW tasks. 

•	 No real-time mechanism for the case manager 
and physician to monitor worker/employee 
wellness status and prescribe changes. 

•	 Lack of sufficient real-time worker/employee 
wellness data to take timely actions. The “day-
in-the-life” data of an injured worker or disabled 
employee is not captured. 

•	 Lack of effective communication tools to enable 
stronger collaboration with all other key RTW 
stakeholders. 

As a result, insurers must bolster their RTW 
programs by creating a smarter and more 
connected RTW ecosystem. A more robust 
ecosystem would result in a win-win situation for 
all key RTW stakeholders – employers, employee/
worker, insurers and physicians.

Crafting a smarter and more 
connected RTW ecosystem 

With connected devices expanding into the 
healthcare space, giving rise to digital health 
concepts, the case becomes all the more 
compelling for insurers to leverage these devices 
and transform the RTW ecosystem in a similar way.

Continuously high disability and 
workers’ comp claims indicate that 
insurers can achieve even better results 
from their RTW programs.

Connected devices such as wearables 
and medical sensors powered by 
social, mobile, artificial intelligence 
and gamification technologies have 
the potential to completely transform 
the RTW space.



As depicted, this smart ecosystem would 
facilitate two key aspects:
•	 Help generate a wealth of continuous, real-time 

wellness data from injured workers/disabled 
employees.

•	 Facilitate better operational effectiveness and 
efficiency across stakeholder functions:

•	 Enable real-time monitoring of the injured’s 
medical conditions for physicians and other 
stakeholders.

•	 Enable better recovery experience for the 
injured worker/disabled employee.

•	 Enable case manager to be more productive 
and effective.

•	 Enable better decision-making and 
productivity gains for employers.

 
As noted, a plethora of real-time data can be 
generated by the injured worker or disabled 
employee with this new smart and connected RTW 
ecosystem. Figure 1 highlights some of these key 
data points that can be collected. 

Such breadth of data has not been available until 
recently. But with more data in hand, insurers have 
better scope upon which to improve their RTW 
functions across stakeholder functions (see Figure 
2). It also provides them with additional analytical 
insights to inform better decision-making.

Analytical data for an injured worker or disabled employee  
with connected devices
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Transforming the RTW ecosystem 
with connected devices

Enabling a better 
recovery experience 
through continuous 
engagement with 
other stakeholders, 
improved awareness, 
self-servicing 
capabilities and 
gamification.

1 2 3 4

Mobility 
enabling a 
real-time 
collaboration 
between 
stakeholders 
(worker, 
physician, 
Case manager, 
employer) 
and enabling 
self-servicing 
capabilities.

Enabling real-time 
monitoring of the 
injured conditions 
and taking required 
actions.

Motion-sensing 
technology like 
Kinect enabling 
a real-time 
and remote 
monitoring of 
the injured’s 
health 
conditions.

Enabling a more 
productive and 
effective RTW 
through real-
time monitoring, 
analytics and 
communications 
functions.

Health 
monitoring 
devices like 
Fitbits, bands 
and other 
wearables 
collect real-time 
health data 
of the injured 
worker’s pulse, 
heartbeat, 
blood pressure, 
sugar level, etc.

Enabling proactive 
job modification 
decision making 
through
analytical insights.

Social 
communities 
that build peer 
collaborations 
and access to 
virtual health 
coaches.

Gamification to 
improve injured/ 
disabled 
worker’s 
motivation 
for a faster 
RTW through 
awareness-
related games 
and reward 
schemes.

Powered by Artificial Intelligence and Powered through technologies likes

A smarter and connected ecosystem across stakeholders

Injured Worker/
Disabled Employee Physician Case manager Employer

Figure 2



Enabling a better recovery experience  
fo injured/disabled
Injury can bring about emotional distress for a 
worker/employee. There are risks of the injured/
disabled experiencing cognitive disorders (i.e., 
mental or physical illness occurring simultaneously
due to financial pressures, social life cutoffs, dietary 
restrictions, etc.). These cognitive conditions have 
a great impact on the number of RTW days. For 
example, the median duration of RTW for a lumbar 
strain is 10 days, while it is 26 days for depression 
with anxiety. When these two conditions coexist, 
median RTW jumps to 153 days. It is thus important 
to maintain better emotional levels for the injured/
disabled. In current RTW programs, organizations 
often overlook the injured/disabled’s emotional 
enablement and engagement levels during their 
recovery. By continuously engaging with the worker/
employee and by supporting him with self-servicing 
tools, education and motivational techniques, the
worker/employee will stay connected, motivated 
and focused on faster RTW (see Figures 3 and 4).

Improved injured/disabled awareness, engagement during  
the recovery period

Improving injured’s 
awareness 

•	 Know the entire RTW lifecycle 
– who’s involved and relevant 
dates

•	 Receive announcements, 
notifications, health guidance 
and wellness tips

•	 Compare employer’s 
expectations with physician’s 
progress report

•	 View financial benefits from  
a faster RTW

•	 View peer RTW comparison 
for similar age, gender and 
disability

Providing servicing 
capabilities to injured 

•	 Manage the claims or the 
payments involved and track 
status

•	 Weekly payments
•	 Interactive/enhanced 

communication with 
employer and insurer

•	 Certificate of capacity and 
RTW milestones

•	 Receive alerts and 
notifications to facilitate on-
time prescriptions

•	 View job modification, 
alternate employment, self 
employment FAQs

•	 Assist in alternate 
employment – resumé upload 
on job sites; interview status 
updates; calendar, venue, job 
details

•	 View Social Security FAQs for 
assistance with SS filing

Continous engagement  
with injured

•	 Gamification for education 
and motivation; leaderboards 
for engagement

•	 Engage in online 
communities, blogs, etc. and 
receive tips/notifications on 
faster RTW

•	 Best-practice sharing of peers 
who had successful RTW with 
similar injury

Enabling real-time monitoring of  
medical conditions by physicians,  
other stakeholders
The traditional way of monitoring progress involves 
several repeated hospital visits and tests. This 
new RTW ecosystem, however, has the potential 
to enable more real-time collaboration between 
physicians and patients, thanks to connected 
devices such as quantified self-movement devices 
(e.g., Kinect, Fitbits and related wearables).  
A physician could program physical exercises 
on Kinect, for example. The injured or disabled 
then performs the exercises, as guided by Kinect, 
which delivers progress reports to the individual’s 
physician. The physician can then use the data 
contained in the report to monitor the injured/
disabled worker’s recovery. Relevant and allowed 
information can also be extended to other 
stakeholders – RTW coordinators, employers 
and insurers – who could use it to improve RTW 
functions/operations.

Figure 3



Wakes up in the 
morning, logs onto 
the mobile app.

Video chat 
with the case 
managers who 
calls to check 
his status.

Online chat with 
ability champions
for specific advice.

Receives an alert
To take medicine.
Takes the 
prescribed 
medicine.

Plays “return to 
work” game, reads 
articles.

Does his exercises
in front of the Kinect 
device and submits
report for review.

Checks his claims 
status. Realizes he 
has to complete a 
form. Completes the 
form and e-signs it.

Checks financial 
benefit of returning 
to work earlier on 
his RTW calculator.

Receives an
alert to take
medicine and takes
the prescribed
medicine.

A day in the life of the injured worker or disabled employee

Figure 4
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Gamification is garnering significant traction in the insurance sector, especially within the health insurance 
industry. Recent cases of benefits achieved by health insurers from gamification have emerged. For 
instance, Cigna and Hope Lab jointly offered Re-Mission 2 for young cancer patients to stick with their 
treatments.1 Research shows that playing the games boosts players’ positive emotions, increases self-
efficacy (their belief in their ability to fight cancer) and shifts attitudes about chemotherapy, which lead to 
better adherence to prescribed treatments. A recent study by Microsoft reveals an increasing number of 
gamers originating from the assistive community – people injured or with disabilities.2

Insurers should thus look to power this ecosystem using gamification techniques. Among the considerations 
are to develop games in such a way that they have impact on specific psychological and behavioral 
outcomes associated with successful treatment. Key gaming techniques insurers should investigate include:

•	 Continuous and positive reinforcement of the need to return to work in a safe and timely manner through 
gamifications.

•	 Leaderboards featuring the results of other RTW gamers, creating a competitive environment fostering a 
focus on returning to work.

What if an injured worker or disabled employee is not motivated enough to cooperate 
with the RTW program or doesn’t comply with the prescribed medications or even play 
RTW games? Success thus resides in the heightened motivational levels and the 
participation among injured workers/disabled employees. Reward schemes would 
help achieve this and also help sustain motivational levels. In this new ecosystem, 
they can also earn rewards for activities that include:

•	 Compliance with prescriptions.

•	 Providing mentorship to others who are injured/disabled.

•	 Contribution to blogs.

•	 Engaging in “faster RTW”—related games.

•	 Earned rewards points can be redeemed by workers/
employees for personal insurance premium discounts, 
cash-backs, vouchers or existing reward programs of 
the employers.

Quick take
Gamification: A tool to improve engagement, motivational levels

Ensuring the sustenance of RTW motivation through rewards



Facilitating case manager productivity

Improved enablement through  
self-servicing capabilities 

•	 RTW portfolio dashboard for effective RTW 
management.

•	 Workflow management, automatic “task/action” 
created from claim system through business rules.

•	 Track real-time progress of the health of the worker/
employee.

•	 Monitor worker/employee prescription compliance.
•	 Create wellness report to send to physician.
•	 Create job modification planning report to send to 

employer.
•	 Conduct exit interview to capture best practices 

during the RTW journey.
•	 Manage claim outcome (action/referral/outcome).
•	 Capture expenses/time spent on administrative 

services.

Deriving better insights through 
enhanced analytical information 

•	 Plan effective job modifications based 
on analytics insights on successful/
unsuccessful modification planning done 
by other similar employers.

•	 Plan effective alternate employments 
based on analytics insights on successful/
unsuccessful alternate employment done 
by other similar employers.

•	 View and plan based on guidelines 
and benchmarking data obtained from 
external disability duration providers.

•	 Benchmark self performance vis-a-vis 
other case manager in terms of RTW 
costs reduced or days reduced.

Enabling a more productive and effective case manager

One of the key opportunities for insurers is making their case managers more productive. Their productivity 
may be undermined by a lack of data and poor communications. But with this smart ecosystem, they 
have continuous access to more data and collaborative features, through which they can perform their 
daily tasks better, better manage the injured worker or the disabled employee, provide more value to the 
employers and, therefore, deliver improved RTW outcomes to the insurer.  
 
Figure 5 illustrates how a case manager is better enabled for improved outcomes.

Most employers have active, institutionalized health and wellness programs. Insurers can look to provide 
the employers with a better value proposition where they can maximize the ROI of these programs by 
integrating them within this new ecosystem. 

This enables employers to attain optimized value from their investments in health and wellness programs. It 
also provides a positive feeling to employees/workers that their employers are providing wellness programs 
and helping in their recovery.

Quick take
Integrating the new RTW ecosystem with the employer’s  
existing health and wellness programs

Figure 5



Enabling improved  
employer engagement,  
better decision-making

Employers typically are disconnected from affected 
employees during the RTW period, except when 
there is a need for job modification. The new 
ecosystem transforms this, where the employer is 
continuously kept in the loop on the injured/disabled 
employee’s progress. When a job modification need 
comes into play, it is easier for the case manager to 
work with the employer to make the right decision. 
The analytical insights presented can help improve 
employer awareness that job-planning activities  
are the norm, and that similar businesses are doing 
it successfully.

This new RTW ecosystem is also capable of 
providing several predictive and prescriptive 
analytical RTW insights. They can enable several 
self-servicing capabilities on their mobile app such 
as the creation of a work plan, viewing of claim 
details, etc. which make their daily jobs easier.

The result: win-win-win for all 
stakeholders
Enabling injured workers or disabled employees 
to return to work in a safe and timely manner will 
benefit the insurer, employer and injured worker 
or disabled employee, resulting in a win for all. 
Employers benefit from reduced productivity losses, 
lower insurance costs and enhanced compliance. 
Injured workers or disabled employees benefit 
through faster income restoration and subsequent 
lifestyle gains. Insurers benefit directly through 
reduced claims costs and indirectly through 
improved brand image among agents and 
customers (see Figure 6). 

Looking ahead
A new era of digital health is emerging, where 
healthcare is brought to the patient’s home 
through quantitative movement devices and 
digital technologies. Real-time data-sharing and 
collaboration platforms provide for completely new 
insights into the “day in a life” of a disabled/injured 
employee/worker to the insurer, which were not 
available before.

Connected devices and digital technologies will 
fundamentally alter the way in which disability and 
workers’ comp insurers will establish and administer 
their RTW programs. A smarter and connected 
RTW ecosystem will radically change the scope of 
possibilities available to insurers, companies and 
employees to continuously improve RTW outcomes. 
Early adopters will gain early-mover advantages 
that can deliver and sustain competitive edge 
versus those insurers that have not embraced this 
new RTW ecosystem approach which is enabled by 
Big Data thinking.



Restoring income 

•	 50% of Aussies living paycheck to paycheck 
Source - braverytrust.org.au

•	 The average disability pay is only 2/3rd of 
average weekly wage. Thus, resumption to 
100% income will boost injured/disabled workers’ 
satisfaction levels.

Reducing costs 

•	 Reduced claims payouts.
•	 Reduced claims handling costs.

Faster RTW provides benefits for injured 
workers or disabled employees by:

Faster RTW provides benefits 
for insurers by:

Improving satisfaction

•	 Less disruption to family, work and social life.
•	 Improved employment and financial security.
•	 Less time spent recovering from injury.
•	 Reduced level of cognitive impairment.

Improving business benefits

•	 More analytical information for better decision-making and 
outcomes across product development, underwriting and claims.

•	 Reduction in cancellations and non-renewals due to improved 
customer/client satisfaction.

•	 Increased satisfaction of agents selling workers’ comp/disability 
insurance.

•	 Effective use of acquisition cost and customer retention.
•	 Increased competitive edge for insurers.
•	 Increased cross-sell opportunities.

Reducing productivity impact 

•	 Frequency of lost time.
•	 Length of time lost.
•	 Productivity losses.

Faster RTW provides benefits 
for employers by:

Reducing insurance costs

•	 Lawsuits.
•	 Wage replacement costs.
•	 Worker replacement costs.

Better compliance

•	 Compliance to SIRA Return to 
work program checklists and 
state wise regulations

How all stakeholders benefit from faster RTW

Figure 6

https://www.braverytrust.org.au/aussies-live-paycheck-to-paycheck/#:~:text=Almost%20half%20of%20all%20Australians,the%20budget%20into%20a%20tailspin.


Footnotes 

Preventing and Identifying Comorbidity to Reduce the Impact on Workers’ Compensation Claims, Procura, 
2013, http://www.procura-inc.com/pdf/press-releases/FINAL_Comorbidities_Position_Paper_2014.pdf.

http://newsroom.cigna.com/NewsReleases/games--tech-keep-young-cancer-patients-connected.htm.

Microsoft study on the potential market of accessible technology in the United States, http://msdn. 
microsoft.com/en-us/library/windows/desktop/ee415219(v=vs.85).aspx.
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