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Fact Sheet 6: Return to Work

Evidence-Based Disability Employment Practice Recommendations for Canadian Employers

About this fact sheet

This fact sheet presents the return-to-work recommendations from An Employer Guide to
Disability Employment Practices in Canada (Anyinam et al., 2026), a convergence synthesis of
95 Canadian grey literature documents produced by 53 independent organizations. The full
guide covers eight domains across the employment lifecycle. This sheet addresses Return to
Work.

The recommendations below are condensed for ease of use. Jurisdictional notes, full source
document lists, and detailed quality appraisals appear in Chapter 8 of the full guide.

About the evidence

Canadian federal departments, provincial and territorial human rights commissions, accessibility
offices, and national disability organizations all publish guidance for employers. The
convergence synthesis identified practices where multiple independent organizations arrived at
the same recommendation without coordinating with one another.

Convergence classification reflects how many independent organizations support the practice:
Strong (six or more sources), Moderate (four to five sources), Low (three sources). Each
supporting document was appraised using the CRAAP framework (Currency, Relevance,
Authority, Accuracy, Purpose). The quality flag reports the proportion of sources that scored
High on this appraisal: Full confidence (75% or more), Moderate confidence (50-74%), Quality
flag (below 50%).

Why return to work matters

When an employee is absent due to illness or injury, the objective is a safe, timely, and dignified
return to productive work. Research consistently demonstrates that the probability of return
declines sharply with the duration of absence: after six months, approximately 50% of
employees return; after twelve months, fewer than 2% do. The nine recommendations in this
fact sheet draw on convergence from up to 21 independent Canadian sources.

Recommendations

Recommendation 6.1 Develop a return-to-work plan collaboratively with the
employee
Convergence: Strong Quality: Full confidence (95%) Sources: 21 independent organizations
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Develop a return-to-work plan collaboratively with the employee, their health care provider, the
manager, HR, and any union representative. The plan should be targeted, safe, timely, and
documented. Follow a hierarchy: first, return to the employee's own position; second, return to
the same position with accommodations; third, return to a different position. Include specific
accommodation measures, timelines, schedules, duties, and workplace adjustments. Analyse
the workplace to identify current return-to-work practices and areas of concern. Install adaptive
technology or equipment in advance of the return date and provide training on any new
systems. Schedule follow-up meetings to review progress and make adjustments.

Recommendation 6.2 Support graduated or phased return-to-work arrangements
Convergence: Strong Quality: Full confidence (77%) Sources: 13 independent organizations

Support graduated or phased returns to work. Offer progressively increasing hours and duties
as the employee's condition improves. Flexible scheduling, including reduced hours, increases
the likelihood of workers with disabilities maintaining longer periods of employment. The plan
should specify the elements of the graduated return: essential job functions at each phase, work
hours and schedules, equipment required, environmental conditions, and duration at each
stage. Modified work offers should match work activities to the employee's current abilities.

Recommendation 6.3 Monitor effectiveness of return-to-work arrangements and
adjust as needed
Convergence: Strong Quality: Moderate confidence (67%) Sources: 9 independent organizations

Monitor the effectiveness of return-to-work arrangements and adjust as needed. Continue to
track the employee's progress and respond to changing needs. The employee's condition may
not improve as anticipated, or new needs may emerge. If the plan is not working, discuss why
and explore modifications. Where possible, keep the employee at work while adjustments are
being made. Establish internal mechanisms for continuous improvement. Use disability-
appropriate metrics to evaluate outcomes.

Recommendation 6.4 Implement early intervention and stay-at-work programmes
to prevent prolonged absence
Convergence: Strong Quality: Moderate confidence (71%) Sources: 7 independent organizations

Implement early intervention and stay-at-work programmes to prevent prolonged absence. The
probability of returning to employment drops sharply with absence duration: after six months,
only 50% return; after 12 months, 2% or less. Engage return-to-work coordinators or disability
management advisors as early as possible. Develop a framework outlining the organization's
approach to disability management, including a policy statement, goals, roles and
responsibilities, and programme administration. Establish a long-term commitment from
management and unions. Dedicated resources are critical: the three knowledge domains are
disability case management, disability prevention and workplace intervention, and programme
development and management.

Recommendation 6.5 Maintain appropriate contact with the employee during a
leave of absence
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Convergence: Strong Quality: Full confidence (83%) Sources: 6 independent organizations

Maintain appropriate contact with the employee during a leave of absence. Early and sustained
contact by the manager is the most important factor in successful disability management.
Contact should start on the first day of absence and continue throughout. Check in to find out
how the employee is doing and when they might return, so arrangements can be made in
advance. Contact should not be so frequent or intrusive that it places undue pressure on the
employee. Consider the worker's preferences for communication frequency.

Recommendation 6.6 Ensure accommodation measures are in place before the
employee returns

Convergence: Moderate Quality: Full confidence (100%) Sources: 5 independent organizations

Have accommodation measures in place before the employee returns. Procure and install
adaptive technology or technical aids in advance. Ensure ergonomic accommaodations or
assistive devices are ready on or by the return-to-work date. Arrange training on new
equipment. Consider a welcome-back meeting with colleagues. Allocate sufficient preparation
time. Prompt implementation of accommodations reinforces a workplace culture of trust and
operational readiness.

Recommendation 6.7 Do not pressure employees to return before they are
medically ready

Convergence: Moderate Quality: Full confidence (75%) Sources: 4 independent organizations

Do not pressure employees to return to work before they are medically ready. Consider the
worker's preferences for communication frequency. Reach out for updates but do not apply
undue pressure. Treat disability management policies as a floor, not a ceiling: managers may
exceed minimum requirements. Do not rely on insurance company decisions as an indication of
fitness; verify medical information independently. For safety-sensitive positions, employers may
need additional time to confirm fithess. The manager's responsibility to an ill or injured
employee continues for as long as the employee is absent.

Recommendation 6.8 Prioritize return to pre-absence position; follow hierarchy
of alternatives

Convergence: Moderate Quality: Full confidence (75%) Sources: 4 independent organizations

The priority is to return the employee to their pre-absence position. If that is not possible, follow
a hierarchy of alternatives: modified job in the same workplace, different job in the same
workplace, similar job in another workplace, or retraining. Provide a job that optimizes earnings
potential, minimizes disruption, preserves dignity, and reflects the interests of the employee. If
there is a good chance the employee can return to duty, do not permanently fill their position for
at least 24 months.

Recommendation 6.9 Obtain and share appropriate medical information for

return-to-work planning
Convergence: Low Quality: Full confidence (100%) Sources: 3 independent organizations
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Obtain and share appropriate medical information to support the return to work. Provide the
health care provider with a description of the worker's job functions, the work schedule, whether
the position is safety-sensitive, and any other relevant information. You are entitled to receive
information about how the medical condition affects ability to complete job duties, the prognosis
for recovery, and information about medication or treatment that may affect performance. You
need the employee's consent to retrieve additional information. If the employee refuses, explain
that the accommodation process may be affected.

For the full evidence base

Each recommendation in this fact sheet is drawn from Chapter 8 of An Employer Guide to
Disability Employment Practices in Canada.
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