
Objectives

Return to work (RTW) following occupational injury is often

delayed or fails even after medical recovery is complete. Moving

beyond the traditional biomedical model, this study investigates

the 12-month RTW trajectories after benefit termination.

We analyzed data from 3,139 injured workers using the 3rd cohort

of the Panel Study of Worker's Compensation Insurance (PSWCI).

The follow-up period was set to 12 months from the date of

benefit termination (claim closure).

Furthermore, the Fine-Gray model revealed that severe disability

combined with high physical job demands drastically reduced the

incidence of returning to the original employer (SHR=0.41),

confirming a significant 'double burden' effect. Extended care

duration (>12 months) and non-regular employment shifted the

workers' trajectories from job retention to 'path substitution'

toward new employers (Table 1).
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Conclusions

Figure 1. Cumulative Incidence of Return to Work Within 12 

Months Following Benefit Termination (claim closure). (A) 

Cumulative incidence of any return to work (RTW). (B) Cumulative 

incidence of RTW by specific return pathways. Shaded ribbons 

indicate 95% confidence intervals. The curves in Panel B represent 

non-parametric cumulative incidence functions (Aalen-Johansen 

estimates) accounting for competing risks among the return pathways.

RTW is not merely a product of medical cure but a dynamic,

ecological process dependent on the fit between a worker's

residual capacity and their environmental/job demands (Figure 2).
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Figure 2. Cumulative Incidence of Returning to the Original 

Employer by Disability Severity and Job Demands. Panel A shows 

cumulative incidence functions (CIFs) stratified by disability severity 

and physical job demands; Panel B shows CIFs stratified by disability 

severity and emotional job demands. Time zero was benefit termination 

(claim closure), and follow-up was 12 months. Solid lines indicate low 

job demands and dashed lines indicate high job demands; colors denote 

disability severity.

Cox proportional hazards models and Fine-Gray competing risks

regressions were applied, progressively incorporating physical

impairment, environmental factors, and job demands.

Utilizing the WHO International Classification of Functioning,

Disability and Health (ICF) framework, this study evaluates how

environmental factors and the mismatch between residual

functional capacity and job demands (the "double burden") affect

varying RTW pathways.

We estimated the cumulative incidences for overall RTW and

three mutually exclusive pathways: original employer (job

retention), new employer-same job, and new employer-different

job (path substitution).

The progressive Cox model demonstrated that adding

environmental factors significantly improved the model's

predictive performance and fit (C-index increased, p<0.001). A

maintained relationship with the employer strongly promoted

RTW (HR=1.57), whereas workplace discrimination significantly

hindered it (HR=0.58).

At 12 months, the overall RTW incidence was 55.9%. Returning

to the original employer was the dominant pathway (33.9%),

while transitions to a new employer with the same or different

job were 11.7% and 10.4%, respectively (Figure 1).

The findings underscore the critical need to shift from

retrospective impairment compensation to an integrated policy

approach that emphasizes early workplace accommodation,

effectively mitigating the double burden and preventing

involuntary path downward mobility.

Table 1. Fine–Gray Competing Risks Regression Analysis for 

Return-to-Work Pathways Within 12 Months
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