
Your employee suffered a back injury and has been 
prescribed physical therapy for the next 8 weeks. 
Is it medically necessary, or is it over prescribed? 

This white paper will uncover the complexities that can 
come with over utilization of physical therapy, and three 
solutions to help employers streamline the recovery 
process and expedite their employees return to work.

3 Ways to Avoid The 
Physical Therapy Trap



A Day in the Life 
(of Physical Therapy Over Use) 

The overuse of physical therapy has become a major 

contributor to elevated costs in workers’ compensation 

and a nationwide problem for employers.  In fact, more 

than 50 percent of lost time workers’ compensation 

costs involve physical medicine, including physical 

therapy, occupational therapy, and work conditioning. 

Physical therapy can be beneficial, especially for the 

musculoskeletal injuries that account for 33 percent 

of all workers injury and illness cases. But when it’s not, 

and a more conservative approach can amount to the 

same outcome as therapy would, it becomes a costly 

error and a devastating blow to an organization for 

two main reasons:

• Once physical therapy is prescribed, it becomes 

an OSHA recordable outcome

• Over prescribed therapy can delay the return to 

work process and impact an organization with 

heavy direct and indirect costs

Consider a warehouse employee who injures his 

back after slipping on a wet floor. After a few hours 

of unbearable pain, he goes to a nearby clinic. The 

physician prescribes two physical therapy sessions 

per week for the next 8 weeks. Fast forward to the 

end of his treatment: after therapy and being out 

of work for the last two months, he hasn’t made a 

full recovery, and is still unable to do his job like he 

did before. Why? For 3 main reasons:

1. The physician prescribes inappropriate    

therapy in the first place

2. The injured worker elects to stop therapy

3. The provider provides ineffective physical 

therapy, which can result in a delay to 

returning to work. When the physical 

therapist isn’t ‘getting the job done,’ or the 

injured employee has hit a plateau, their 

primary care physician may recommend 

more therapy! This is how the vicious cycle 

of over utilization continues and can keep 

employees out of work. 

More visits don’t necessarily 
amount to better treatment.

The biggest problem for most employers isn’t just 

the cost of treatment, but the mismanagement 

of the treatment itself.

Physical therapy costs can account for up to 50% of workers’ 
comp costs in the first 90 to 120 days of a claim



To prevent over utilization, all three approaches 

to best practice care will expedite the return 

to work process for employees and help them 

become advocates in their own recovery, as well 

as reduce both healthcare and absenteeism 

costs for the employer.

While you may not be able to eliminate injuries, 

you can impact the outcome. How? By taking 

action and maximizing the power of early 

intervention.  For example, most sprain/strain 

injuries can be effectively treated with over 

the counter anti-inflammatory medications, 

eliminating the need for physical therapy 

altogether.  The key to minimizing negative 

outcomes lies in the early reporting and 

immediate action. By assessing early and 

providing management, the company is able 

to manage the risk by preventing unnecessary 

medical procedures, costs, lost work time and 

other absenteeism costs. 
                

Many clinics have physical therapy built into their 

business model and treat the need for physical 

therapy as the standard. But does it mean it’s 

needed and medically necessary? The long-term 

approach to appropriate medical care (from 

first-aid to PT) is through properly vetting 

healthcare providers from the get-go. This is 

a streamlined way to ensure employees receive 

the best treatment plan for their injury.

Most minor to moderate injuries can be resolved 

with first aid measures. Our best practice 

approach to occupational health lowers workers’ 

comp costs, improves outcomes and expedites 

the Return to Work process so your employees 

can get back to work quickly and safety. 

While there’s no easy fix when an employee 

suffers from an injury and requires medical 

treatment, our OSHA trained Nurse Case 

Managers provide guidance to navigate through 

the workers’ comp system, and help to ensure 

their treatment is appropriate, conservative, and 

necessary. By focusing on the patient and not 

just the injury, you can maximize improvements 

for an expedited return to work. 

Best practice treatment lies in the entire process when it’s managed efficiently. This requires an 

all-hands-on-deck approach: from the time the employee is injured, to when they’re able to go back 

to their job. Here are three ways you can educate, advocate, and streamline the recovery process for 

employees who have been injured on the job.

03

0101

03

3 Alternative Options to Manage the 
Physical Therapy Process 

Enforce an early 
intervention culture.

Closely monitor RTW by 
a Nurse Case Manager. 

0202 Properly vet healthcare 
providers. 
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Employers should investigate comprehensive 
solutions to keep costs manageable and to 
deliver quality, evidence-based care to injured 
employees.

Frank Radack, Vice President & Manager,  
Liberty Mutual Insurance

Our skilled physicians, nurses and occupational 

health experts help the injured employee get 

immediate and appropriate treatment at the time 

of their injury and navigate both employers and 

their employees through their injury with early 

intervention, close monitoring and folow-ups until 

they are safety able to return to their job. Give us 

a call at (877) 502-9466 to learn how we can care 

for your employee’s health, before they’re hired, 

during their life cycle and when they exit.   

“
A Simpler Approach 
to Managed Recovery 
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