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What is Disability Management and are you doing enough to 

support your workers? 

Does your organization have the disability management practices it needs to effectively support 
employees, facilitate safe and timely returns to work, and meet its legal and organizational 

obligations? 

If you’re a small business owner, HR professional, manager, supervisor, or health and safety 
professional, you may have asked yourself questions like these: 

• Do we have a disability management program or are we simply responding to situations 

as they arise? 
• Are our policies and practices aligned with current legislative requirements? 
• Do our managers and supervisors know what to do when an employee becomes ill or 

injured? 
• Are we doing enough to support employees before, during, and after an absence? 

• How well prepared are we to accommodate employees and support a successful return to 
work? 

• Where are the gaps in our current approach, and where should we start? 

If you’re asking these questions, you’re already taking an important first step. 

Disability management is more than responding to absences 

The Canadian workplace is becoming increasingly complex when it comes to disability 
management, accommodation, and return to work. Organizations must navigate legislation, 

workplace policies, employee needs, medical information, operational realities, and the 
responsibilities of multiple stakeholders. 

At the same time, there is no shortage of information and opinions about what organizations 
should be doing. It can be difficult to determine which practices are appropriate for your 

organization, where your responsibilities begin and end, and how to turn good intentions into a 
consistent and effective approach. 



 
Perhaps your organization does not have a formal disability management program yet. Maybe 

you have never had enough employees requiring support to see the need for one. Or perhaps 
disability management has simply developed informally over time, with individual managers and 
HR professionals handling situations as they arise. 

That is common but it can also create challenges. 

Without a coordinated approach, organizations may find themselves responding reactively to 
each new situation rather than having a clear framework for prevention, early intervention, 
accommodation, communication, and return to work. 

Why does disability management matter? 

A well-designed disability management approach is about much more than reducing time away 
from work. 

Effective disability management can help organizations: 

• support employees through 

illness, injury, and disability; 
• promote safe and sustainable 

returns to work; 

• identify opportunities for early 
intervention; 

• reduce unnecessary delays and 
workplace disruption; 

• provide managers and 

supervisors with clearer 
guidance; 

• create greater consistency in 
how disability-related 
situations are handled; 

• strengthen communication among the people involved in the return-to-work process; 
• identify opportunities to prevent workplace injuries and illnesses; and  

• better understand and meet applicable legislative and organizational obligations. 

Just as importantly, how an organization responds when an employee is experiencing an injury, 
illness, or disability sends a message about its workplace culture. 

Employees want to know that their organization values them not only when they are fully 

productive and at work, but also when they are facing circumstances that affect their ability to 
work. 

A WELL-DESIGNED DISABILITY 

MANAGEMENT APPROACH IS ABOUT 

MUCH MORE THAN REDUCING TIME 

AWAY FROM WORK. 



 
A thoughtful disability management approach can demonstrate that commitment while also 

providing the organization with a more structured and sustainable way of managing these 
situations. 

Start upstream but be prepared to respond downstream 

The starting point for effective disability management is not necessarily the disability 

management program itself. 

It begins with the workplace. 

Organizations should look upstream and consider what 
they can do to prevent workplace injuries and illnesses 

in the first place. This includes examining workplace 
culture, policies, leadership practices, health and safety, 

psychological health, communication, job design, and 
other factors that can influence employee well-being. 

Prevention should always be an important part of the 
equation. 

But even the strongest prevention efforts cannot eliminate every workplace injury, illness, or 

disability. Employees may experience health challenges or injuries for many reasons, including 
circumstances that have nothing to do with the workplace. 

That is why organizations also need to be prepared for what happens when prevention is not 

enough. 

A comprehensive approach considers the entire continuum from prevention and early 
intervention through accommodation, absence management, return to work, and ongoing 

support. 

So, where does your organization stand? 

There is no single disability management model that will work identically for every organization. 

A small business with 25 employees will have different needs and resources than a large 
organization with thousands of workers. An organization with an established disability 

management team may be looking to improve an existing program, while another may be trying 
to determine where to begin. 

The important question is not simply, “Do we have a disability management program?” 



 
It is: 

“How prepared are we to effectively support our workers when disability, illness, or injury 

affects their ability to work?” 

Answering that question requires taking a closer look at your organization's current practices, 
policies, people, processes, culture, and legal obligations. 

Where are the strengths? 

Where are the gaps? 

What needs to be improved? 

And perhaps most importantly, what should you do next? 

Start building a more effective approach 

If your organization is ready to explore its disability management readiness or if you already 
have a program but want to identify opportunities to strengthen it DMCS 820: Optimizing Your 

DM Program & Ensuring Legislative Compliance provides a practical place to start. 

This four-week online course is designed to help you examine your organization's disability 
management practices, identify opportunities for improvement, and develop a practical action 
plan. 

You’ll explore key considerations related to disability management, legislative compliance, 
organizational capacity, workplace culture, prevention, early intervention, and return to work. 

You’ll also have an opportunity to move beyond theory and consider what these concepts mean 
in your own workplace. 

Whether your organization is starting from scratch, has an informal approach, or already has a 

disability management program in place, the goal is the same: to better understand where you are 
now, where you want to go, and what steps can help you get there. 

Your organization may not be able to prevent every injury, illness, or disability but it can be 

better prepared to respond when they occur. 

 



 
DMCS 820: Optimizing Your DM Program & Ensuring Legislative Compliance can help you 

take that next step. 
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