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Returning an injured worker to work full duty is challenging. Emory Healthcare with Emory University in 
Atlanta, Georgia is the largest employer in DeKalb County with 29,526 employees. Our employee base 
increased from 20,000 employees to 29,500 employees in 10 years. Currently, Emory Healthcare has five 
hospitals and multiple clinics in the metropolitan. Originally, the Employee Health Department handled 
the work related injuries. Contract onsite physical therapy and ergonomic services were added in 2001. 
Emory employees were discharged after five onsite physical therapy visits versus the national average of 
fourteen visits for work injures. With the cost of physical therapy treatment and employee labor costs, 
the estimated cost savings was $887,574.  
In 2008, Emory Occupational Injury Management Department was separated from the Employee Health 
Department to handle injured employees. Two physical therapists specializing in orthopedics and 
ergonomics were hired. Currently, Emory’s Occupational Injury Management Department consists of 
two medical directors, nurse practitioners, case managers and a safe patient handling nurse coordinator. 
At Emory Healthcare, an injured employee fills out an online incident report and is seen within hours 
from injury to 48 hours. If physical therapy is indicated, the employee is scheduled directly from the 
nurse practitioner’s office to within 48 hours. The employee is evaluated in physical therapy and 
continually instructed in proper body mechanics. If an employee is having symptoms due to work 
positioning or the physical demands of the job, the physical therapist will perform an ergonomic analysis 
as soon as possible. Ergonomic assessment has been very beneficial in minimizing stressful postures on 
the job and expediting recovery from injury. 
Physical therapy statistics of discharged patients were recorded for three years to evaluate the work 
status on discharge, the number of physical therapy visits, the location of injuries, the types of injuries 
and the body parts injured. The goal was to provide good evidence based justification for the onsite 
medical team model with physical therapy and ergonomic services. The information was utilized to 
target the common injuries and develop a plan to reduce the injuries proactively.  
Between 312 to 342 Emory employees were discharged annually from onsite physical therapy.  Statistics 
consistently revealed 90% to 93% of the employees returned to work full duty.  With close internal 
medical management, only 35% required referral to an outside physician. The primary areas of injury 
were in Nursing, Facilities Management, and Food and Nutrition Departments. Injury prevention 
programs were designed specifically for these departments based on the ergonomic information.  The 
Safe Patient Handling Program was initiated in 2006. Overhead lifts and Sabina lifts were utilized in the 
patient rooms. After significant continual education of the staff and administrative backing, there was a 
12.5% cumulative reduction in injuries in 2014.  In 2005, the average cost per WC case was $3500 but in 
2013 was $1400.  
With a growing employee workforce, costs savings and keeping a healthy work force is imperative. 
Emory’s comprehensive approach expedites the successful return to full duty work and significantly 
reduces the cost of work related injuries.  
 
Physical therapy and ergonomic analysis onsite expedited the injured employee’s return to work. 
Consistently, 90% to 93% of the employees returned to work full duty. In one year alone, the estimated 
cost savings was $887,574 with reduced number of physical therapy visits and labor costs with less time 
away from work.  In 2005, the average cost per WC case was $3500 but in 2013 was $1400. Tracking the 
types of injuries helped to identify department injury trends.  Ergonomic intervention and extensive 
employee education on proper body mechanics, helped to prevent further injuries.  



 
 
 
 


