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I need to be quite upfront in declaring my support for the concept of self-insurance in a workers’ compensation scheme, particularly for larger employers. 
I work for Woolworths Ltd, a large self-insurer in all Australian workers’ compensation jurisdictions, with the exception of the ACT. A decade ago, I was seconded for a period of time to work on the Kennedy Inquiry, which recommended that self-insurance be introduced into the Queensland scheme. Following this, I was part of the team in the then Workers’ Compensation Board of Qld, which subsequently developed the legislation.
So you could perceive that I might give a biased account of the benefits of self-insurance.

However during the next few minutes, I hope that I can present sufficient details that will also convince you that Self Insurance is a worthwhile strategy, particularly when focussing on how we might reduce the levels of disability resulting from work related injuries.
Being firmly committed to this concept, there are many aspects I could discuss.
Due to time constraints today, I will focus briefly on just a few of the key areas which are acknowledged to be essential in successful occupational injury management programs:-

1. Employer commitment
2. Industry Expertise
3. Establishment of Suitable Duties

4. Communication
1. EMPLOYER COMMITMENT

No one would dispute that employer commitment is critical to reduce costs associated with workplace injury- and when thinking of work-related injury, I am convinced that human costs and financial costs are very closely mirrored. I therefore propose that the level of employer commitment has a direct impact on reducing the human costs that result from work-related injury.
One clear indication of a company’s commitment to improve their outcomes in workers’ compensation is the decision to self-insure. There are significant hurdles to jump and standards to be achieved in order to obtain a self-insurance licence. The process of application is a relatively complex and costly exercise. Therefore no employer takes this decision lightly.
An important part of the preliminary requirements to obtain a self-insurance licence is the establishment of the necessary infrastructure. The company must employ qualified claims and rehabilitation experts to manage their claims portfolio. This automatically provides the company with a level of internal expertise which can be used to educate all managers. 
They must also acquire a comprehensive claims management system, which meets standards imposed by the regulator. This ensures the establishment and ownership of a significant database within the company, which can be utilised for regular monitoring of injury trends and costs across the entire business or any individual business units.
The combination of commitment, expertise and access to quality data within the organisation gives a good starting point to deliver effective programs.

2. INDUSTRY EXPERTISE
A detailed understanding of the industry by the relevant participants, is another factor which is often stated as critical for successful occupational injury management outcomes. As the self-insurance unit is usually physically located within the company’s premises, and the staff are often employees of that company, a detailed knowledge of the industry is easily accessible.

As an example, the first month after I commenced with Woolworths was spent out on the road, visiting each part of the business to understand how it operates. Through this process I not only saw how the various business units physically function, but was also able to better understand the culture, and who the key players were. This allowed strategies to be developed right from the start, which accommodated all of these issues.
First hand knowledge of the work sites and work tasks that are undertaken by a company’s workforce also inherently assists an insurer’s claims and rehabilitation staff in their roles. This can be easily structured into a self-insurer’s induction program.
Claims officers can more easily visualise the mechanism of injury if they have personally observed the tasks being performed. This should assist in a more streamlined claims determination process.

Likewise, a detailed first hand knowledge of the physical and psychological demands of each position within the company, should enable rehabilitation case managers to establish safer and more effective return to work programs. It allows for improved upgrading of duties in the worker’s original position, if this is an appropriate rehabilitation goal, or consideration of other positions available within the organisation if a return to their pre-injury duties is not feasible. 
Also any changes that might be taking place in the day to day operations of the company, which may have some impact on the injuries that occur, are more easily communicated and understood. 
On an individual case management level, visits by the self-insurance team to actual worksites to discuss cases are well accepted, as everyone is a member of the same organisation. In fact these are regularly requested by operational managers, when they are faced with more complex cases.
3.
ESTABLISHMENT OF SUITABLE DUTIES PROGRAMS
The importance of participation in medically approved suitable duties, commencing as soon as possible post injury, has been recognised as one of the key techniques in restoring an injured person to their maximum physical potential. There are several reasons why a self-insurer is ideally placed to deliver more effective suitable duties programs.
For example, gaining full support from middle management has traditionally been a challenge in this regard. These managers can view a staff member who is not 100% productive as an impediment in achieving their wages budget. 

However, with inventive on-line charging models, which highlight the potential ultimate cost of a workplace injury, these views can be “influenced”. As mentioned earlier, a self-insurer must maintain your own database. This allows for data eg hours lost, to be captured from the self-insurance database daily, and linked to the company’s financial system, so that an appropriate charging process can be applied as desired, eg daily or weekly.
Similarly, there can be close integration of the self-insurance system and payroll system, which streamlines the payment processes required to fund partial incapacity programs, and therefore enhances their appeal.
Another important factor in delivering effective suitable duties programs is the provision of appropriately trained staff, who are physically located at the company’s worksites, and can be involved in the development and monitoring of the programs.
In most jurisdictions self-insurers are legislatively required to implement high standards of rehabilitation services. In Queensland, proof of an adequate workplace-based rehabilitation system is one of the criteria considered by QCOMP at the time of granting or renewing a licence. The requirements for an adequate network of trained rehabilitation and return to work coordinators, or persons with an even higher level of expertise, assists greatly in delivering effective return to work programs.
4.
COMMUNICATION

The value of effective communication between team members cannot be overstated. Self-insurers are in a prime position to be able to establish more effective communication channels than is possible for an external insurer. 

As previously mentioned, the claims and rehabilitation experts in the self-insurance team are usually housed at the same physical location as at least some members of the operational management group. This assists in establishing positive relationships, and far better understanding of each others needs, which are obviously key issues in effective communication.
At Woolworths my team is situated in the same building as the regional management team for the largest business units which we service. This allows for regular dialogue between the insurer and senior operational managers. Issues such as the quality of injury reporting and the standard of immediate injury management at individual worksites, are monitored on a daily basis within the insurance team. Any concerns with performance at particular worksites can be discussed immediately with the senior managers. Combined visits/teleconferences by the operations manager and claims or self-insurance manager set up. This type of dialogue can be far more influential than either the insurer or senior manager initiating these discussions in isolation.
While on the topic of immediate injury management, a self-insurer is also in an ideal position to facilitate high-quality urgent medical management. One of the team is on- call “24/7” to respond to urgent enquiries from workplaces. This allows for a quick assessment of liability factors, and an individual’s needs in relation to workplace incidents. Advice can be given taking into account all the relevant issues, and immediate approval for urgent assessments and treatments can be authorised. This can certainly assist in obtaining better outcomes for our injured staff.
Communication is also easier across the entire business. If there is a need to alter overall policy or procedures, which can arise following internal reviews or when legislative change has occurred, changes can be agreed to and implemented at all workplaces literally overnight by utilising the company’s intranet.
Finally, and possibly most importantly when considering communication, it is easier for a self-insurer to establish closer links with the injured workers themslelves. The self-insurance team are contactable on the same internal telephone and email systems as all other parts of the business, which can make the workers feel more comfortable in making direct contact. 
The members of the self-insurance team also have more visibility amongst the workplaces, as they visit more frequently for educational meetings and other purposes. Other staff know who they are and will approach hem.
CONCLUSION
The title of this paper was “Why Self-Insurance CAN Reduce the Levels of Disability Resulting from Work Related Injuries”. I have highlighted the CAN, as the use of this word was most intentional. It is important to realise that the benefits are not automatic, as it is necessary that effective on-going management occurs to obtain the positive outcomes which are possible. However the platform that is established to deliver self-insurance definitely provides significant advantages, some of which I have outlined.

Woolworths Ltd has acquired some significant new entities since the company first commenced self-insurance in Queensland in 1998. Each time this occurs we need to work through the process of integrating all the new business sites into the self-insurance system. This includes working co-operatively with the staff of WorkCover Qld for a short time, to make the hand-over  of the current cases as seamless as possible for the injured employees. 
Each time this process occurs I am reminded of the efficiencies that are available to a self-insurer- and the reasons why this strategy can minimise disability levels which result from work-related injuries.
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