
Vocational Rehabilitation and
Job  Retraining  in
Pennsylvania  Workers’
Compensation
When a workplace injury changes your life, the path back to
employment isn’t always straightforward. Some injuries make it
impossible to return to your preinjury job especially if it
was  physically  demanding.  In  these  cases,  Pennsylvania’s
workers’  compensation  system  may  involve  vocational
rehabilitation  and  job  retraining.

These programs are meant to help injured workers transition
back  into  the  workforce,  but  in  practice,  employers  and
insurance companies use “vocational rehabilitation” as a tool
to reduce benefits.

This  guide  breaks  down  the  components  of  vocational
rehabilitation, how job retraining works, and what you need to
know to protect your weekly compensation checks.

What Is Vocational Rehabilitation?

Vocational rehabilitation refers to the process of assisting a
worker  in  returning  to  suitable  employment  after  a  work-
related injury. It typically includes:
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Evaluations of skills and abilities: Assessing what the
worker can still do given medical restrictions.

Job counseling and coaching: Guidance on finding work in
a new field.

Job placement services: Help applying for and securing
employment.

Retraining or education: Providing training in a new
trade or career path.

Resume and interview preparation: Practical tools for
re-entering the workforce.

The idea is that even if you can’t return to your old job,
there  might  be  suitable  employment  for  you  in  another
capacity.

How It Works in Pennsylvania

In  Pennsylvania,  vocational  rehabilitation  usually  arises
when:

Your employer cannot accommodate your restrictions.1.
If your injury prevents you from performing your1.
old job and no light-duty work is available, the



insurer may try to show you can work for another
employer.

The insurance company hires a vocational expert.2.
This expert evaluates your medical restrictions,1.
work  history,  and  skills  and  then  identifies
suitable jobs for you in the local labor market.

The information is then memorialized in a report,1.
called  a  labor  market  survey  or  earning  power
assessment.

Job referrals are made.3.
After  this  process  is  completed,  you  might  be1.
asked to apply for the positions that are listed
in the labor market survey.

The insurer also may use these referrals to reduce1.
or suspend your wage-loss benefits.

The Problem With Vocational Experts

While vocational rehabilitation sounds supportive in theory,
but  in  practice  vocational  experts  are  working  for  the
insurance  company  and  the  goal  is  to  lower  or  suspend
indemnity  benefits.



Common Issues:

Unrealistic  job  matches:  Workers  with  physical
restrictions  may  be  referred  to  jobs  they  cannot
reasonably  perform.

Low-paying positions: Experts may identify minimum-wage
jobs and argue that since you “can work,” your benefits
should be reduced.

Geographic problems: Jobs may be located far from where
you live, making them impractical or impossible.

Inflated  job  availability:  Experts  sometimes  list
positions that are not actually open or no longer exist.

In short, vocational rehabilitation is often used as a tool to
cut off or reduce benefits, rather than assisting workers in
retraining after an injury.

Job  Retraining:  A  Path  to  a  New
Career

In some cases, injured workers may qualify for job retraining
or education as part of their return-to-work plan. This might
involve:



Training in a less physically demanding trade.

Computer or office skills programs.

Certification or licensing in a new field.

Retraining can be valuable if done right, but it is not always
offered  or  encouraged  by  insurers  because  expensive  and
doesn’t immediately reduce their liability.

Worker  Rights  in  Vocational
Rehabilitation

As  an  injured  worker  in  Pennsylvania,  you  have  important
rights:

You cannot be forced into unsuitable work.1.
Any job that is identified or offer to you must be1.
within your  medical restrictions, skill set, and
geographic area.

You may still qualify for partial benefits.2.
If your new job pays less than your pre-injury1.
wages,  workers’  compensation  must  cover  the
difference.



You can challenge vocational findings.3.
If  the  insurer  attempts  to  use  a  vocational1.
expert’s report to reduce or lower your weekly
 benefits, then you can contest it in front of a
workers’ compensation judge.

You have the right to legal representation.4.
Attorneys can review job referrals; evaluate and1.
cross examine vocational experts;  prepare you for
the process; and present medical evidence. 

Common  Disputes  in  Vocational
Rehabilitation Cases

Disagreement  over  restrictions:  Your  treating  doctor
says you cannot perform certain tasks, but the insurer’s
vocational expert claims otherwise.

Questionable job availability: Job referrals often turn
out to be unrealistic and outdated.

Pressure to accept low-paying work: Insurers argue you
can work minimum wage jobs and try to reduce benefits.

These  disputes  are  resolved  through  litigation  before  a



workers’ compensation judge.

How to Protect Yourself

Get everything in writing. Keep copies of job referrals,1.
vocational reports, and medical restrictions.

Stay consistent with medical care. Ensure your doctor’s2.
records clearly document your limitations.

Be cautious with job referrals. Apply in good faith, but3.
document why a job is not suitable if that’s the case.

Consult  with  an  attorney  early.  Vocational4.
rehabilitation cases often hinge on legal strategy.

Final Thoughts

Vocational rehabilitation and job retraining can be helpful to
injured workers.  Nevertheless, insurers often use them to
reduce or cut weekly benefits.

If you are receiving workers’ compensation indemnity benefits



and  have  been  referred  to  a  vocational  counselor,  don’t
attempt  to  navigate  the  interview  without  legal
representation.  Having  legal  counsel  will  ensure  that  the
process is fair and that your entitlement to weekly benefits
is protected.


