A work injury rarely stays in one lane. A strained shoulder escalates to surgery, or a back injury lingers longer than
anyone expected, and suddenly three legal systems start overlapping: workers compensation for wage loss and
medical care, the Family and Medical Leave Act for job-protected leave, and the Americans with Disabilities Act for
accommodations. Each has its own rules, definitions, and deadlines. The person in the middle is trying to heal, keep
a paycheck, and not lose a job. | have sat at kitchen tables and conference room tables helping clients sort this
out. The most important thing | learned is that coordination is not a paperwork exercise, it is a plan for someone'’s

livelihood.

Three systems, three purposes

Workers compensation is insurance. It pays for injury-related medical treatment and replaces a portion of wages if
you are unable to work, or if you are working at reduced pay because of restrictions. It is largely no fault. It does
not promise job protection. Timing and amounts vary by state, but two-thirds of average weekly wage is a

common temporary disability rate, subject to caps.

FMLA is job protection. Eligible employees of covered employers get up to 12 weeks of unpaid, job-protected
leave in a 12-month period for a serious health condition, which a work injury often is. Employers must maintain
group health coverage on the same terms as if you had not taken leave. FMLA does not pay you. Many employers

run FMLA concurrently with workers comp time off.

ADA is anti-discrimination. It requires an interactive process to identify reasonable accommodations that let a
qualified person with a disability perform the essential functions of a job. It does not guarantee leave, but leave
can be a reasonable accommodation if it is finite and effective. The ADA applies even if you are not FMLA-eligible

and remains relevant after FMLA runs out.

These systems use different language. FMLA talks about serious health conditions and intermittent leave. ADA
focuses on essential functions, reasonable accommodations, and undue hardship. Workers comp speaks in
restrictions, maximum medical improvement, temporary versus permanent disability, and impairment ratings. A
good workers compensation lawyer translates between them, because one poorly worded doctor's note can derail

a return to work, and one missed FMLA designation can cost job protection.

Where coordination starts: first 48 hours after injury

The early choices shape the rest. After medical care for emergencies, two things matter: prompt notice to the
employer to open the workers comp claim, and an accurate initial work status from the treating provider. If the
employer has a panel or network requirement, your lawyer will help you follow it while preserving the right to

change doctors later.

| tell clients to bring three practical items to that first appointment: a brief description of job tasks, the heaviest
weights they lift, and any shift or overtime expectations. A provider cannot write meaningful restrictions without
context. A vague note that says “no heavy lifting"” causes problems. A note that says “no lifting over 15 pounds, no
overhead reaching, change of position every 30 minutes” gives the employer something to work with on light

duty and sets the stage for FMLA and ADA conversations.

If you are completely off work, the employer should consider designating FMLA if you are eligible. That is not
adversarial. It is clarity. FMLA designation runs the clock on job protection and secures continuation of health
insurance if you keep up your share of premiums. Your workers compensation lawyer often nudges HR to issue

the FMLA notices and explain how premiums will be paid during leave.



Light duty offers and the split screen between comp and ADA

Light duty is where the three systems often clash. In workers comp, a suitable light duty offer at equal or near-
equal pay can reduce or stop wage replacement benefits. In ADA terms, light duty can be a reasonable
accommodation if it enables performance of essential functions, or it can be a temporary transitional assignment.
Under FMLA, if you can perform light duty, FMLA may end because you are no longer unable to perform essential

functions.

That leads to a real-world tension. Suppose your employer offers a light duty desk assignment, but it is 20 miles
farther away, on a shift that conflicts with childcare, and requires prolonged sitting that flares your symptoms. Is it
suitable? In workers comp, suitability focuses on physical restrictions and wage comparability. In ADA,
reasonableness includes logistics and whether the assignment allows you to perform essential functions or is
temporary. Your lawyer will slow things down, compare the doctor’s restrictions with the written job offer line by
line, and if needed, get a clarifying medical note. If the assignment is outside restrictions, decline in writing, explain
why, and provide the doctor’s note. If it fits but you need adjustments, request them through the ADA interactive

process.

Vague offers cause the most trouble. | once saw a “light duty” offer that simply said “clerical work as needed.” That
was not enough for comp or ADA. We requested a written description with hours, tasks, and physical
requirements. Two days later, the employer admitted it involved moving archive boxes that weighed 30 to 40

pounds. The updated job details made the decision simple: not suitable.

FMLA designation and intermittent leave

Employers should not sit on their hands when they know an employee’s absence may be FMLA-qualifying. They
have five business days after learning of a potential qualifying reason to provide eligibility and rights notices in
most cases. Delayed designation creates confusion about job protection and benefits. Your workers compensation
lawyer is not your HR rep, but we know the scripts. | regularly send a brief, factual letter to HR: our client is off
work per Dr. Lee's note dated June 3, surgery scheduled July 1, anticipate six weeks off, please evaluate FMLA

designation and let us know how premiums will be handled.

Intermittent leave is common after the initial off-work period, especially during physical therapy or flare-ups. FMLA
allows intermittent leave when medically necessary. That can include reduced schedules or occasional days off.
Coordination here matters. If you are working light duty under workers comp and use intermittent FMLA for
therapy twice a week, the employer needs predictable schedules and proper coding on timecards so you are not
dinged for attendance. A clear medical certification helps, with estimated frequency and duration spelled out. Your
lawyer will encourage consistency: the certification, the workers comp restrictions, and the ADA accommodation

request should not contradict each other.

The ADA interactive process, done right

The ADA does not require magic words. Once the employer knows you have a medical condition that may be a
disability and you need help to do your job, it must engage in a good faith dialogue. In practice, that means the
employer explains the essential functions of your job, you or your representative describe functional limitations
and propose adjustments, and together you explore options such as modified tasks, assistive devices, schedule

changes, or temporary reassignment.

The sticking points are usually “essential functions” and “undue hardship.” Essential functions are the core duties,

not marginal tasks. A forklift operator must operate a forklift. A delivery driver must drive. But essential does not



mean inflexible. Can the functions be reallocated for a finite period during recovery, or performed with equipment?
Your workers compensation lawyer is not your ADA lawyer per se, but we often quarterback the medical part of
the conversation. We work with treating doctors to write practical, time-limited restrictions with functional detail:
lift with both hands up to 20 pounds occasionally, no ladder climbing, sit or stand at will, no commercial driving
until cleared by cardiology. Vague notes clog the process. Overly rigid notes close doors you might want open

later.

Undue hardship is the employer's defense, and it is context-specific. A ten-employee plumbing shop may not be
able to permanently assign a helper to a technician with permanent 10-pound restrictions. A 2,000-employee
healthcare system probably can arrange a transfer to a suitable role with similar pay for someone who can no
longer lift patients but can manage scheduling or training. The lawyer's job is to frame proposals that are effective,
time-bound when possible, and aligned with business realities, then build the paper trail showing the employer

had feasible options.

Medical privacy and releases

Different systems ask for different medical details. Workers comp insurers often request full records to evaluate
causation and need for treatment. FMLA certifications ask for enough information to establish a serious health
condition and the expected duration of incapacity, not diagnoses beyond what is necessary. ADA documentation

should focus on functional limitations and needed accommodations, not your entire chart history.

| tell clients to watch what they sign. A blanket HIPAA release sent by an employer or its third-party administrator
can sweep in unrelated records. Your workers compensation lawyer can tailor releases to claim-related conditions
and manage what goes to HR versus what goes to the insurer. Doctors appreciate direction as well. A one-page
ADA medical questionnaire that asks about standing tolerance, lifting capacity, and schedule flexibility prompts

cleaner answers than a five-page dump of progress notes.

Health insurance, paid leave, and wage replacement

Money flows from different places. Workers comp pays wage loss directly to you or through the insurer. FMLA
protects your job and requires the employer to maintain health coverage on the same terms, which often means
you must pay your regular share of premiums. Some employers require or allow employees to use paid time off
while on FMLA. That decision can interact with workers comp benefits. In some states and plans, using paid leave
can reduce comp checks due to coordination provisions, while in others it does not. Missteps lead to

overpayments and later demands for reimbursement.

Short-term or long-term disability policies may be in the mix. Many exclude or offset for work-related injuries. The
fine print matters. Your lawyer will ask for plan documents, not just the employee handbook summary. | once had
a client who started short-term disability because the comp carrier initially denied the claim. After we won the
comp case, we had to unwind the STD payments due to offset rules. It was fixable, but it took a few months and

three-way calls between the STD carrier, the comp adjuster, and payroll.

Retaliation risks and attendance points

While you are out or working with restrictions, the day-to-day frictions can trigger discipline. Points accrue for
absences, supervisors send snippy emails about “limited staff again,” and someone writes you up for refusing a
task outside your restrictions. Retaliation for using workers comp, FMLA, or requesting ADA accommodations is

unlawful, but it often hides in neutral-sounding policies.



Your workers compensation lawyer helps by documenting. If you are asked to do something beyond restrictions,
reply in writing, attach the doctor's note, and offer an alternative within restrictions. If attendance software flags
you, ask HR to recode the days as FMLA or workers comp leave. Keep a running log with dates, who said what,

and how you responded. That contemporaneous record is credible later if we must push back or file a claim.

When leave runs out and recovery is not over

This is one of the hardest moments. FMLA's 12 weeks expire, and you are not ready to return to full duty. You and
your doctor expect improvement with another month of therapy or after a follow-up surgery. The ADA may
require the employer to extend leave as a reasonable accommodation if the extension is finite and would enable
you to perform essential functions upon return. There is no fixed number of weeks that are always reasonable. An
extra four to eight weeks for a post-surgical recovery is often reasonable in a mid-sized or larger workplace. An

open-ended leave with no clear return date is usually not.

Your lawyer will package the request: a note from the doctor with a target date or a specific milestone, an
explanation of expected functional capacity at that point, and any interim alternatives like part-time work with
restrictions. We try to reduce uncertainty for the employer. If the employer refuses based on undue hardship, we
evaluate the facts: staffing levels, busy season, options to reassign tasks, and whether the company granted similar

leave to others. A well-supported request and a responsive dialogue reduce the chance of a hasty termination.

Permanent restrictions and the search for a landing spot

Not every injury heals to baseline. At maximum medical improvement, your doctor may assign permanent
restrictions. That is when workers comp shifts to impairment ratings and potential permanent disability benefits,
and the ADA conversation turns to long-term accommodations or reassignment. This is also when job descriptions
that have gathered dust for years suddenly matter. If the job description says “lift 50 pounds frequently” but
everyone in practice uses lift-assist devices and team lifts, essential functions may be different than the boilerplate

suggests.

A workers compensation lawyer who has visited job sites and watched how people actually work brings credibility
here. We can propose concrete accommodations: a two-person lift policy, a rolling cart, a sit-stand stool for an
assembly role, voice dictation for data entry when shoulder elevation is limited. If the original position is no longer
feasible, reassignment to a vacant, equivalent position is often the reasonable accommodation of choice under the
ADA. Pay, benefits, and status should be comparable if the position exists and you are qualified. If only lower-paid
roles are available, the company can lawfully offer them, but it should document the search for equivalencies. Your
lawyer presses for transparency: list of vacancies, posted qualifications, and the reasons roles were deemed

unsuitable.

Settlements and their ripple effects

Workers comp settlements come in flavors. Some close medical rights, some leave medical open and settle only
wage claims. Some include resignation and general releases, others do not. If ADA or FMLA claims are brewing,
settlement language needs care. A resignation might make sense if the relationship is broken and permanent
restrictions do not fit the workplace. It can also foreclose ADA rights and unemployment eligibility depending on
state law and terms. | advise clients not to sign a general release that waives discrimination or leave claims unless
we have fully valued those issues, or have negotiated a combined resolution that accounts for both comp and

employment claims.



Timing matters. Settling comp while you still need surgery funded can be shortsighted. Waiting until after a
functional capacity evaluation or vocational assessment can produce a clearer picture of your long-term work
capacity and the reasonableness of accommodations. A coordinated settlement can include neutral references,
agreed wording about separation, and continuation of health insurance for a short bridge period. The details

change Cumming, GA work injury lawyer lives.

Multi-state employers, unions, and public sector wrinkles

Large employers with operations across states sometimes apply one-size-fits-all policies that do not fit local comp
rules. For example, a state may require wage loss checks to continue if the only light duty is more than 50 miles
away, even if the company’s policy says employees must accept any available work. Union contracts add layers,
such as bid rights, seniority in reassignment, or specific light duty programs. Public sector agencies may have civil
service rules, disability pensions, and different definitions of essential functions for safety-sensitive roles. A workers
compensation lawyer in your state will know the local terrain and when to bring in an employment lawyer or a

union representative to align strategies.

Two lived examples

A warehouse picker in her forties tore a rotator cuff. Surgery went well, but overhead lifting remained limited at 15
pounds for six months. The employer offered light duty scanning returns, seated, at the same pay. HR properly
designated FMLA during the surgical recovery, then ended FMLA when she returned to light duty. Therapy
appointments were twice weekly, midday. The supervisor initially marked the time as unexcused. We coordinated
with HR to recode those hours under intermittent FMLA, supported by a medical certification that estimated two
hours per appointment for eight weeks. When therapy ended, her restriction shifted to 25 pounds occasional with
no repetitive overhead reach. We proposed a job carve-out that reallocated the top-shelf picks to a coworker and
assigned her to packing and ground-level picks. The company agreed. She kept her job, comp paid a small

permanent partial disability award, and after nine months she was functioning well and off restrictions.

A field mechanic in his fifties developed lumbar disc issues lifting transmissions. After two injections and therapy,
he plateaued with a 20-pound limit and no bending or twisting. There were no in-shop roles at his pay grade. The
company had a training department with an open technical instructor role at slightly lower pay. We framed
reassignment as a reasonable accommodation under the ADA. The employer hesitated because the posting
required a teaching certificate, but the job mainly involved on-the-job instruction. We built a case that he was
qualified with experience and could complete internal train-the-trainer within 60 days. The company agreed to a
90-day trial. He excelled and stayed in the role. The comp claim settled with future medical open for pain

management. The ADA accommodation became permanent.

What a workers compensation lawyer actually does in this overlap

We are often seen as litigators focused on the comp claim. In reality, a significant part of the job in complex cases
is orchestration. That means making sure the right notes go to the right places, asking the doctor the right

questions at the right time, and keeping everyone honest about timelines.
Here is a short, practical checklist | give clients after the first meeting:

* Keep every medical note and work status slip in one folder, paper or digital, and share them with both HR and

me within 24 hours.

e |f HR or the insurer asks you to sign a medical release, send it to me first so | can tailor it to what is necessary.
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* If you get a light duty offer, ask for it in writing with hours, tasks, and physical demands, then call me before

you accept or decline.

® Track your FMLA usage on your own calendar as well, so you are not surprised by the remaining balance HR

reports.

* Write down any conversation where you are asked to do work outside your restrictions, including date, time,

and who was present.

On our side, we manage parallel tracks. We talk with the doctor's staff about functional details before the note is
written, because getting it right the first time prevents fights. We send concise updates to HR to prompt proper
FMLA designation and to show good faith in the ADA process without oversharing sensitive medical history. We
keep the comp adjuster focused on authorizing treatment and paying wage loss timely, using the same restrictions
HR has. If a conflict is brewing, we create a record: letters that lay out the offer, the restrictions, and the reasons an

assignment is or is not suitable.

A few trade-offs and edge cases

Not every decision has a clean answer. Accepting a light duty job that fits restrictions can lower or end comp wage
loss, but it preserves your employment relationship and health insurance, which may be worth more than the
comp checks. Declining an assignment that is marginally within restrictions because it is inconvenient may protect
comp benefits but risks discipline. Using paid time off while on FMLA can keep cash flowing, yet may reduce comp
or future PTO balance when you most need it. Asking for extended ADA leave can be wise if recovery is imminent,

but a second extension with no clear endpoint pushes into undue hardship territory for many employers.

Some clients worry that asking for ADA accommodations will paint a target on their back. The law prohibits
retaliation, but culture matters. | advise clients to frame requests as solutions: here is what | can do, here is what |
need, here is why it is time-limited or effective. Employers respond better to plans than to problems. And if the
response is hostility, that tells us something about the future of the relationship and informs whether settlement

with separation is the right move.

How timing shapes outcomes

Everything moves on calendars. Comp benefits often start after a short waiting period unless the disability lasts
beyond a threshold. FMLA has a rolling or fixed 12-month period, depending on the employer's policy. ADA
accommodations can begin any time a disability and a need are known. Your goal is to avoid gaps: make sure
FMLA is designated when you are off for surgery, use intermittent FMLA for therapy when eligible, and request

ADA accommodations early if restrictions will persist past FMLA.

| keep a simple timeline for each case with three columns: medical milestones, employment status, and benefits.
Surgery date, expected off-work period, therapy schedule. FMLA start and expected end, light duty start. Comp
checks issued, offsets applied, health insurance premium status. That one-page view helps you make decisions

with full information.

When to bring in additional counsel

Workers compensation lawyers handle the comp claim. Complex ADA or FMLA disputes sometimes require an
employment lawyer, particularly if termination is on the table or if the company is not engaging in the interactive
process. We collaborate frequently. Your workers compensation lawyer often has the medical facts and the paper

trail, and the employment lawyer brings the legal leverage on accommodations and retaliation. In union



environments, the steward or business agent may be critical for job placement and understanding bid rights. Early,

coordinated advice prevents avoidable mistakes.

A measured path forward

Healing takes the time it takes. The legal and administrative processes should support that reality, not fight it.
Coordination among workers compensation, FMLA, and ADA is not about gaming the system. It is about aligning
three imperfect frameworks around a human recovery. When the doctor’s notes are precise, HR notices are timely,

and the accommodation dialogue is real, people keep jobs, bills get paid, and cases resolve without needless grief.

If you are navigating this overlap, seek advice early. A workers compensation lawyer who understands FMLA and
ADA issues can explain your options in plain language, shape the medical documentation to reflect your actual
abilities, and keep the different players on the same page. The goal is simple: protect your health, your paycheck,

and your future at work, in that order, and with as few surprises as possible.



