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Abstract
Purpose  The aim of this study was to explore how early follow-up sessions (after 14 and 16 weeks of sick leave) with 
social insurance caseworkers was experienced by sick-listed workers, and how these sessions influenced their return-
to-work process.

Methods  A qualitative interview study with sick-listed workers who completed two early follow-up sessions with 
caseworkers from the Norwegian Labor and Welfare Administration (NAV). Twenty-six individuals aged 30 to 60 years 
with a sick leave status of 50–100% participated in semi-structured interviews. The data was analyzed with thematic 
analysis.

Results  Participants’ experiences of the early follow-up sessions could be categorized into three themes: (1) 
Getting an outsider’s perspective, (2) enhanced understanding of the framework for long term sick-leave, and (3) the 
empathic and personal face of the social insurance system. Meeting a caseworker enabled an outsider perspective 
that promoted critical reflection and calibration of their thoughts. This was experienced as a useful addition to the 
support many received from their informal network, such as friends, family, and co-workers. The meetings also 
enabled a greater understanding of their rights and duties, possibilities, and limitations regarding welfare benefits, 
while also displaying an unexpected empathic and understanding perspective from those working in the social 
insurance system.

Conclusion  For sick-listed individuals, receiving an early follow-up session from social insurance caseworkers was a 
positive experience that enhanced their understanding of their situation, and promoted reflection towards RTW. Thus, 
from the perspective of the sick-listed workers, early sessions with social insurance caseworkers could be a useful 
addition to the overall sickness absence follow-up.
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Introduction
Returning to work (RTW) from long-term sick leave is 
a complex and multifaceted process [1]. Prolonged sick 
leave has been linked to poorer health [2] and is thought 
to increase the psychosocial obstacles for RTW [3]. 
Therefore, early RTW interventions have been suggested 
to be central to the RTW-process [3]. Long-term sick-
ness absence is often understood as sick-leave beyond 
4–8 weeks of work absence. Most workers return to work 
on their own within the first few months of absence [4] 
and interventions in the following weeks, can improve 
the likelihood of RTW for those remaining [5–8]. Fur-
thermore, in the context of long-term sick leave, inter-
ventions contributing to earlier RTW can be highly 
cost-effective [9, 10].

In Norway, the responsibility of early sick-leave follow-
up is shared between the general practitioner (GP), who 
certify sick leave and assess remaining work capabilities, 
and the employer who should make accommodations at 
the workplace to facilitate RTW [11]. The employer has 
the main responsibility to assist their employees back to 
work but many employers lack the resources to properly 
facilitate RTW [12], and GPs may not see RTW as one 
of their primary focuses [13]. Thus, the existing system 
for early RTW follow-up in Norway, which largely rely 
on the cooperation between employer and employee, 
may not be sufficient to promote RTW [14]. This means 
that more effort to promote RTW might be needed. For 
instance, in other legislative systems RTW coordinators 
that assist other stakeholders and facilitate the RTW pro-
cess are frequently used [15, 16]. In Norway, there are no 
formal RTW coordinator roles, and the task of facilitating 
cooperation between stakeholders, such as the employer, 
healthcare services and the sick-listed, fall on social 
insurance caseworkers working in the Norwegian Labour 
and Welfare Administration (NAV). They have a counsel-
ing role in sickness absence follow-up by providing sup-
port for the employer and sick-listed worker, but they 
also act as a controller of eligibility for sickness benefits 
[17]. Ordinarily, there are few meeting points between 
the sick listed worker and their NAV caseworker, and 
most sick listed workers have their first meeting with 
NAV when they have been sick-listed for six months.

The impact of RTW coordinators is contested. A broad 
systematic review determined that RTW coordinators 
had little effect on RTW [18]. However, face-to-face 
meetings with RTW coordinators have also been shown 
to increase RTW rates [19]. Evidence from Norway sug-
gest that meetings between NAV caseworkers, sick-listed 
individuals and other stakeholders at 26 weeks could be 
cost-beneficial for RTW [20]. Caseworkers reviewing 
possibilities and barriers to RTW has also been found 
to improve the caseworkers’ knowledge of the sick-list-
ed’s situation and consequently improved RTW rates in 

the following months [21]. Social insurance caseworkers 
could thus be in a position to provide additional case-
management and support in the earlier stages of sick 
leave. Researchers have also suggested that NAV should 
play a more active part in the earlier phases of long-term 
sick leave [22]. Similarly, caseworkers have also called for 
being involved earlier in the RTW process [23]. In their 
experience, the longer workers are on sick leave, the 
harder it is to facilitate RTW [14]. Moreover, sick-listed 
individuals in Norway also expect some form of NAV 
involvement in the early stage of long-term sick-leave 
[24].

In a recent study, sick-listed workers experienced that 
early follow-up sessions where NAV caseworkers used 
motivational interviewing helped normalize their situa-
tion and improved their beliefs in their RTW plan [25]. 
Given the extensive resources required to implement and 
adopt motivational interviewing in a social insurance set-
ting [23], it is also useful to know how early additional 
follow-up sessions without a guided focus is experienced, 
and how they could fit within the standard follow-up for 
workers on long term sick-leave.

Thus, the aim of this study was to investigate how sick-
listed workers experienced early additional follow-up ses-
sions with NAV and how they experienced the influence 
of the sessions on their RTW process.

Materials and methods
The present study was based on 26 semi-structured indi-
vidual interviews with sick-listed workers participating 
in a randomized controlled trial (RCT). The aim of the 
RCT was to evaluate the effect of motivational interview-
ing as an instrument for caseworkers at NAV in facilitat-
ing RTW for sick-listed workers [26]. The early follow-up 
sessions, which this paper focuses on served as an active 
control group.

The Norwegian welfare system and sickness absence 
follow-up
In Norway, employees are entitled to full wage benefits in 
the case of sickness absence, from the first day of absence 
to a maximum period of 52 weeks. Sick leave is in most 
cases certified by the individual’s general practitioner. 
During the first 16 days, the employer is responsible for 
the payment, while the rest is paid for by the National 
Insurance Scheme through NAV [27]. The employer 
must initiate a follow-up plan in cooperation with the 
employee before the end of the fourth week of sick leave 
and is responsible for arranging a meeting with the 
sick-listed worker within the seventh week of absence, 
including other stakeholders if relevant. If the employer 
facilitates work-related activities, the sick-listed worker 
is required to participate. NAV is responsible for arrang-
ing a meeting including the employer and the sick-listed 
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worker at 26 weeks of sick leave. The attendance of the 
sick-listed worker’s GP is optional. However, the GP is 
obliged to attend if NAV deems it necessary for the coor-
dination of the RTW process. This is the only obligatory 
meeting point between a sick listed worker and NAV. 
Additional meetings can also be held if one or more of 
the stakeholders find it necessary. Thus, the sick-listed 
worker may also ask for a meeting with NAV to coordi-
nate a plan for RTW outside this schedule [27]. After 12 
months of sick leave, it is possible to apply for the more 
long-term benefits, work assessment allowance and per-
manent disability pension.

The early follow-up sessions
The early follow-up sessions for this study were in addi-
tion to ordinary follow-up and consisted of two counsel-
ing sessions held at 14 and 16 weeks of sick leave. The 
sessions, offered by a NAV caseworker, lasted a maxi-
mum of 60  min and were in addition to standard NAV 
follow-up. During the first session, the caseworker opted 
to map out the sick-listed worker’s work situation, their 
relationship to their employer, their RTW plan, treatment 
plans and work ability, in addition to informing the sick-
listed worker about their rights and duties as sick-listed. 
The caseworkers also informed about possible RTW 
measures through NAV. The second session focused on 
following up on the topics discussed in the first session, 
as well as focusing on any changes in the sick-listed work-
ers’ situation that might have occurred between the first 
and second session.

These sessions functioned as an active control group 
in the RCT and were designed to be similar to the moti-
vational interviewing sessions provided in terms of dose 
and timing. Caseworkers providing the active control 
sessions were separate from those providing the motiva-
tional interviewing sessions and they received no formal 
motivational interviewing training. They were, however, 
recruited voluntarily to the study from the same NAV-
office as those performing the motivational interviewing 
sessions. Caseworkers were not randomized to group in 
the RCT and thus joined knowing that they would pro-
vide early follow-up using their usual methods.

Study population and recruitment
The study population consisted of sick-listed workers 
who were enrolled in the RCT. Eligible participants were 
sick listed workers aged 18–60 years old, living in central 
Norway, with any diagnoses. Their sick-leave status at the 
time of inclusion in the RCT were 50–100% for at least 
8 weeks. Exclusion criteria were pregnancy-related sick-
leave, unemployment, and being self-employed. To be eli-
gible to participate in this interview study the sick-listed 
worker had to have been randomized to the active con-
trol group in the RCT and completed the early follow-up 

sessions. Eligible participants were identified by NAV and 
contact info was forwarded to the researchers. A member 
of the project group invited the participants to take part 
in the research interview by phone. A total of 40 indi-
viduals were invited to participate in the interview study, 
of which 14 did not answer, declined the invitation, or 
did not show up at the interview. Twenty-six individuals 
participated in the interviews, including 19 women and 
7 men aged 31–61. Participants showed diversity in their 
self-reported reasons for being sick listed, with 11 having 
mental health disorders, 8 having musculoskeletal disor-
ders, and 7 individuals reported other disorders.

Data collection
We conducted semi-structured individual interviews 
which allowed the participants to provide in-depth 
descriptions of their experiences. Interviews were based 
on an interview guide with five main questions concern-
ing their experiences during sick leave, the RTW process, 
experiences of the two follow-up sessions, and whether 
these sessions led to any changes during their RTW pro-
cess. The interviews were conducted between Novem-
ber 2018 and September 2019 and were audio recorded 
and transcribed verbatim. The duration of the interviews 
ranged from 35 min to 65 min.

Data analysis
For our data analysis, we used reflexive thematic analy-
sis which is a method for identifying, analyzing, and 
reporting patterns within qualitative data [28]. Thematic 
analysis is a flexible approach which allows research-
ers to interpret the data through a six phased recursive 
process, moving back and forth between phases to build 
themes from codes. The first step of the analysis involved 
becoming familiar with the data [28] where transcripts 
of all interviews were read and re-read by authors VSF, 
MIS and MS to get an overall impression of the contents. 
Preliminary codes and patterns were identified, as a start 
of the coding process. The second step of the analysis 
was the coding process, where items of interest related 
to the aim were coded by author VSF. These codes were 
then used to create core categories for further develop-
ment of initial themes [28]. The third step was combin-
ing the codes into initial themes, which is a data reducing 
process which allows interpretation from the researchers 
[28]. Initial themes were discussed among all authors. 
The fourth step was reviewing the generated themes and 
checking them against the coded data, in order to fur-
ther expand or revise the developed themes [28]. When 
reviewing the generated themes against the coded data, 
the preliminary analysis indicated a tendency where par-
ticipants who received good support and follow-up by 
their employer considered the early follow-up sessions 
by NAV as less useful than the participants who lacked 



Page 4 of 9Standal et al. BMC Health Services Research          (2024) 24:609 

support and follow-up by their employer. However, a 
coding of the interviews focusing on this aspect showed 
no clear tendency of favoring early follow-up sessions 
based on high or low employer support. Thus, the ini-
tial themes were further developed into the three main 
themes which will be presented below. All authors had 
several meetings to discuss, define and refine the final 
themes in order to tell a coherent and compelling story 
about the data [28].

Ethics
All participants received written and oral information 
about the study and gave their written consent before the 
interview started. Participants were informed that par-
ticipation was voluntary and that they could withdraw 
from the study at any time, if the data had not been ano-
nymized and integrated in the analysis.

The study was approved by the Regional Committee for 
Medical and Health Research Ethics in Southeast Nor-
way (No: 2016/2300).

Results
Regarding receiving the two sessions, the participants 
had overall positive experiences with the content and 
timing of the first session. The second session, however, 
was frequently experienced as an unnecessary repetition 
of the first as much of the content was already covered. In 
the following we present our results of participants’ expe-
rience of the early follow-up sessions as three themes: (1) 
Getting an outsider’s perspective, (2) enhanced under-
standing of the framework for long term sick-leave, and 
(3) the empathic and personal faces of the social insur-
ance system.

Getting an outsider’s perspective
Participants describe the meetings with a NAV case-
worker as a positive experience that also challenged their 
current view of their situation and their RTW process. 
Meeting a NAV caseworker was experienced as an arena 
where they received guidance from an individual who 
examined their situation through an outsider’s perspec-
tive. NAV caseworkers provided support and encourage-
ment, but also asked critical questions regarding their 
situation and their plans for RTW.

“… we talked primarily about my situation, and I felt 
like I was allowed to talk to someone unbiased, with-
out you know, being limited in the conversation. And 
I felt like I could talk about those things important 
to me. […] it turned out to be a good dialogue where 
she pulled me further, and made me think about a 
couple of things” - Interview 3.

The outside perspective was described as useful due to 
the participants’ context prior to the meeting, which was 
their everyday lives with friends, colleagues, family, GPs, 
and employers. This informal network was described as 
significant supporters during the sick leave and served 
an important role as confidants to whom the sick-listed 
worker could talk about their difficult or confusing situ-
ation. The formal support from the employer varied, 
where some experienced several supportive phone calls 
and meetings with the employer during their sick leave, 
while others had only had a single formal meeting. Hav-
ing support from the employer was experienced as cru-
cial for a good RTW process, and absence of support and 
a distant relationship to the employer led to a difficult 
RTW process with negative emotions and reduced belief 
in their RTW capabilities. Participants also experience 
that being able to talk freely with the employer could be 
difficult, and that they would be held accountable if con-
fiding about difficulties in RTW. Thus, in contrast to the 
largely supportive informal network, and the restrained 
environment surrounding employer-support, meeting 
the NAV caseworkers provided a useful outside perspec-
tive. When describing the early sessions compared to 
their overall sick leave follow-up, participants described 
meeting NAV as a calibration of their thoughts and pro-
viding a new perspective compared to their other RTW 
supporters.

Enhanced understanding of the framework for long term 
sick leave
An important element of the first meeting was receiving 
information about rights, obligations as sick-listed, and 
the frame for future economic benefits. Receiving infor-
mation about potential future loss of income and the pos-
sibility of having disability benefits was novel and useful 
for the participants. For some, this information led to 
new reflections on how being long-term sick-listed would 
have financial consequences, thereby providing another 
push for returning to work. For one participant, informa-
tion about possible future loss of income provoked a feel-
ing of panic and challenged her sense of identity.

“I remember that when he started talking about 
work assessment allowance, I panicked a bit. 
Because I couldn’t identify with that category. But at 
the same time, I thought, okay, it’s good information 
to have you know.” - Interview 2.

Furthermore, the participants were happy with agenda 
of the first meeting where the NAV caseworkers focused 
on short-term, as well as long-term plans for RTW and 
gave personal feedback about participants’ RTW plan. 
Included in the short- and long-term focus was receiving 
information from NAV about available RTW measures 
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and interventions. Whether the sick-listed workers 
were planning on a fast or slow paced RTW plan, they 
experienced that receiving support on their plans and 
ideas strengthened their beliefs in managing RTW. NAV 
caseworkers also presented different strategies relating 
to possible accommodations at work, such as adjust-
ing workload, work tasks and working time. Informa-
tion such as the possibility of adjusting their time spent 
at work and their sick-leave status enabled the sick-listed 
workers to reorient their perception towards returning to 
work.

“… in a way I hadn’t thought so carefully about when 
it’s smart to return and in what percentage. Because 
when I got that deal with the GP where I was still 
100% sick-listed but could regulate it myself within 
20% it was the first step to beginning to test myself.” 
- Interview 10.

Participants received individually tailored information 
regarding the possibility of flexibility in the time spent 
at work and the amount of work they produced (i.e., sick 
leave percentage does not reflect hours spent at work, 
only the amount of work one does). This was highlighted 
as new and important information that was experienced 
as a contribution towards RTW.

The empathetic and personal face of the social insurance 
system
All study participants had taken part in two sessions with 
a caseworker from NAV. Prior to these sessions, NAV 
had been perceived as difficult to get in touch with and 
some feared that cooperation with NAV would be either 
difficult or absent. However, when meeting the NAV-
caseworker, their fears were diminished and to their sur-
prise, they were met by supportive, accommodating, and 
friendly caseworkers.

“NAV got a face; a personal face and NAV was no 
longer the huge colossus. The anonymous colossus 
that no one understands that just spews rules you 
have to relate to, which can be very … I can react 
with fear, I get afraid. “Am I doing this right?” you 
know. Am I following all these rules that I do not 
understand? What happened when NAV suddenly 
became a person was that they were on my side. 
They helped me, and it was possible to talk to NAV. 
A nice person helped me instead of rules that try to 
hinder me that I have to follow.” – Interview 19.

The early follow-up sessions were experienced as more 
relevant when comparing them with other follow-up with 
their employer or later meetings with other caseworkers 
from NAV.

“I wished that the other later conversations and 
meetings [with NAV] was comprised of the same 
understanding and competence that this counselor 
had. So that is what I’m sitting here thinking, that 
this was a star example of how one should be met, 
you know.” – Interview 5.

The positive experiences of the early follow-up ses-
sion were due to the understanding atmosphere that 
was created by the caseworkers, who was perceived as 
genuinely interested in their situation, cooperative and 
jointly reflecting about their RTW plan. Caseworkers 
asked questions about aspects of the participants’ lives 
that could be related to their situation as a sick-listed 
worker, and they appeared attentive when listening. This 
led to the experience of being met as a whole person and 
contributed to the early follow-up sessions being expe-
rienced as an arena where they felt acknowledged and 
cared for.

“So, I came to NAV in high spirits and was well 
received and excellently informed and had a great 
conversation, really. Felt like I was to a psycholo-
gist, but that may be what I needed, and a neutral 
third-party that I feel listens to me. […] that is good 
medicine I think - that someone listens to what I say.” 
– Interview 6.

Although some of the topics were considered quite 
personal, the sick-listed workers mostly experienced a 
respectful and reassuring dialogue with the caseworker. 
This personal and accommodating approach was over-
all positive for the participants, where the caseworkers 
matched their personality and behavior quite well. For 
several participants, the early follow-up sessions were 
considered almost therapeutic:

“You know, I experienced [the sessions] very posi-
tively. I met a counselor that displayed a lot of 
understanding and for me it was almost therapeu-
tic to talk to her. I sat there and though wow, either 
something has happened to NAV or this person is 
hand-picked for me.” – Interview 5.

On the other hand, talking about health-related topics 
such as psychological well-being while being sick-listed 
could be emotionally straining. Some considered this 
therapeutic approach to a session as out of place. When 
these participants experienced questions from the case-
worker as too personal, they saw their caseworker as 
intrusive and prying into personal issues. Such situations 
emphasized caseworkers’ position as representative for 
the social insurance system with its function for control 
and surveillance.
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Discussion
The results from this study showed that the participants 
experienced early follow-up sessions by social insur-
ance caseworkers as positive. They described the value 
of receiving an outside view of their situation and prac-
tical information about being on sick leave, while at the 
same time being met with a supportive and respectful 
demeanor. These aspects were described as promoting 
reflection on their situation and their thoughts on RTW. 
The second session was, however, frequently experienced 
as superfluous and a repetition of the first session. This 
can also be seen in the results, where participants to a 
large degree describe the benefits of simply meeting an 
understanding NAV caseworker who provide practical 
information and helps them reflect on their situation, 
which could be achieved through a single session.

The sick-listed workers who experienced good sup-
portive contact in the current study considered this to 
be instrumental for their RTW process. Comparatively, 
some sick-listed workers experienced an absence of sup-
port and a distant relationship to their employer. Sup-
portive contact with the employer and workplace has 
been found to be critical in preventing work disability 
[29, 30] and important for facilitating RTW for sick-listed 
workers [31]. The negative impact of lack of workplace 
support on RTW has also been demonstrated previ-
ously [29, 30, 32, 33]. In the present study, participants 
to a large degree experienced support from their sur-
rounding network. However, the type of support received 
has been suggested to play a role, where validation and 
empathy-based support may promote coping behaviors 
that are beneficial for RTW, while solicitousness could be 
detrimental through encouraging illness behavior [34]. 
Thus, an outside view of the situation at an early stage of 
sick leave may be sensible. The present study show that 
regardless of the support from other stakeholders, getting 
a second opinion was an exceedingly positive experience 
which provided an avenue for reflection upon their cur-
rent situation and their plans going forward. Openness 
in the dialogue with caseworkers has also been identi-
fied as relevant to experience a fair and acceptable sick 
leave process [35], and RTW-coordinators arguably are 
in a position to provide an unbiased perspective on RTW 
plans, independent of the other stakeholders [36].

One of the benefits experienced in the present study 
was a greater understanding of the framework of sick 
leave. Social insurance literacy relates to the sick-listed 
individual’s understanding of the social insurance sys-
tem, how to act on the information obtained, and why 
decisions surrounding their situation are being made 
[36, 37]. As individuals rarely have thorough knowl-
edge of the social insurance system prior to sick-listing, 
social insurance literacy is also concerned with how 
well the system enables them to understand the process 

[38]. Previous research has suggested that enhancing 
the workers’ understanding of the system could improve 
their feelings of legitimacy and fairness in the process 
[35], and the present study provides some insight into 
how RTW coordinators could be experienced as help-
ful in this regard. Participants also described the clear 
agenda, in which the RTW plan was discussed, as useful. 
Examining barriers and facilitators for RTW and creat-
ing and re-examining the RTW plan is considered crucial 
to facilitate the RTW process [36]. The RTW-coordinator 
has also previously been suggested to have an important 
role in ensuring joint understanding and communica-
tion surrounding expectations and the context of long-
term sick leave [39]. Thus, findings suggest that providing 
information on the system while inviting the sick-listed 
workers to reflect on their situation was experienced pos-
itively and possibly increased their social insurance lit-
eracy. However, the results in this study could also partly 
be explained by the context. It is possible that by volun-
tarily enrolling caseworkers and sick-listed workers in a 
research trial, a more individualized atmosphere was cre-
ated in contrast to a more standardized RTW-follow-up 
scheme.

Nonetheless, experiences of the participants in the 
present study were largely positive and participants expe-
rienced being met with respect and understanding. Müs-
sener and colleagues [40] also concluded in their study 
that how sick-listed individuals are treated affects their 
self-confidence and their perception of their ability to 
RTW. They suggest that the structural prerequisites for 
the RTW professional, such as having a gatekeeper role 
compared to a supportive role, seems to impact their 
treatment of sick-listed people [40]. The potential of the 
RTW coordinator to establish a good and trustful rela-
tionship with emphasis on the sick-listed workers’ moti-
vation and resources in the RTW process has also been 
found to be important for RTW [41–43]. The conflict-
ing roles of social insurance officers, being both facilita-
tors and authority of benefits could potentially hinder 
the development of this relationship [41]. As identified 
by Karlsson [36], interactions between social insurance 
caseworkers and clients were perceived as either sup-
portive or mistrustful. In the present study, the results 
suggest that the NAV-caseworkers may have had a stron-
ger focus on the facilitator role, rather than the role of 
being gatekeepers of benefits.

In a recent study we found that sick-listed work-
ers’ experienced early follow-up sessions with NAV as 
a positive experience and that it increased their RTW 
self-efficacy, when the caseworkers used motivational 
interviewing [25]. In the current study, the sick-listed 
workers met with NAV caseworkers who were not using 
motivational interviewing but rather using their ordinary 
approach when assisting sick-listed individuals. However, 
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the experiences of the participants were strikingly simi-
lar in these two studies. The caseworker and sick-listed 
worker engaged in cooperatively reflections about when 
and how to RTW, which the sick-listed workers expe-
rienced to be valuable support and feedback for their 
RTW process. There may be some parallels to research 
on clinical psychotherapy, where studies have shown that 
the method of therapy may not be as important as the 
characteristics of the therapist [44, 45]. For instance, hav-
ing interpersonal skills that enable a therapeutic alliance 
in which one can effectively promote a course of action 
and create belief in change is considered vital [46]. Thus, 
being met by an emphatic and understanding caseworker 
may be beneficial, regardless of approach to the sessions. 
The present study supports the notion that having an 
early face-to-face meeting with a NAV caseworker can be 
a positive experience in the RTW-process for long-term 
sick-listed workers.

Whether positive experiences with the social insurance 
system translates into RTW-rates is still debatable. On 
the one hand, a recent systematic review on RTW coor-
dinators’ impact on RTW found that work absence dura-
tion and intervention costs were reduced when sick-listed 
workers had face-to-face contact with a RTW coordina-
tor [19]. On the other hand, previous research has dis-
cussed the lock-in effect of programs through the social 
insurance service, which may lead to longer periods on 
sick leave [47]. Similarly, regular contact with the social 
insurance office has been shown to have a negative effect 
on RTW-rates, which may indicate the risk of develop-
ing a ‘social insurance career’ [48]. In a previous study we 
found that sick-listed individuals also experienced that 
caseworkers frequently recommended a slower RTW 
pace than what was originally planned [25]. Furthermore, 
even though the experiences of early contact with NAV-
caseworkers in the present study was positive, no impact 
on RTW outcomes could be identified in the trial results 
[49].

Strengths and limitation
A strength of the current study was the use of semi-struc-
tured interviews. This allowed the participants to elabo-
rate and describe their experience of the early follow-up 
sessions in relation to their RTW process. In order to 
explore and uncover different experiences and nuances 
of the early follow-up sessions, a broad exploratory 
approach was used with a heterogenous sample. All ana-
lytical steps and preliminary findings were discussed with 
members of the research group to strengthen the inter-
pretations, and final results were validated by all authors. 
The study also has some limitations. First, caseworkers 
performing the sessions voluntarily submitted to take 
part in the RCT and to undertake the follow-up sessions. 
They received no motivational interviewing training 

but were recruited from the same offices that those in 
the motivational interviewing group. This means there 
could be selection where caseworkers who were more 
interested in early follow-up were more likely to take 
part. Furthermore, there could be a spillover effect in the 
office, where caseworkers receiving motivational inter-
viewing training pass on their knowledge to others in the 
office. We do however believe the impact of the spillover 
effect was small as recruitment was from one of the larg-
est NAV-offices in Norway, and our previous study show 
that extensive training in motivational interviewing was 
required to achieve beginning proficiency [23].

Some participants in the study may have failed to 
recall information and details from the early follow-up 
sessions, since the interviews were conducted several 
months (ranging from 1 to 6 months) after the interven-
tion. Although none of the participants expressed any 
difficulties in the interviews, there is a risk that the sick-
listed workers held back information if they feared there 
would be consequences for their benefits. The current 
study recruited participants from a RCT with a response 
rate of approximately 15%. From this sample, the current 
nested study had a response rate of 65%. This indicates a 
selection bias, where participants agreeing to participate 
have different characteristics than those declining. Such 
bias might reduce variety in the experiences of the early 
follow-up sessions.

Conclusion
Sick-listed workers considered additional early sessions 
with social insurance caseworkers as a positive addi-
tion to ordinary RTW follow-up. Having these early 
face-to-face meeting with respectful and accommodat-
ing caseworkers that also asked critical questions about 
participants’ situation, provided sick-listed workers with 
an outside perspective that enabled them to reflect on 
their situation. This was experienced as a useful addition 
to their friends, family and colleagues who were largely 
supportive. Furthermore, the sessions provided the sick-
listed workers with an arena for receiving practical infor-
mation on the framework of sick-leave follow-up, such 
as rights, obligations, and possibilities in strategies for 
RTW. This enabled them to adjust their plan towards 
RTW. Finally, having individual face-to-face sessions also 
changed participants’ perceptions of NAV from a anony-
mous entity to emphatic and understanding individuals, 
who seemed genuinely interested in assisting them back 
to work. Thus, from the perspective of the sick-listed 
individuals, early additional follow-up sessions were 
experienced as exceedingly positive and would be wel-
comed in addition to standard follow-up.

Abbreviations
GP	� General practitioner
NAV	� Norwegian Labor and Welfare Administration



Page 8 of 9Standal et al. BMC Health Services Research          (2024) 24:609 

RTW	� Return to work
RCT	� Randomized controlled trial

Supplementary Information
The online version contains supplementary material available at https://doi.
org/10.1186/s12913-024-11007-x.

Supplementary Material 1

Acknowledgements
We thank the caseworkers at NAV and the participants of the study.

Author contributions
MIS and VSF co-wrote the article. LA, EAF and MS contributed in the 
conception of the project. All authors designed the interview study. VSF 
analyzed and interpreted the data, and MIS, LA, EAF and MS contributed 
during the analysis process. The final categories were validated by all authors. 
VSF drafted the manuscript while MIS, LA, EAF and MS revised the manuscript. 
MIS finalized the article, and all authors revised the final version. The authors 
read and approved the final manuscript.

Funding
Funding granted by The Research Council of Norway (Grant number: 256633). 
The funding organization had no role in the planning, execution or analyses 
of the study.
Open access funding provided by Norwegian University of Science and 
Technology

Data availability
To protect the anonymity of the participants, the datasets generated and 
analyzed during the current study are not publicly available. Redacted versions 
are available from the corresponding author upon reasonable request.

Declarations

Ethics approval and consent to participate
The study was approved by the Regional Committees for Medical and 
Health Research Ethics in South East Norway (No: 2016/2300), and the trial 
was prospectively registered at clinicaltrials.gov NCT03212118 (registered 
July 11, 2017). The sick-listed workers were informed that the intervention 
was part of a research project and did not affect their rights or obligations 
as sick listed. Written informed consent was obtained from all participants 
prior to conducting interviews. The study was performed in accordance with 
the Declaration of Helsinki and the Guidelines by The Norwegian National 
Research Ethics Committee for medical and health research.

Consent for publication
Not applicable.

Competing interests
The authors declare no competing interests.

Received: 2 October 2023 / Accepted: 18 April 2024

References
1.	 Andersen MF, Nielsen KM, Brinkmann S. Meta-synthesis of qualitative 

research on return to work among employees with common mental disor-
ders. Scand J Work Environ Health. 2012;38(2):93–104.

2.	 Waddell G, Burton AK. Is work good for your health and wellbeing? London, 
UK: The Stationery Office; 2006.

3.	 Aylward SM. Overcoming barriers to recovery and return to work: 
towards behavioral and cultural change. In: Schultz I, Gatchel R, editors. 
Handbook of return to work. Boston, MA: Springer; 2016. https://doi.
org/10.1007/978-1-4899-7627-7_7.

4.	 McLeod CB, Reiff E, Maas E, Bültmann U. Identifying return-to-work trajec-
tories using sequence analysis in a cohort of workers with work-related 
musculoskeletal disorders. Scand J Work Env Hea. 2018;44(2):147–55. https://
doi.org/10.5271/sjweh.3701.

5.	 Bültmann U, Sherson D, Olsen J, Hansen CL, Lund T, Kilsgaard J. Coordinated 
and tailored work rehabilitation: a randomized controlled trial with economic 
evaluation undertaken with workers on sick leave due to musculoskeletal 
disorders. J Occup Rehabil. 2009;19(1):81–93.

6.	 Palmer KT, Harris EC, Linaker C, Barker M, Lawrence W, Cooper C, Coggon D. 
Effectiveness of community-and workplace-based interventions to manage 
musculoskeletal-related sickness absence and job loss: a systematic review. 
Rheumatology. 2012;51(2):230–42. https://doi.org/10.1093/rheumatology/
ker086.

7.	 Roelen CA, Norder G, Koopmans PC, Van Rhenen W, Van Der Klink JJ, Bült-
mann U. Employees sick-listed with mental disorders: who returns to work 
and when? J Occup Rehabil. 2012;22(3):409–17. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10926-012-9363-3.

8.	 Steenstra IA, Anema JR, Van Tulder MW, Bongers PM, De Vet HC, Van Mech-
elen W. Economic evaluation of a multi-stage return to work program for 
workers on sick-leave due to low back pain. J Occup Rehabil. 2006;16(4):557–
78. https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-006-9053-0.

9.	 Dagenais S, Caro J, Haldeman S. A systematic review of low back pain cost of 
illness studies in the United States and internationally. Spine J. 2008;8(1):8–20. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.spinee.2007.10.005.

10.	 van Duijn M, Eijkemans MJ, Koes BW, Koopmanschap MA, Burton KA, Burdorf 
A. The effects of timing on the cost-effectiveness of interventions for workers 
on sick leave due to low back pain. Occup Environ Med. 2010;67(11):744–50. 
https://doi.org/10.1136/oem.2009.049874.

11.	 Norwegian Directorate of Health. Sykmelderveileder. Nasjonal veileder. [Guid-
ance for sickness certification. National guideline]. https://www.helsedirek-
toratet.no/veiledere/sykmelderveileder. Accessed 19.03.2024.

12.	 Holmgren K, Ivanoff SD. Supervisors’ views on employer responsibil-
ity in the return to work process. A focus group study. J Occup Rehabil. 
2007;17(1):93–106.

13.	 Mazza D, Brijnath B, Singh N, Kosny A, Ruseckaite R, Collie A. General 
practitioners and sickness certification for injury in Australia. BMC Fam Pract. 
2015;16:100. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12875-015-0307-9.

14.	 Ose SO, Dyrstad K, Brattlid I, Slettebak R, Jensberg H, Mandal R, Lippestad J, 
Pettersen I. Oppfølging av sykmeldte–fungerer dagens regime? [Follow-up of 
sick-listed – does today’s regime work?]. Trondheim, NO: SINTEF; 2013.

15.	 Shaw W, Hong QN, Pransky G, Loisel P. A literature review describing the role 
of return-to-work coordinators in trial programs and interventions designed 
to prevent workplace disability. J Occup Rehabil. 2008;18(1):2–15.

16.	 MacEachen E, McDonald E, Neiterman E, et al. Return to work for Mental 
Ill-Health: a scoping review exploring the impact and role of return-to-work 
coordinators. J Occup Rehabil. 2020;30:455–65. https://doi.org/10.1007/
s10926-020-09873-3.

17.	 Norwegian Ministry of Labour and Social Affairs. (2016). NAV i en ny tid – 
for arbeid og aktivitet. Meld. St. 33 (2015–2016). [NAV in a new age – for 
work and activity] Retrieved from https://www.regjeringen.no Accessed 
19.03.2024.

18.	 Vogel N, Schandelmaier S, Zumbrunn T, Ebrahim S, de Boer WE, Busse JW, 
Kunz R. Return-to‐work coordination programmes for improving return to 
work in workers on sick leave. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2017(3). https://
doi.org/10.1002/14651858.CD011618.pub2.

19.	 Dol M, Varatharajan S, Neiterman E, McKnight E, Crouch M, McDonald 
E, Malachowski C, Dali N, Giau E, MacEachen E. Systematic review of the 
impact on return to work of return-to-work coordinators. J Occup Rehabil. 
2021;31(4):675–98.

20.	 Markussen S, Røed K, Schreiner RC. Can compulsory dialogues nudge sick-
listed workers back to work? Econ J. 2018;128(610):1276–303. https://doi.
org/10.1111/ecoj.12468.

21.	 Nossen JP, Brage S. Aktivitetskrav Og midlertidig stans av sykepenger - hvor-
dan påvirkes sykefraværet? [Activity demands and temporary stop in paid 
sick leave – how is sickness absence affected?]. Arbeid Og Velferd. 2015;3.

22.	 Mandal R, Jakobsen Ofte H, Jensen C, Ose SO. Hvordan fungerer 
arbeidsavklaringspenger (AAP) som ytelse og ordning? [How does work 
assessment allowance work as a benefit and arrangement?]. Trondheim, 
Norway: SINTEF; 2015.

23.	 Foldal VS, Solbjør M, Standal MI, Fors EA, Hagen R, Bagøien G. Mfl. Barriers 
and facilitators for implementing motivational interviewing as a return to 

https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-024-11007-x
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12913-024-11007-x
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4899-7627-7_7
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-1-4899-7627-7_7
https://doi.org/10.5271/sjweh.3701
https://doi.org/10.5271/sjweh.3701
https://doi.org/10.1093/rheumatology/ker086
https://doi.org/10.1093/rheumatology/ker086
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-012-9363-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-012-9363-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-006-9053-0
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.spinee.2007.10.005
https://doi.org/10.1136/oem.2009.049874
https://www.helsedirektoratet.no/veiledere/sykmelderveileder
https://www.helsedirektoratet.no/veiledere/sykmelderveileder
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12875-015-0307-9
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-020-09873-3
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-020-09873-3
https://www.regjeringen.no
https://doi.org/10.1002/14651858.CD011618.pub2
https://doi.org/10.1002/14651858.CD011618.pub2
https://doi.org/10.1111/ecoj.12468
https://doi.org/10.1111/ecoj.12468


Page 9 of 9Standal et al. BMC Health Services Research          (2024) 24:609 

work intervention in a Norwegian Social Insurance setting: a mixed methods 
process evaluation. J Occup Rehabil. 2021;31(4):785–95.

24.	 Standal MI, Foldal VS, Hagen R, Aasdahl L, Johnsen R, Fors EA. Mfl. Health, 
Work, and Family strain–psychosocial experiences at the early stages of long-
term sickness absence. Front Psychol. 2021;12:596073.

25.	 Foldal VS, Standal MI, Aasdahl L, Hagen R, Bagøien G, Fors EA. Mfl. Sick-listed 
workers’ experiences with motivational interviewing in the return to work 
process: a qualitative interview study. BMC Public Health. 2020;20(1):1–10.

26.	 Aasdahl L, Foldal VS, Standal MI, Hagen R, Johnsen R, Solbjør M. Mfl. Moti-
vational interviewing in long-term sickness absence: study protocol of a 
randomized controlled trial followed by qualitative and economic studies. 
BMC Public Health. 2018;18(1):1–8.

27.	 Norwegian Labour and Welfare Administration. Sickness benefits for 
employees. 2023. Retrieved from https://www.nav.no/en/home/benefits-
and-services/Sickness-benefit-for-employees. Accessed 19.03.2024.

28.	 Braun V, Clarke V. Using thematic analysis in psychology. Qual Res Psychol. 
2006;3(2):77–101.

29.	 Shaw WS, Robertson MM, Pransky G, McLellan RK. Employee perspectives on 
the role of supervisors to prevent workplace disability after injuries. J Occup 
Rehabil. 2003;13(3):129–42.

30.	 Jansen J, van Ooijen R, Koning PWC, et al. The role of the employer in sup-
porting work participation of workers with disabilities: a systematic literature 
review using an Interdisciplinary Approach. J Occup Rehabil. 2021;31:916–49. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-021-09978-3.

31.	 Buys NJ, Selander J, Sun J. Employee experience of workplace supervisor 
contact and support during long-term sickness absence. Disabil Rehabil. 
2019;41(7):808–14.

32.	 Buys N, Wagner S, Randall C, Harder H, Geisen T, Yu I, Hassler B, Howe C, 
Fraess-Phillips A. Disability management and organizational culture in Austra-
lia and Canada. Work. 2017;57(3):409–19.

33.	 Kristman VL, Shaw WS, Boot CR, Delclos GL, Sullivan MJ, Ehrhart MG. 
Researching complex and multi-level workplace factors affecting disability 
and prolonged sickness absence. J Occup Rehabil. 2016;26(4):399–416.

34.	 Reme SE. Common Mental disorders and work: barriers and opportunities. 
Handbook of disability, work and health. 2020:467 – 81. In: Bültmann U, 
Siegrist J, editors. Handbook of disability, work and health. Handbook Series 
in Occupational Health Sciences. Volume 1. Cham, CH: Springer; 2020.

35.	 Karlsson E, Legitimacy. and comprehensibility of work-related assessments 
and official decisions within the sickness insurance system [Internet] [PhD 
dissertation]. [Linköping]: Linköping University Electronic Press; 2022. 
(Linköping University Medical Dissertations). https://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=ur
n:nbn:se:liu:diva-183867.

36.	 Kristman VL, Boot CR, Sanderson K, Sinden KE, Williams-Whitt K. Implement-
ing best practice models of return to work. Handbook of disability, work and 
health. 2020:1–25. In: Bültmann U., Siegrist J, editors Handbook of Disability, 
Work and Health. Handbook Series in Occupational Health Sciences, vol 1. 
Cham, CH: Springer; 2020.

37.	 Christian Ståhl EA, Karlsson J, Sandqvist G, Hensing S, Brouwer EF, Ellen 
MacEachen. Social insurance literacy: a scoping review on how to define and 
measure it. Disabil Rehabil. 2021;43(12):1776–85. https://doi.org/10.1080/096
38288.2019.1672111.

38.	 Karlsson EA, Hellgren M, Sandqvist JL, et al. Social Insurance Literacy among 
the sick-listed—A study of clients’ comprehension and self-rated system 
comprehensibility of the Sickness Insurance System. J Occup Rehabil. 2024. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-023-10166-8.

39.	 Corbière M, Mazaniello-Chézol M, Bastien MF, et al. Stakeholders’ role and 
actions in the return-to-work process of workers on sick-leave due to Com-
mon Mental disorders: a scoping review. J Occup Rehabil. 2020;30:381–419. 
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-019-09861-2.

40.	 Müssener U, Ståhl C, Söderberg E. Does the quality of encounters affect 
return to work? Lay people describe their experiences of meeting various 
professionals during their rehabilitation process. Work. 2015;52(2):447–55.

41.	 Andersen MF, Nielsen K, Brinkmann S. How do workers with common mental 
disorders experience a multidisciplinary return-to-work intervention? A 
qualitative study. J Occup Rehabil. 2014;24(4):709–24.

42.	 Haugli L, Maeland S, Magnussen LH. What facilitates return to work? Patients 
experiences 3 years after occupational rehabilitation. J Occup Rehabil. 
2011;21(4):573–81.

43.	 Scharf J, Angerer P, Müting G, Loerbroks A. Return to work after common 
mental disorders: a qualitative study exploring the expectations of the 
involved stakeholders. Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2020;17(18):6635.

44.	 Saxon D, Firth N, Barkham M. The relationship between therapist effects and 
therapy delivery factors: therapy modality, dosage, and non-completion. 
Adm Policy Ment Health Ment Health Serv Res. 2017;44(5):705–15.

45.	 Wampold BE, Bolt DM. Therapist effects: Clever ways to make them (and 
everything else) disappear. Psychother Res. 2006;16(02):184–7.

46.	 Anderson T, McClintock AS, Himawan L, Song X, Patterson CL. A prospective 
study of therapist facilitative interpersonal skills as a predictor of treatment 
outcome. J Consult Clin Psychol. 2016;84:57–66.

47.	 Røed K. Active social insurance. IZA J Labor Policy. 2012;1(1):8.
48.	 Landstad BJ, Wendelborg C, Hedlund M. Factors explaining return to work for 

long-term sick workers in Norway. Disabil Rehabil. 2009;31(15):1215–26.
49.	 Aasdahl L, Standal MI, Hagen R, Solbjør M, Bagøien G, Fossen H, Foldal VS, 

Bjørngaard JH, Rysstad T, Grotle M, Johnsen R. Effectiveness of’motivational 
interviewing’on sick leave: a randomized controlled trial in a social insurance 
setting. Scand J Work Env Hea. 2023;49(7):477.

Publisher’s Note
Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in 
published maps and institutional affiliations. 

https://www.nav.no/en/home/benefits-and-services/Sickness-benefit-for-employees
https://www.nav.no/en/home/benefits-and-services/Sickness-benefit-for-employees
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-021-09978-3
https://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:liu:diva-183867
https://urn.kb.se/resolve?urn=urn:nbn:se:liu:diva-183867
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638288.2019.1672111
https://doi.org/10.1080/09638288.2019.1672111
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-023-10166-8
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10926-019-09861-2

	﻿Getting an outsider’s perspective - sick-listed workers’ experiences with early follow-up sessions in the return to work process: a qualitative interview study
	﻿Abstract
	﻿Introduction
	﻿Materials and methods
	﻿The Norwegian welfare system and sickness absence follow-up
	﻿The early follow-up sessions
	﻿Study population and recruitment
	﻿Data collection
	﻿Data analysis
	﻿Ethics

	﻿Results
	﻿Getting an outsider’s perspective
	﻿Enhanced understanding of the framework for long term sick leave
	﻿The empathetic and personal face of the social insurance system

	﻿Discussion
	﻿Strengths and limitation

	﻿Conclusion
	﻿References


