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Workers’ compensation insurance covers workplace
injuries and illnesses. Certain types of injuries aren’t
covered while others fall into a grey area. If an injury or
occupational illness is sustained while you are performing
the duties required by your job, it’s probably covered. For
example, you fall off a ladder at work and break your leg. If
the incident isn’t cut and dry, it’s often up to the injured or
sick employee to provide evidence there’s a connection
between their condition and their work.

What’s Considered a Workplace
Injury?
When I was a teen working as a lifeguard, I fell off the
platform of a six-foot guard stand onto the concrete deck
below. I didn’t break anything—just ended up with a
severely bruised back and ego. But I was compensated by
my employer for the treatment of my injuries, as well as
pay for the days I needed for recovery. This was a
compensable workplace injury, so my employer’s workers’
compensation insurance covered my treatment and lost
wages.

Workplace injuries don’t have to happen at the business
location. Sometimes, an on-the-job injury occurs in a
vehicle or other locations. This includes corporate outings,
company events, and other activities hosted or sponsored
by an employer, which may not necessarily occur on
company-owned property. In general, as long as the
employee is injured doing something that falls within the
scope of her employment, the injury is covered.

What Types of Workplace Injuries
Are Covered by Workers’ Comp?
Each state has its own standards for determining workers’
comp injuries. The following, however, are some common
examples of what’s considered compensable across many
states.

Physical Traumatic Injuries
Physical injuries are the most common type to occur on
the job, generally categorized in three ways:

Injuries resulting from your own work, such as falling
off a ladder

Injuries resulting from another person’s actions, such
as being struck by an object dropped in a warehouse

General workplace injuries, such as tripping or
slipping

Preexisting Conditions
A preexisting condition may not result in workers’ comp
bene�ts automatically if another on-the-job injury
aggravates it. For example, you hurt your back lifting heavy
boxes at the of�ce, but a scan reveals you had an old injury
in the same spot. The new injury may be covered because it
worsened your preexisting condition, but some states may
reduce your workers’ comp bene�ts because of the old
injury.

For example, in California, when an injured employee
suffers an aggravation of a pre-existing disease or
underlying condition, the law says she has sustained a new
injury or illness. An aggravation causes a temporary or
permanent increase in disability, thus creating a new need
for medical treatment, or requires a change in the existing
course of treatment.

Second Injury Fund
A second injury fund, or subsequent injury fund, protects
employers from the additional cost of a workers’ comp
when an employee’s new work-related injury is combined
with a prior disability. This encourages employers to retain
and hire disabled employees. When a disabled employee
incurs a workplace injury, the cost of medical care and time
off work can be more taxing, so a second injury fund can
offset these additional costs. Not every state has a second
injury fund.

Occupational Illnesses
Occupational illnesses are conditions, diseases, or illnesses
that employees contract as a result of performing their job.
In some cases, these can develop suddenly or over a
lengthy period. Different industries present certain risks or
potential exposure to occupational illnesses. Here are a few
examples:

Healthcare: Contagious diseases or illnesses from
patients

Construction: Asthma, chronic obstructive
pulmonary disease (COPD), or asbestosis

Mining: Black lung disease

Manufacturing: Hearing loss from loud machinery

Nontraditional occupational illnesses or diseases are
dif�cult to substantiate. Employees must provide medical
evidence that workplace exposure caused the illness. Most
workers won’t be able to get workers’ comp bene�ts for
common af�ictions like heart disease or high blood
pressure.

Some states mandate that certain jobs are inherently
dangerous and need specialized workers’ comp coverage.
For example, my grandfather was a �re�ghter, and his
leukemia was attributed to faulty equipment and repeated
exposure to harmful irritants. After he died, my
grandmother received a payout and bene�ts.

Repetitive Stress Injuries
Repetitive stress injuries (RSIs), or cumulative work
injuries, are the result of performing the same task, day
after day, over a long period. Jobs that require employees
to constantly lift heavy objects, bend over, or move in a set
pattern see numerous repetitive stress injuries. The most
familiar is carpal tunnel syndrome (excess pressure in your
wrist nerves), but RSIs can also include torn tendons,
strained muscles, and stress fractures. Here are some jobs
that may be susceptible to an RSI:

Of�ce workers

Dental hygienists

Construction workers

Musicians

Professional athletes

Dancers

Assembly line workers

Truck drivers

Bus drivers

Nurses

Generally, workers’ comp covers cumulative work injuries,
but some states require employees to provide clear
evidence the condition can be attributed to work duties.

Stress and Mental Anguish
Stress and mental anguish may be considered work
injuries, depending on the reason or cause of the
condition. Post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) is
recognized by many states for workers’ comp claims if
caused by a sudden, traumatic event at work, such as when
a bank teller is held at gunpoint or an employee has to deal
with a mass shooting at their place of work. Some states
don’t acknowledge physical illnesses caused by emotional
stress in the workplace, so employees often must provide
strong evidence there is a connection.

Miscellaneous Injuries and Illnesses
What about those not-so-common injuries? The type of
injury that doesn’t happen to a typical of�ce worker. As
with more typical injuries, it depends on the circumstances
and if the injury occurs during the course of performing
your job. Here are some less common injuries that may be
covered by workers’ comp:

Frostbite: If your job requires you to work outdoors,
and you end up with severe frostbite that prevents
you from working and needs special extended
treatment, you may have a workers’ comp claim.
Vacationed in Alaska and forgot to wear mittens? Not
so much.

Workplace violence: A threat of physical violence,
harassment, or other disruptive behavior may be
covered. Some states require an incident to be
motivated by a work situation, not a personal one. For
example, a banker’s injuries may be covered if a
customer attacks her after being denied a loan for
their business. Violence between co-workers needs to
be proven that the injuries occurred from and during
employment. Every case will be reviewed to
determine the circumstances.

Heatstroke: Like frostbite, if your job requires you to
work outdoors for extended periods and, as a result,
you end up ill and overheated, your claim is likely
covered.

Skin cancer: As one of the common types of cancer
in the United States, it can be dif�cult to prove as a
workplace injury. However, in some industries, skin
cancer is so commonplace, it’s considered an
occupational disease. For example, in Colorado, a
�re�ghter killed, disabled, or impaired by skin cancer
after working for �ve years is considered to have an
occupational disease.

What Types of Injuries Are Not
Covered by Workers’ Comp?
States limit workers’ comp coverage to injuries directly
related to an employee’s occupational duties. Injuries
resulting from these scenarios typically are not covered:

Self-in�icted injuries

Roughhousing or horseplay

Commuting to or from work

Committing a crime or violating company policies

Not following proper safety protocols or not wearing
appropriate safety gear

Under the in�uence of drugs or alcohol

Bene�ts and Expenses Paid by
Workers’ Comp
In most states, workers’ compensation coverage pays
for approved medical treatment, partial lost wages, and
disability and death bene�ts. Additionally, workers’ comp
may also reimburse injured employees for travel for
medical treatment. Injured workers receive bene�ts
regardless of who was at fault in an accident or injury. The
dollar amount, length of time, and conditions for workers’
comp bene�ts vary widely by state.

Medical Bene�ts
Employers, or their insurers, are responsible for covering
all claim-related medical care, including physical and
occupational therapy. Depending on the state, some
employers or insurance companies can require that an
injured employee receives care from a speci�c physician or
clinic.

Disability Bene�ts
Most states require employers to offer disability bene�ts to
injured workers to cover lost wages as well as the potential
loss of future earnings. It often depends on the severity
and nature of the employee’s disability:

Partial disability: An injury that prevents a worker
from performing at full physical capacity, such as a
broken arm

Total disability: An injury that prevents a worker
from performing any work at all, such as loss of both
legs or eyes

Disability bene�ts are generally broken down further by:

Temporary disability: An injury that a worker will
generally recover from with rehabilitation and rest

Permanent disability: An injury that a worker will
never fully recover from

Speci�c Loss Bene�ts
Some states list out speci�c injuries that leave facial or
head scars that cause serious dis�gurement or that cause
the loss or permanent injury to an important organ of the
body may entitle employees to additional compensation.
For example, in Pennsylvania, workers’ compensation can
pay for circumstances related to amputation or loss of
various body parts, loss of hearing or vision, and scarring
or dis�gurement.

Death Bene�ts
When employees die as a result of work injuries or illness,
their eligible dependents generally are entitled to collect
workers’ compensation death bene�ts. Typically, death
bene�ts are limited to a spouse, children, and other family
members who lived with and depended on the employee
for �nancial support. Often, workers’ compensation will
also pay for the deceased employee’s funeral expenses.

Bottom Line
No matter the circumstance of an injury at work, all
injuries should be reported as soon as possible to the
employer. Employees have a limited number of days to
report an incident and receive bene�ts. If there’s a delay,
the employer’s insurance carrier could potentially deny the
employee workers’ comp bene�ts.
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