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When the Worker is Injured 

Elizabeth Wheeler 
 

One of the most rewarding aspects of being an expert is the wide variety of career 
choices it offers. Elizabeth Wheeler, an expert in the areas of life care planning, 
workers’ comp rehab, Social Security Disability, to name but a few, describes the 
areas of her work in detail. It’s important work, and it may be for you. 
 
Learn 

• The importance of psychological guidance in helping individuals shift to new 
vocations and careers 

• The value of meticulously forecasting a client’s medical needs 
• Why life care planning is ideal for a detail-oriented person  
• How Social Security Disability works 
• Why it’s so important to have an expert as an advocate in any kind of 

medical-related hearing. 
 
 

Pat: Hi, this is Legal Nurse Podcast and my name is Pat Iyer. I'm the host 
of the show, and I brought on the show today a person who has deep 
experience as a vocational expert and as a certified life care planner. 
She has over 18 years of experience in life care planning, medical 
case management, workers' comp rehab, ergonomic evaluations, and 
Social Security Disability.  

Many of those topics we have not covered on the show, so I'm 
interested as you are in finding out more about Elizabeth Wheeler's 
background. She provides expert testimony for catastrophic injuries, 
workers' comp cases, and Social Security hearings. And she's 
experienced in conducting on-site job analysis, job retraining, 
ergonomic evaluations, career counseling, labor market surveys, 
medical cost projections, home assessments, and review of state and 
national economy data, transferable skills analysis, and vocational 
settings. Elizabeth, I can't say that in all one breath. 

Elizabeth: Thank you very much. 
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Pat: It sounds like you have varied experience in a lot of different areas, 
and I'd like to ask you some questions about your background and 
your experience, which I think will be helpful to our listeners. 

Elizabeth: Sure, absolutely. 

Pat: We were talking before we started about some work I'm doing, some 
medical cost projections for workers' comp claims, so first, tell us 
about workers' comp claims in general. What are the kinds of cases 
that you've been involved in? 

Elizabeth: Over about nine years now, I've been hired with a national company 
and we basically deal with workers' compensation. And, it's a workers' 
compensation insurance company, so the types of files that I will get 
vary because I do have a vocational background, as you stated. I am 
licensed to perform vocational case management, as well as 
performing life care planning services for this company, so the types 
of cases vary.  

Earlier on in my career with this workers' compensation insurance 
company, I would get cases from claims representatives on these files, 
particularly trying to help the injured worker return to work in some 
capacity. When I get the file, unfortunately, a lot of times these 
injured workers have been unemployed or out of a job for quite some 
time, based on the injury that occurred to them at work.  

Most of the time when I get the case, it is because the injured worker 
can no longer go back to doing what they were able to do before their 
injury in question. This is typically because they may get released to 
return to work by their physician, but they are no longer physically 
capable, based on the medical restrictions from the physician, to 
return to their previous job.  

So, my goal is to work with them as a vocational case manager. I 
interview them initially to perform some vocational testing to 
determine where they may score on an academic level and intelligence 
level, and to also perform entrance inventories to see where they may 
have interest in different types of jobs. I get them to start thinking 
about the types of positions that they may be able to perform based on 
the medical restrictions that they have at that time and based on what 
is out there in their geographic area.  
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So, we get started by discussing what they did in their past work and 
what they may be able to do now based on all those components. It’s 
taking many factors and putting them together almost like a puzzle.  
Acting as their case manager, I try to help in every step of the way 
with identifying jobs that they may benefit from or they may enjoy 
doing, since they can't go back to doing what they previously were 
able to do.  

Pat: Can you give us a sense of the kinds of injuries that you've seen, and 
which are the most common types of injuries? 

Elizabeth: In Louisiana we have a lot of offshore workers who may not have had 
the best educational background. They may leave high school before 
they even obtain a GED because they want to work offshore, and 
there's a lot of opportunity in Louisiana, especially for offshore 
workers.  

They leave because they need to maybe take care of their family, and 
they get a job, let's say as a roustabout or a mud engineer or a train 
operator offshore, which is obviously extremely labor intensive. And 
for one reason or the other, they are injured. A crane may hit them, or 
they may have a slip and fall, being at the wrong place at the wrong 
time. But they injure a main part of, let's say, their shoulder or their 
back. And for whatever reason, the medical treatment may not come 
as soon as it should. Since these positions are so labor intensive, they 
are not able to go back to those types of positions.  

I do see a lot of individuals who are depressed because of it, because 
they were making, as I stated previously, a lot of money. A lot of 
times, when they're offshore, they don't really spend a lot because 
everything's paid for. And they get to make double time and bring all 
the earnings home to their families, and then they're stuck in this 
position where they can't go back to do those types of work. I'll find it 
very fulfilling to see the successes of vocational rehabilitation in a 
sense of meeting with these individuals and trying to guide them  to 
let them know that there's hope out there. There are jobs that they 
might be able to do even within their field per se, but on more of a 
light duty type of basis. 

 I think it's guiding individuals into letting them know that even though 
they can't go back to doing what they used to do, there is hope. They 
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can return and feel once again that they're contributing to their family 
and contributing to the economy. A lot of what would make up their 
identity is their job. And once they don't have that, I do find that these 
individuals don't know where to turn. And I think it's very it's 
fulfilling to be able to be that component in their life, to show them 
that there are other options out there vocationally that they might not 
have even known of. 

Pat: And you bring up a good point because if they were being paid very 
well working offshore in the gas or oil drilling industry, other 
opportunities that would keep them onshore could pay them 
dramatically less. 

Elizabeth: Correct, and we always try to be realistic with these individuals as 
well. But I come a little bit from a mental health standpoint in the 
sense that I got my master's in counseling, so I'm a licensed 
professional counselor as well. I try to bring that counseling aspect to 
these individuals as well and encourage them. Although,  they may be 
initially not making as much, it may be that we discuss how once they 
are working in any type of job, they're making dramatically less. But 
maybe they are, once I test them, capable of retraining, vocational 
retraining, or going back to school to learning a trade in the old field 
industry that is more of a desk type position than a physically intense 
position. 

 And I am trying to encourage them. I do feel like there's a medical 
aspect to not be working at all. And even though they might not be 
making as much, we could still encourage them to go back to work 
and then at the same time maybe get their GED or walk them through 
how to go to the free GED classes. 

Then sometimes what we will see with litigated cases is that a part of 
the vocational report is having the company agree to pay for that 
individual to go back and to get some retraining. Because I do think 
that employers realize as well if they have a loyal employee for their 
company for many years, they're going to want to invest in that 
individual as well and to try to place them somewhere within their 
company if they're no longer able to do the types of position they were 
doing previously.  
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So, we do see that as well, trying to work with their previous 
employers to come up with different types of positions they may be 
capable of doing. And maybe having negotiations about them getting 
paid a little bit more than they would typically be paid for an alternate 
position within that industry. 

Before we continue the show, let me focus on a problem some LNCs have. And 
this might be yours. 

You’re a legal nurse consultant who wants to build a strong business – and yet 
you’ve got a problem. 

• You avoid networking 
• You feel uncomfortable networking, or 
• You’d love to network but you don’t know where to meet attorneys. 
• You feel stuck. You know that being able to speak with attorneys is essential for 

building your business and you want to know a process that is effective.  

Yes, you can read networking books, but they are not tailored to helping legal 
nurse consultants.  

They don’t address the specifics of our industry. 

Announcing my latest book: Networking for LNCs: Meet Contacts, Build 
Relationships and Turn Your Connections into Profits. 

• Would you like to increase your client base and get more cases from existing 
clients? 

• Would you like to know proven strategies that exponentially increase your 
success as a legal nurse consultant? 

• Would it be helpful to find the types of offline and online venues that are 
great opportunities for you to meet attorneys? 

• Would you be interested in knowing what blocks you have that might be 
sabotaging your networking efforts? 

Get your copy of this brand-new book, released in March 2020, at this link: 
LNC.tips/networkingbook. 

Pat: I understand also part of what you do is to help predict the costs of 
future care for people who have been injured. For example, when they 
need back surgery or I'm thinking of people who could need a hip 
replacement because of a traumatic injury to their hip, and then those 
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prosthetic hips need to be replaced at certain intervals. Can you give 
us some insight about that aspect of what you do as a vocational 
expert? 

Elizabeth: I'll just give an example of an injury that we see a lot of times, and I 
do think is common for a worker that may have experienced such an 
injury, let's just say it's a back strain. Let's say an individual has been 
a fast food worker for over 20 years and sometimes you don't 
necessarily think of a fast food worker as having to perform heavy 
duty work. But once you're in a position as a vocational counselor, 
you realize they must unload. They must stock the French fries, the 
frozen food, and that tends to weigh a lot. Their back is already 
hurting because as you age your muscles are going to weaken 
basically. And for whatever reason the individual strains their back at 
one point, and they just cannot go back to work. We analyze the 
medical records.  

A lot of times I might get a case where the individual has already 
failed the conservative treatment. We may try to get that individual to 
have something as simple as some epidural steroid injections in their 
back or go to a chiropractor possibly or receive some acupuncture, 
and really all those. Physical therapy obviously too, but let's just say 
all those interventions aren't working. Well, then there may be a 
surgeon that's going to say, "Down the road, I really think this 
individual (after obviously taking a number of x-rays), they're going 
to need probably a lumbar fusion at two separate levels." And, 
unfortunately, sometimes these individuals don't necessarily want to 
have that type of surgery. So, they hold off on it for a long time until 
their pain level gets to a point where they just cannot physically 
function on a day-to-day basis.  

So, our job as life care planners is to provide to our clients, whoever 
they may be, a medical estimate of what that individual is going to 
need throughout their life expectancy. Obviously, it's a dynamic 
product and depending on how old the individual may be, there's 
going to be the need for an amended life care plan. 

But for the original life care plan, part of my process is to review all 
the medical records that I am given, and then I come up with the plan. 
And I guess you could say it's almost a roadmap for my clients to be 
able to have a medical summary and summarize the important factors 



Copyright 2020 The Pat Iyer Group podcast.legalnursebusiness.com 7 
 

made by each of the worker’s physicians and what they are 
recommending from the medical standpoint. And then I provide the 
plan for them that's concise and explains the reasoning behind the 
different interventions. 

 If we have, for example, a recommendation for a lumbar fusion at 
certain levels, my job as the life care planner is to look up what does 
that involve because we all go through our loved ones having 
surgeries. 

What is the pre-testing going to look like and how much is that going 
to cost us?  

• What are the routine visits that may go along after and before a 
lumbar surgery?  

• What are the hospital costs going to be with relation to that 
surgery? 

• What types of follow-up visits may be needed after the surgery?  
• What types of physical therapy may be needed?  

But as a certified life care planner, you must have evidence-based 
medicine to justify the types of fees that are going to go into the plan. 
So, that comes in also from a technical standpoint in a sense of 
depending on where the individual lives, and that's going to depend on  
let's say the hospital fees in that area. I try to be, as concise as possible 
as well, not just having a number but being able to defend my plan or 
being able to be the educator on the plan if there were questions that 
will arise from the product that  I've produced basically.  

I'm not just going to put in, for example, "I think that this individual is 
going to need 36 physical therapy sessions" when evidence-based 
medicine says that they're probably going to need 24 within three to 
six months' time. There's a method and there's a standard and there are 
search engines and different resources that I use as a certified life care 
planner to come up with those recommendations and the costs 
associated for it.  

Pat: Yeah, there's certainly a lot of detail that goes into calculating those 
costs. And I'm assuming that there are databases that you use that are 
being updated on a constant basis. 
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Elizabeth: Yes, that's correct. Sometimes as well, unfortunately, it may not be the 
first time that they've had to undergo such a procedure. So, this is 
another thing that makes my job enjoyable and very interesting and 
always keeps me on my toes. I'm constantly learning. To have as 
many resources as possible is obviously the best scenario.  

Sometimes I will go back and look at the past medical records, as well 
as the past bills that have already been paid by that insurance 
company and see… For example, I'd be able to see specifically how 
much the injured worker's orthopedist charged for that visit based on 
that CPT code. For every procedure, every x-ray, every physical 
therapy or equipment ordered there's a specific CPT code listed. So, 
based on that, I can compare what I'm getting from a couple of search 
engines versus what was paid by this injured worker's orthopedist. 
And then that's sort of where I kind of use my professional judgment 
as to what type of price to put in there. But I always know if I get a 
question on it, the reasoning for that specific cost.  

I think it's always important to be able to do that regardless of the life 
care plan. At one point if it's litigated and you are testifying on your 
plan, or if it's just someone in general asking a question about it, I 
think it's imperative to  put something in that document about why 
you put it in and why it cost the way it did. That way if anybody has 
questions, you're able to explain it from a professional standpoint.  

Pat: Yeah, that's very helpful to understand the process. I had an 
opportunity to help my brother get Social Security Disability before 
he died, and I learned in that process quite a bit how that system 
works. One of the things that caught me off guard was that my brother 
was getting paracentesis for ascites from liver failure. And I thought 
that he had to complete all his treatment before I could get his medical 
records to the attorney. 

When we met with the attorney, I said, "I don't have all the records 
because he's going to the clinic every month or so for the removal of 
this excess abdominal fluid." And the attorney explained to me, "No, 
Pat, you can start the process now with the records that you have. We 
don't have to have all the medical records." So, maybe you could 
comment on that process a little bit for our listeners who are not 
familiar with the Social Security Disability process. 
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Elizabeth: Sure. I'm happy to do so. I got involved with the Social Security 
Disability process about seven years ago. And what my role is within 
the process is I am a contract employer with the federal government 
for the Social Security hearings. We all have heard of Social Security 
Disability, but what many of your listeners may not know is that when 
someone is hurt or if you have a family member that is hurt like your 
brother, they can file for Social Security Disability.  

You mentioned that you did have counsel to help you with the 
process. I know for a lot of people it would seem so hard to do on 
your own. You can file for Social Security Disability without having 
counsel as well. But basically, if you feel like you're hurt or injured 
and you're no longer able to return to work, you can file for Social 
Security Disability. If they denied that Social Security Disability, 
you're typically denied initially just through the mail. So, you'll get 
something in the mail.  

It's not personal. It's just a write up saying that they've reviewed the 
application and it was denied for some reason. Everybody as a United 
States citizen has a right to appeal that denial decision. Sometimes it 
doesn't get to that. Sometimes it's just automatically approved based 
on the records that they may review. But if that does not happen, you 
have a right to appeal the decision. And when that decision is 
appealed, you appear for a Social Security Disability hearing and 
there are hearing offices throughout the United States. 

 Typically, a hearing will be close to where  you live. If not, sometimes 
they're done by video. My role as the vocational expert is just that 
basically. There's a judge, a Social Security administrative judge, and 
then you will have the injured worker. And then the injured worker, 
once again, may or may not be represented. But my role in the 
hearings is to be an impartial witness for the hearing. And so, I don't 
get privileged to a lot of the medical records, but I am there to hear 
what the disabled individual has to say for themselves. 

But I think you made a very good point in the sense that, for example, 
it seemed like your brother had a lot of issues going on with him, so 
he was continuing to treat with a physician. There's no way possible 
that, that type of individual could possibly send all their medical 
records to the administrative law judge to review before their hearing. 
Sometimes that's not the case.  



Copyright 2020 The Pat Iyer Group podcast.legalnursebusiness.com 10 
 

However, sometimes there's an individual who's in there who hasn't 
really sought treatment since let's say 2016 for some reason or 
another. And that's sort of when the judge will use his own discretion. 
Let's say that individual has been homeless for three years and just 
had not had either the transportation or the ability to go to a doctor. If 
the judge reviews those records and sees there's a need for that 
individual to go, they will request an independent medical evaluation 
for that individual. And if they don't have transportation, they will 
provide transportation for that individual to go. However, they must 
make it evident to the individual trying to get this disability insurance 
that they really need to make sure they go to the physicians' 
appointments. Because without it, they don't have a way to say 
whether they think that individual can work or not. 

 And so, what I do for these hearings is review what these individuals 
used to do for work, and then the judge may ask me questions based 
on their current restrictions. And I say if I believe they can go back to 
doing what they were doing before or if they can't, but it's all neutral. 
I'm impartial, so I'm not for the individual to get the disability or not 
for the individual to not get the disability. I'm just there to provide the 
judge with the questions that they need to make the judgment.  
because it's basically what the judge believes the individual can do or 
is not able to do based on the medical records that they received.  

I'm just there to, once again, educate the judge on past work or work 
that may be performed with the types of restrictions this individual 
may have. And then I'm also there to give that attorney that's 
representing the individual who has questions as well, I'm there to 
answer those for them as well. So, it's a pretty laid-back hearing. And 
it's really for the individual that's trying to seek Social Security 
Disability to have a chance in court to be heard and for the judge to 
really try to understand where they're coming from. 

Pat: Just in the 30 minutes that we've been talking, I've got a sense of how 
varied your role is and how many ways you can use your skills as a 
vocational expert and certified life care planner. It covers a lot of 
territory, Elizabeth. 

Elizabeth: Well, thank you so much. I've enjoyed this. 



Copyright 2020 The Pat Iyer Group podcast.legalnursebusiness.com 11 
 

Pat: Can you tell our listeners how they could connect with you in the 
future if they wanted to speak with you or communicate with you? 

Elizabeth: Sure, I am on LinkedIn under Liz Wheeler, I believe, or Elizabeth 
Wheeler. And I am in the process of trying to start my own consulting 
company, so my website will be up soon, and my company's name is 
Fairway Workforce Consultants. And I also have an email address, 
and right now I have not yet made it my work email address. But if 
anyone would like to contact me or just learn, I'd be more than happy 
to give my phone number out as well just to consult with other 
professionals or someone that's  interested in exploring the life care 
plan field more and learning a little bit more about what I do. So, if 
you wanted, I could give you my phone number as well. 

Pat: Why don't we do the email address because I think that's probably the 
most reliable way for people. 

Elizabeth: That sounds great. So once again, it's sort of an old school email unit I 
am up and running in my new company, but it's going to be "L" as in 
Liz,  from my nickname. So it's L and then A, N as in Nancy, S as in 
Sally, A is an Apple, R as in Roger, D as in dog, I as in igloo 
@hotmail.com (lansardi@hotmail.com).  

Pat: Okay, and once again? 

Elizabeth: lansardi@hotmail.com. 

Pat: Perfect. Well, thank you so much of this has been a real eye-opener 
for me. 

Elizabeth: Well, I'd love to come back on your show again and we can talk more. 

Pat: That would be terrific.  

Elizabeth: Awesome.  

Pat: This has been Elizabeth Wheeler and Pat Iyer talking about some of 
the functions of a vocational expert and certified life care planner, and 
how Elizabeth has interacted with the legal system specifically. We've 
talked about workers' comp cases and Social Security Disability. I had 
no idea up until today, Elizabeth, that there were people hired by the 
court to help the judge make those decisions. So, that's an eye-opener 

about:blank
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for me and a takeaway for our listeners who may not be aware of how 
important it is to have an expert like you to consult with when making 
those financial decisions. 

Elizabeth: Yeah, so I agree with that. 

Pat: And I appreciate your involvement, Elizabeth, and I particularly 
appreciate the attention of you, our listener, who has been with us for 
listening to Elizabeth talk about her role. I encourage you to explore 
this if this is an area that interests you and to continue to come back 
for our interviews every Monday for Legal Nurse Podcast. We have 
the companion show on Wednesdays in which I talk about the same 
kind of content that was covered by our guests on Monday. You can 
listen to us at podcast.legalnursebusiness.com or download our new 
app, which is Biz Edu, which you can get at 
legalnursebusiness.com/bizedu. And then you can listen to our 
podcast, read our blogs, take our courses, watch our videos, get our 
free reports, all on your smartphone. That link again is 
legalnursebusiness.com/bizedu.  

Thank you so much for being with us today, Elizabeth, and thank you 
to our listener for being part of the show. 

I’d love for you to be among the first to get my newest book, Networking for 
LNCs. Get your copy by going to LNC.tips/networkingbook.  

Do you have lots of questions about being a legal nurse consultant? Are you 
wondering how to get clients, grow and manage a business, and dig into medical 
records? Do you feel a bit lost? 
 
I’ve got a phenomenal resource for you just waiting on LegalNurseBusiness.com. 
My online training and books are designed to help you discover ways to strengthen 
your skills and businesses. Check them out at legalnursebusiness.com. 
 
Could you use a monthly boost of knowledge to keep your skills sharp? Are you a 
lifelong learner who enjoys the chance to keep expanding your knowledge? 
LNCEU.com gives you two online trainings every month to build your LNC 
business. Look at the options at LNCEU.com and start right away in the comfort of 
your home. 
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Are you interested in building your LNC business by getting more clients, making 
more money and avoiding expensive mistakes? The LNCAcademy.com is the 
coaching program I offer to a select number of LNCs. You get my personal 
attention and mentorship so that you can excel and build a solid foundation for 
your LNC practice. Get all the details at LNCAcademy.com. 
 

 

 
 


