
Medical ‘Plateaus’ Don’t Always Mean Maximum Medical Recovery 

The Confusing Middle Ground Between Injury and Recovery 

After a work injury, recovery rarely follows a straight line. Progress can be slow, uneven, and 

full of unexpected complications. Many workers find themselves stuck in what doctors call a 

“plateau,” a phase where improvement appears to temporarily halt. Unfortunately, insurers 

often misinterpret this phase as the end of recovery. 

This confusion can cost injured workers real money. When insurers label a plateau as maximum 

medical improvement (MMI), they often push to reduce benefits, deny additional care, or settle 

the claim before the worker is ready. But a plateau is not necessarily permanent, and it is not a 

legal endpoint. In serious cases involving neurological or orthopedic injuries, setbacks and 

symptom fluctuations are part of the medical reality. 

What makes the difference is how these issues are documented and presented. That is where a 

skilled NYC workers’ compensation lawyer becomes essential. With the right legal strategy, a 

temporary pause in healing is treated as part of the process, not the end of it. 

What Is a Medical Plateau? 

A medical plateau refers to a period where an injured worker’s condition seems to stop 

improving, but future recovery is still possible. It is not the same as MMI, which is a formal legal 

and medical finding that no further significant improvement is expected. 

Medical plateaus are especially common in complex injuries involving: 

• Back and Spinal Injuries: Pain may fluctuate based on activity, therapy, or reinjury. 

• Joint Injuries Requiring Surgery: Recovery often comes in waves, with new gains 

followed by periods of pain or stiffness. 

• Nerve Damage or Neuropathy: Symptoms like tingling, numbness, or shooting pain can 

intensify without warning. 

• Traumatic Brain Injuries (TBI): Healing may involve long plateaus followed by sudden 

progress or relapse. 

These conditions are dynamic by nature. A true understanding of the recovery process means 

recognizing that a plateau is a pause, not a finish line. 

Jobs Where Medical Plateaus Are Especially Common 

Certain industries expose workers to high physical strain, repetitive stress, and traumatic 

injuries. These conditions often lead to slow, unpredictable recoveries. In these jobs, reaching a 
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temporary “plateau” is common, but insurers still try to treat these pauses as the end of the 

healing process. 

Industries where plateaus and MMI disputes frequently arise include: 

• Construction: Workers often suffer orthopedic injuries, spine trauma, or head injuries 

from falls, equipment mishaps, or repetitive motion. Long recoveries are typical, 

especially after surgery or nerve damage. 

• Healthcare: Nurses, aides, and hospital workers frequently deal with lifting and 

overexertion injuries. Back injuries, joint damage, and cumulative trauma can all lead to 

prolonged healing timelines with setbacks. 

• Transportation and Delivery: Bus drivers, truckers, and delivery workers are vulnerable 

to serious back, neck, or knee injuries from crashes or long hours behind the wheel. 

These injuries tend to fluctuate and rarely resolve quickly. 

• Manufacturing and Warehousing: Repetitive motion, equipment accidents, and heavy 

lifting contribute to injuries that do not follow a smooth recovery path. Older workers or 

those with pre-existing conditions are often at greater risk. 

• Public Sector and First Responders: Police, firefighters, sanitation workers, and transit 

employees work in high-risk environments and often experience severe injuries. The 

physical demands of the job make it harder to reach full recovery, and MMI disputes can 

lead to significant financial loss. 

In these roles, early pressure to classify a case as MMI can lead to reduced care and 

compensation. That’s why it’s vital to have a legal team that understands the job, the injury, 

and how to keep the claim open until real recovery occurs. 

Why Insurers Misuse Plateaus to Deny or Reduce Benefits 

Insurers benefit financially when a claim is closed early. A plateau gives them an opening to 

argue that the worker is no longer improving and should therefore be treated as fully 

recovered. They may request an independent medical examination, push treating providers to 

classify the worker as stable, or begin limiting treatment approvals. 

This strategy is particularly common in cases involving chronic pain, nerve injury, or 

psychological symptoms. These are conditions the insurer views as “subjective.” When 

symptoms fluctuate, insurers suggest exaggeration, unrelated causes, or secondary gain. The 

goal is simple: reduce exposure by minimizing the medical timeline. 

Without intervention, a worker’s benefits may be reduced or shut down altogether. Treatment 

that once supported recovery may no longer be authorized, even when additional care could 

meaningfully improve function. 



Medical Setbacks and Fluctuations Are Part of Healing 

Workers recovering from orthopedic or neurological injuries routinely experience cycles of 

improvement and regression. Pain increases after physical therapy. Nerve symptoms intensify 

at rest. Fatigue worsens without warning. Cognitive symptoms may fluctuate unpredictably. 

These changes do not signal final recovery. They confirm that the injury is still active. Healing is 

incremental, and each setback often provides critical diagnostic information. When setbacks 

are misinterpreted as exaggeration or noncompliance, injured workers lose access to treatment 

that could help them move past the plateau. 

Recognizing these patterns and explaining them in medical terms that withstand insurer 

scrutiny is essential to protecting benefits. 

How Legal Strategy Keeps the Case Open and Compensation Flowing 

When a case is handled strategically, temporary plateaus are documented as part of a longer 

recovery, not as signs that the claim should close. A lawyer who understands these issues will: 

• Challenge Premature MMI Findings: By coordinating with treating physicians who 

understand the injury’s trajectory. 

• Link Plateaus to Underlying Injuries: So that insurers cannot isolate symptoms as 

unrelated or exaggerated. 

• Organize Medical Narratives That Reflect Real Recovery: Including new diagnoses, 

reinjury, or the need for surgery or additional therapy. 

• Preserve Benefit Entitlement: So that wage loss and treatment coverage continue 

during setbacks. 

This process is not easy, but with the right legal structure in place, it becomes manageable. 

Instead of scrambling to defend isolated symptoms, the entire claim is supported by consistent 

evidence that explains the medical reality. 

What Happens If Your Claim Is Closed Too Early 

When a plateau is misinterpreted as final recovery, the effects are immediate. Access to 

physical therapy, pain management, injections, and specialist care may be restricted or 

terminated. Wage-loss benefits may be reduced even though the worker still cannot return to 

full duty. 

Early closure also complicates future care. If the worker’s condition worsens, securing new 

treatment approvals becomes harder. If surgery becomes necessary later, insurers may dispute 

its connection to the work injury. And if the injury causes long-term impairment, benefits may 

be limited by a premature classification. 



Preventing these outcomes requires proactive advocacy before an insurer treats the plateau as 

definitive. 

Talk to NY Workers’ Comp Lawyers Who Understand Recovery Isn’t a Straight Line 

When an injured worker reaches a plateau, the claim enters a legally vulnerable stage. Insurers 

use this moment to argue for closure, and without strong representation, workers risk losing 

the benefits they still need. A knowledgeable attorney can step in to keep the claim active, 

protect lost wages, and secure continued access to necessary medical treatment. 

At Pasternack Tilker Ziegler Walsh Stanton & Romano LLP, this is what we do. Our firm has 

represented over 100,000 injured workers across New York and recovered billions in 

compensation. We understand how insurers misinterpret medical plateaus, and we know how 

to challenge premature conclusions about recovery. With more than 90 years of combined 

experience, our legal team is prepared to handle the complexities of fluctuating injuries, from 

orthopedic setbacks to neurological symptoms that do not follow a straight line. 

If you are being pressured to settle or told you’ve reached maximum improvement when your 

condition is still unstable, don’t navigate it alone. Let our team help you fight back, keep your 

case open, and push for the full benefits you are entitled to. 

Contact us to schedule a free case evaluation today with a Manhattan workers’ compensation 

attorney who understands what you’re going through and knows how to protect your future. 

We are here to help. 
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