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Management Training – Module 5 

5 Dealing with 
sickness absence 
 

Why it’s important to monitor and manage absence  
Steps involved in sickness absence management 
Return to work and welfare meetings 
Formal processes 

 

Absence from work, both short and long term, can be for genuine reasons but it can also be 

caused by other factors. Loss of productivity in the workplace is the most significant cost 

when absence is concerned. What’s more; sickness payments, staff cover and 

administration all have a part to play in calculating how much employee absence is costing 

an organisation. All of these indirect costs could be having a huge impact on your business’ 

finances without you even realising it. 

It’s important for any business to have the tools to monitor absence and to measure the 

costs to the business.  From that point, you can start managing sickness absence and more 

importantly, establishing a plan for reducing sickness absence in your business. 

According to figures from the Office of National Statistics looking at sickness absence 

statistics in 2016, the average employee is absent 4.3 days per year and the average cost to 

the business is approximately £600 per employee per year. These figures make it clear just 

how important recording, measuring and monitoring sickness absence figures can be to any 

business. 

Interestingly, this is the lowest average number of days’ absence per person per year since 

the recording of this data started in 1993 when it was 7.2 days per year. 

For what reasons has this figure come down in the intervening years? 
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It’s not just about cost. 

What about: 

The impact on others; 

The impact on workload; 

Team morale? 

 

Common causes for absence 
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Steps involved in sickness absence management 

The process of managing sickness absence begins when an employee notifies you that 

they’re not going to be attending work as expected (i.e. their absence is unplanned). 

 

Unacceptable forms of notification include: 

• Text messages 

• Emails 

• Call made by someone other than the employee (depending on the circumstances) 

 

Members of staff should contact you as soon as possible when it comes to unexpected 

absence. At times, it may not be possible for the employee to give the company prior 

warning until very late notice as they may have been involved in an accident for example, 

but obviously this doesn’t happen very often and recording notification timescales should 

be noted, especially for repeat offenders. 

What does your company policy say about sickness notification? 

 

 

 

 

When should an employee notify you of their absence? 
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What can you ask an employee who has told you they are sick? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What should you ask? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
What should you avoid? 
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What can you ask? 

As long as it’s relevant, you can ask questions to establish what you need to know about the 

employee’s absence. 

What should you ask? 

Most employees will be upfront about why they are off sick, so you may get most, if not all, 

of the below information from them without having to ask. If the employee is vague, you 

should ask: 

• Why are they going to be absent? 

• Are they sick or injured? 

• What’s the issue? (gather enough detail) 

• When do they think they might be returning? 

• Is it serious enough to see a doctor/visit the hospital? 

• Can you contact them if you need to while they’re off? 

 

What should you avoid asking? 

• Asking very personal questions (unless you really need to know!) 

• Imposing a return to work date 

• Jumping to conclusions – it can be easy to think someone is ‘pulling a sickie’ but you 

can never imply you think they are lying! 

 

Make sure you know what the next steps are: 

• Are you going to call them for an update? 

• Are they going to call you with an update? 

• When will you next speak to them? 

• How will you make contact – mobile or home number? 
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Certifying absence 

Self-certifying: 

Employees only need a fit note from a doctor after 7 days off work sick. If they are ill just 

before or during their holiday, they can take it as sick leave instead. 

• Used to certify absence of less than 7 days 

• Employee must complete the form themselves 

• Used for SSP payment purposes (compliance with regulations) 

• Can also be a deterrent for persistent non-genuine absences 
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Fit notes: 

What is your understanding about Fit Notes? 
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More than seven days off sick 

If the employee is off work sick for more than seven days, they will need to provide a Fit 
Note from their GP or hospital doctor. Fit notes are sometimes referred to as medical 
statements, doctor's note or sick notes. When counting the days an employee has been sick, 
you need to count ALL days including those days they do not work such as rest days. 
 
A doctor will assess the employee, and if they decide their health affects their fitness for 
work, they can issue a fit note and advise either that: 

• they are "not fit for work"   
• they "may be fit for work taking into account the following advice"  

Their doctor will choose the "may be fit for work" option if they think that the employee is 
able to do some work even if it not their usual job – with support from the company. 

For example, their doctor may suggest possible changes, such as: 

• returning to work gradually – for example, by starting part-time  
• temporarily working different hours  
• performing different duties or tasks  
• having other support to do their job – for example, if they have back pain, avoiding 

heavy lifting  

 

When it’s not sickness or injury? 

What happens if the employee themselves is not sick or injured when they call in? 
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• Ask what the reason is for the absence 

• Ask if it relates to a child or other dependant 

• Find out if it’s a serious issue 

• Find out if it’s due to a death or serious illness 

• This could be a situation calling for time off for dependants or compassionate leave 

 

Make sure all sickness is recorded properly, including: 

• Dates of absence 

• How many periods of absence 

• Reasons for absence 

• Return to work completed 

If you record all absence, it will be easier to see patterns and trends within your company 

and it can help you when discussing absence with employees.  

• Accuracy of data and information 

• Using standard forms means consistency across different Managers 

• Provides a true picture of the employee’s attendance record 

• Documents the process followed 

• Provides an evidence trail 

• Allows the Company to make better informed decisions 

Records relating to pregnancy and disability should be kept separately. 
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Why do you think this is? 
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• Both are reasons for absence that should be noted but not used to penalise the 

employee in any way 

• Absence records can be used for disciplinary purposes 

• Absence records can also be used in redundancy situations 

• Risk of making discriminatory decisions 

• Pregnancy related absences can help an employer to decide if maternity leave 

should be brought forward.  

Data protection: 

It is important that an employer keeps confidential records of medical certificates and 
correspondence to and from the employee relating to their absence. 

An employer should ensure that accurate and legible records of conversations, voice mails 
and meetings are retained. If the employee is ultimately dismissed on grounds of capability, 
the employer will need to show that they acted reasonably in deciding to dismiss on these 
ground. 

However, employers must be careful not to breach the Data Protection Act 1998 when they 
collect, use and store information about their employees’ absence. Details of an employee’s 
health, either physical or mental, are categorised as ‘sensitive personal data’ under the Data 
Protection Act.  

True or false? 

If an employee has a genuine reason for their absence, you just have to deal with it.  

False  

As a Manager, you can flag up (and deal with) concerns with an employee’s attendance. 

Even if their reason for being absent is completely genuine. 
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Return to work – Welfare meeting 

The whole purpose of a welfare meeting is to have a discussion with the employee and offer 

support, before the issue escalates. Holding welfare meetings with staff can often highlight 

concerns before they become an issue. Managers can often spot when an employee is 

struggling, but sometimes they end up waiting for something to happen. The purpose and 

format of welfare meetings are: 

• Informal (not part of a formal disciplinary/capability process) 

• Follows a set agenda 

• Identify the Company’s concerns about attendance 

• Ask questions to gather information  

• Establish if there are underlying medical reasons 

• Encourage improvement in attendance  

• Agree targets for improvement  

You should: 

• Bring their attendance record and any return to work notes, fit notes, self cert 

forms  

• Start from a position of innocent until proven guilty 

• Question the genuine nature of the reasons for absence (or not at this point 

anyway!) 

• Explain that the attendance record is not acceptable and needs to improve 

• Confirm that you need to gather more information to understand the bigger 

picture 

Summary of potential outcomes: 

• No action (employee gives satisfactory reason for absence) 

• Welfare meeting 

• A written improvement notice  

• Further Investigation (asking for medical advice) 
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Written improvement notice 

If an employee’s absence is still poor after a welfare meeting with no one fixed reason for 

absence, a written improvement notice can be issued to them after a discussion to outline 

what has been discussed and agreeable action points. The notice needs to outline the 

improvements required in a certain timeframe and it also needs to explain what happens if 

improvement is not seen. This can mean discussing the need to seek medical advice if 

necessary.   

 

How can we tell or find out if an employee’s absence is genuine or not? 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Seek medical advice  
Employers may seek consent for medical advice from: 

A GP 

A Specialist 

Occupational Health team in a local hospital or a specialist company. 
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This is to help determine if they need to make reasonable adjustments such as an adapted 

working environment, or additional flexibility.  

Questions to ask when requesting a medical report: 

• What is the condition? 

• What is the prognosis? 

• Is it related to their job? 

• Does it affect their job? 

• What can be done to support them to improve their attendance? 

• What else do you need to know? 

 

Remember! 

You must always seek the employee’s permission before asking for medical advice in a 

signed document! 

A medical report provides information on genuine reasons for absence and if changes can 

be made to support the employee at work (reasonable adjustments) 

 

Reasonable adjustments include: 

• Temporary or permanent changes to working hours/days 

• Temporary or permanent changes to working environment 

• Adjustments to equipment 

• Adjustments to tasks or duties 

• Provision of additional equipment/furniture 

 

Who decides what’s reasonable? 
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• The company decides if the suggested adjustments are reasonable or not 

• If they cannot be accommodated, the next step is to consider capability procedures 

which may result in dismissal 

A note of caution 

It is essential to check/verify if the reason for absence could be disability-related.  There is 

an extra responsibility to consider and implement reasonable adjustments.   

If the employee has a disability which disadvantages them at work or when they want to 

apply for a job, an employer has to make adjustments which are reasonable in order to 

overcome the disadvantage. 

You cannot ask an employee to cover any associated costs with making these adjustments.   

There are three different things employers may have to do to make it easier for an 

employee to do their job or apply for a job, if you’re disabled. These are: 

• change the way things are done in the workplace 

• make physical changes to the office premises 

• provide extra aids or support. 

You will only need to make adjustments that stop them suffering a disadvantage, so you 

don't have to make every adjustment that is possible or suggested. 

Definition of Disability under the Equality Act 2010  

An employee is disabled under the Equality Act 2010 if they have a physical or mental 

impairment that has a 'substantial' and 'long-term' negative effect on their ability to do 

normal daily activities. 

Formal process – capability 

Key points to note 

• Similar to disciplinary process  

• Issue is capability to do the role (i.e. medical capability) 

• Can give a series of warnings to see attendance improvement 

• Can move to dismissal in the most serious of cases 

• Always seek medical advice/input 

• Decision to dismiss has to be a Management decision  
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Important points to note 

• Confidentiality  

• Sensitivity  

• Lack of blame 

• Difficult decision to dismiss 
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What are you going to do differently? 

 

Contact: 

Keeping HR Simple 

Katherine Duff 

01487 815720 

 


