
In a recent poll of SME business owners by Citation, sickness and absence from work  
are the issues that most worry them. 21% of those polled believed that sickness and other 
unauthorised absence had the biggest impact on their business, bigger than disciplinary 
issues, grievances, redundancy and the economy. In such circumstances it is more important 
to focus upon the individual employee than on trends or overall statistics

Simple steps for the workplace
Managing Sickness  
& Absence
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Managing Short-Term Sickness
Ergonomists will advise on how to change aspects of the working environment 
to improve attendance and performance; but from a practical employment law 
perspective the following guidance is pertinent to the management of absence 
from the workplace.

We’ve all experienced it at one time or another during our working life – “I’m not 
feeling too good today, can I be bothered to go to work or not?” and levels of short 
term absence in a business depend on each individual’s answer to this question.

In many cases where the employee is motivated, committed, conscientious etc. 
the answer is going to be “OK, I’m a bit under the weather, but I’m well enough 
to go in.” For others, however, where the motivation and commitment are just not 
there, the more likely outcome is “I’m ill; I can’t be bothered; I’m not going in.”

With some employees, an employer can never do enough to get them to choose 
the first option. The employees don’t have any commitment to the job and would 
rather be doing something, anything, else. Hopefully this doesn’t describe any 
of your own employees. In these cases all you can do is to monitor the absences, 
record the details, hold return to work interviews, and, when the absence level 
becomes unsatisfactory, take disciplinary action.

This same monitoring, recording, return to work contact, and formal action 
process is, however, equally important in all cases of unplanned absence.

Implement Processes
For the majority of employees this process directly influences their decision  
“to attend or not to attend”. In brief:

•   Make it known that you actively record and monitor absences.

•   Actively and consistently carry out ‘return to work’ interviews after every absence.

•   Follow a fair procedure and, where appropriate, take disciplinary action against 
those employees who fall short of the attendance standards.

•   Ensure that employees are aware of the impact of their absence,  
both on customers or clients, and on their work colleagues.

Getting the best out of 
people when they are 

at work is one thing, but 
getting them to attend 

work regularly is a different 
matter entirely. Non-

planned, unauthorised 
absences are the 

most disruptive to any 
organisation, but for SMEs 

in particular each employee 
is a larger percentage of 

the total workforce and so 
a bigger loss if they are 
unexpectedly absent.
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PLEASE NOTE: The above is intended to provide information of general interest but does not give legal advice. 

•   Treat employees in the same way as you would expect to be treated.

•   Ensure all employees are aware that they are expected to follow the absence 
reporting prcoedures.

We would advise having an ‘acceptable’ level of absence in mind and then 
starting a consistent absence management process with everyone who exceeds 
this level. However, within this process you need to be able to respond flexibly 
to a particular individual’s circumstances (e.g. 10 years’ service with no absence, 
but this year they’re having a spate of bad health). You also need to take into 
account any potential ‘discrimination’ issues connected with the absences.  
A word of warning – the statutory definition of ‘disability’ is very broad, and can 
encompass employees who are off regularly with depression, a bad back etc., 
and whose illness might not fit your idea of what makes an employee ‘disabled’.

Communicate Policies to your Employees
Should you tell your employees what the acceptable level of absence is or 
not? There are advantages and disadvantages to both, but we would advise 
a flexible approach by having internal, unpublished management guidance, 
which should ensure a consistent approach to absence management within 
your practice.

All employees should be made aware of the absence reporting procedure  
in the handbook/contract and that they are expected to adhere to this.  
Failure to adhere to this could result in disciplinary action being taken.

Managing Long-Term Sickness
The focus so far has been on frequent, short-term absences that can be very 
disruptive to the business. Long-term sickness absence can also affect the 
business, and knowing when to take action to encourage a return to work  
or decide that the employment can no longer continue is a fine balancing act.

Once an employee has run out of Statutory Sick Pay (SSP), it is seen as an easy 
option to just ignore them on the basis they are unlikely to come back to work 
but aren’t costing anything. However, they remain an employee, accruing 
employment rights such as the right to paid holidays, so it is important to take 
action to identify if and when they are likely to return to work, and if not then 
when might it be appropriate to terminate their employment.

In such circumsatnces you will always be advised that, before any ultimatum 
can be set on a return to work date or date for dismissal, you will need to have 
followed a fair procedure. This will include having regular welfare meetings 
with the employee and being in contact with the employee throughout their 
absence not just when their SSP runs out. This includes keeping them updated 
on any company developments whilst they have been off. Part of this procedure 
will also involve having medical information upon which to base your decision. 
Deciding when to obtain this medical information can be difficult and will 
depend on individual circumstances. For employees who have been off for 
4 weeks or more and who are expected to return to work can be considered 
for the Government’s new Fit for work scheme. GPs or employers can refer 
employees to Fit for Work for a free occupational health assessment. This is 
aimed at getting the employee back to work as soon as possible taking into 
account any adjustments to speed up the employee’s return to work.

For employees where they are not expected back in the short term due to 
the nature of their condition, employers should consider obtaining medical 
evidence in the form of an occupational health report or GP report. Such 
medical evidence will give employers an indication when or if an employee  
is likely to return to work. These reports will also consider any adjustments  
an employer may have to consider if the employee is to return to work.

Additional support  
from Citation.

Citation clients have the support 
of its Helpline that can be 
contacted 24 hours a day,  
7 days a week, every day of the 
year to give advice on handling 
cases of absenteeism as well 
as on a wide range of other 
employment matters.

As part of its service to clients, 
Citation have online tools to help 
manage personnel requests, 
including a process by which  
sickness and other unauthorised 
absences can be recorded, 
monitored, and reported upon, 
providing relevant and accurate 
information to help manage 
absenteeism.


