
 

 

Lengthy sickness absence and Medical 
Services  
 
Introduction  
 
There may be some occasions when an employee has repeated short periods of absence and 
submits either self-certificates or doctor’s medial certificates. These absences cost UK employers 
billions of pounds each year and managing sickness absence can reduce costs and increase 
productivity. Citation clients who have undertaken absence management initiatives to address this 
issue have seen significant reductions in sickness absence levels.  
 
However, when a serious illness or injury is diagnosed, for example a serious fracture, malignant 
disease or an operation, it is unlikely that incapacity for work will be in doubt during the period for 
which SSP is payable and challenging an employee’s continuing absence would normally be 
inappropriate in such cases. On the other hand, illnesses may continue for longer than expected.  
 
Seeking medical advice about lengthy sickness absences  
 
The list at the end of this Factsheet gives some of the diagnoses commonly given by doctors as the 
cause of incapacity on medical certificates issued by them. Rather than specify every illness or 
disease, the list groups similar illnesses under one heading and suggests a period of absence from 
work after which an employer may wish to consider seeking medical advice.  
 
For example, the group ‘mouth and throat disorders’ would be used if the doctor’s diagnosis is 
tonsillitis. It would be reasonable to seek advice after two months.  
 
If the employee’s absence lasts longer than would normally be expected the employer could decide 
to:  

• stop paying SSP and explain the reasons to the employee,  
 

• continue paying SSP but seek medical advice,  
 

• accept the incapacity as genuine and continue paying SSP.  
 
If the employer decides to seek medical advice, it can use its own medical adviser, seek a report from 
the employee’s doctor or seek the help of Medical Services.  
 
If the employer has its own medical advisers, it should ask them to look into the matter and advise if 
they accept that the employee is incapable of work or not. If the employer wants a medical report from 
the employee’s own doctor, expert HR advice should be taken, as there are very strict rules to be 
followed.  
 
 
Involving Medical Services  
 
Medical Services is contracted to a number of government departments and, although its main job is 
to give advice on the medical aspects of claims for State benefits, as a hang-over from the days when 



 

 

employers were rebated with SSP payments, it can also give advice to employers about an 
employee’s incapacity for work if the employee receives SSP as a result of the incapacity.  
 
If an employer wishes to get advice from Medical Services, they should write to their nearest HMRC 
office explaining that they are seeking an opinion from Medical Services on whether the employee is 
incapable of working or not in connection with SSP. Contact with Medical Services should not be 
made until the period of absence for the illness shown at the end of this Factsheet has expired.  
 

The letter state: 
 
• the employee’s full name, address, date of birth, sex and NI number, 
•  
• the employee’s occupation and main activities involved in doing the job,  

 
• the employer’s reason for requesting an opinion,  

 
• the outcome of any control action already taken by the employer during the present spell of 

sickness,  
 

• In addition, the following must be enclosed with the letter:  
• the employee’s written consent (see below),  

 
• the latest medical certificate submitted by the employee, making sure the doctor’s name and 

address are clear.  
 
HMRC will then forward the case to Medical Services, who will ask for a report from the employee’s 
doctor. If Medical Services reach the opinion, based on the report, that the employee is incapable of 
working, they will tell HMRC who will contact the employer.  
 
However, if Medical Services feels it is necessary for a doctor to examine the employee before they 
can give an opinion, the employee will be asked to attend for an examination. After the examination, a 
report will be sent to HMRC. In the report, the doctor will say whether or not they think the employee 
is incapable of working. HMRC will then write to the employer outlining Medical Services opinion.  
 
 
Action on receipt of the medical advice  
 
If the medical advice is that the employee has reasonable grounds for the continuing absence, the 
employer should continue (or reinstate) SSP payments. If the medical advice is that the employee is 
capable of working, the employer needs to decide what action to take next. If the decision is not to 
pay SSP, the employer must explain its decision to the employee. If the employee is dissatisfied, they 
are entitled to a written explanation from their employer. If they are still dissatisfied, they are entitled 
to seek a formal decision from HMRC.  
 
If a formal decision is sought from HMRC, it will ask Medical Services for a copy of the medical 
reports they have, reach a decision as to whether or not SSP should be paid and inform both the 
employer and the employee of their decision. 
 
 
 



 

 

If the employee refuses to consent to a medical opinion  
 
If the employee refuses to give written consent for the employer to seek medical advice, the next step 
is again for the employer to decide. The decision could be that the refusal to provide consent is 
sufficient grounds for doubting that the incapacity is genuine and stop paying SSP.  
 
Again, if the employer decides to stop paying SSP, it must explain its decision to the employee. The 
employee is entitled to a written explanation from the employer as to why SSP is being withheld and 
they can ask HMRC to review the employer’s decision, as detailed above.  
 
 
If the employee refuses to consent to a medical opinion 
 
If the employee refuses to give written consent for the employer to seek medical advice, the next step 
is again for the employer to decide. The decision could be that the refusal to provide consent is 
sufficient grounds for doubting that the incapacity is genuine and stop paying SSP.  
 
Again, if the employer decides to stop paying SSP, it must explain its decision to the employee. The 
employee is entitled to a written explanation from the employer as to why SSP is being withheld and 
they can ask HMRC to review the employer’s decision, as detailed above.  
 

 
 
Control periods for common ailments (in weeks) 
 

Ailment 
Control Period 

(weeks) 
Addiction (drugs or alcohol) 10 
Anaemia (other than in pregnancy) 4 
Anorexia  10 
Arthritis (unspecified) 10 
Back and spinal disorders (PID, sciatica, spondylitis) 10 
Concussion 4 



 

 

Debility: cardiac, nervous, post-op, post-partum 10 
Debility: other 4 
Fainting 4 
Fractures of lower limbs 10 
Fractures of upper limbs 10 
Gastro-enteritis, gastritis, D&V 4 
Giddiness 4 
Haemorrhage 4 
Headache, migraine 4 
Hernia (strangulated) 10 
Inflammation and swelling 4 
Insomnia 10 
Investigation 10 
Joint disorders (other than arthritis and rheumatism) 10 
Kidney and bladder disorders, cystitis, UTI 4 
Menstrual disorders, menorrhagia, D&C 10 
Mouth and throat disorders 4 4 
No abnormality detected Immediate Immediate 
Nervous illnesses 10 
Not yet diagnosed 4 
Obesity Immediate Immediate 
Observation 4 
Post natal conditions 10 
Respiratory illnesses: Asthma 10 
Respiratory illnesses:: cold, coryza, URTI, influenza 4 
Respiratory illnesses: bronchitis 4 
Skin conditions, dermatitis, eczema 10 
Sprains, strains, bruises 4 
Tachycardia 10 
Ulcers: perforated 10 
Ulcers: peptic, gastric, duodenal 4 
Ulcers: varicose 10 
Ulcers: corneal 4 
Wounds, cuts, lacerations, abrasions, burns, blisters, splinters, foreign 
body 4 
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