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There are two types 
of sickness absence 
– short term and 
long term. 



Long term is commonly defined as lasting 
4 weeks or more. Two thirds of absence is 
attributed to short term absence. The most 
common cause of short-term absence is 
minor illness such as a cold or headache. 
Minor illness remains the most common 
cause of short-term absence followed by 
musculoskeletal injuries, back pain and 
stress. There are still a significant number of 
organisations reporting an increase in stress 
and mental health problems within  
their workforce.

Absence policies

A business should have a good absence 
policy in place that supports its objectives 
and culture. Having a policy will also comply 
with the Employment Rights Act 1996, which 
requires employers to provide staff with 
information on ‘any terms and conditions 
relating to incapacity for work due to 
sickness or injury, including any provision for 
sick pay’.

A policy should include:
• Details of statutory and/or contractual sick 

pay including eligibility rules;
• What an employee should do if they are 

sick. In particular, when and whom they 
should notify if they are unable to  
attend work;

• Information on when and how to 
complete a self-certificate form;

• Information on when and how to submit  
a medical certificate (fit-note) from  
their doctor;

• State that the business has the right 
to require the employee to attend an 
examination by an appointed doctor and 
(with the employees consent) obtain a 
medical report from the  
employee’s doctor;

• Information on return to work interviews.

Did you know...
Employees don’t have to be signed off for 
a set period before you can take steps to 
manage their absence (e.g. contact them, 
obtain a medical report, etc). 
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Managing an absence

WorkNest’s top tips for successfully 
managing absence are as follows:
1. Involve line managers 

There is an important role for line 
managers, who often manage the contact 
with the absent employee and facilitate a 
return to work 
 
Managers need good communication 
skills to encourage employees to discuss 
problems at an early stage before matters 
escalate. Managers should be provided 
with appropriate training. 
 
Training should include:
• The absence policy and procedure;
• Their role in managing absence;
• The disciplinary procedure;
• The legal implications involved;
• The role of occupational  

health services;
• Return to work interview skills;
• How to handle sensitive and/or 

difficult conversations.
2. Keep in contact 

Ensure contact is maintained on a regular 
basis using a sensitive and non-intrusive 
approach. Agreed regular contact will 
ensure the employer and employee are 
aware of all relevant information and 
facilitate conversations about a return  
to work.

3. Hold return to work interviews 
These have been identified as the 
most effective intervention to short-
term absence. They help identify any 
problems at an early stage and provide 
an opportunity to start a dialogue with 
employees regarding their absence. 

Records of interviews also provide good 
evidence in the event that disciplinary 
procedures are instigated.

4. Utilise occupational health services 
Health professionals can play a major 
role in evaluating reasons for absence, 
conducting health assessments, 
providing information on diagnosis and 
symptoms of illness, how this will affect 
work, and in facilitating a return to work.

For frequent or longer-term 
absences:

5. Make adjustments 
The aim of adjustments (often made in 
conjunction with a medical report) is to 
remove or reduce the risks and obstacles 
that hinder a return to work. 
 
Examples of adjustments include:
• Adjusted working hours to allow a 

gradual return to work, accommodate 
family demands, reduce pressure, 
reduce symptoms of illness etc;

• Providing special equipment such as 
wrist supports or a special chair;

• A temporary or permanent change in 
tasks to be carried out.

6. Have a return to work plan 
This can be arranged and continued 
for an agreed period of time. The plan 
should include goals, statements about 
new working patterns, details about 
adjustments, who will manage the 
process, checks to ensure the plan is put 
into practice, and review dates. A good 
return to work plan will ease a transition 
back to work and maintain a good 
working relationship.
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Did you know...
Alcoholism is not covered by the 
disability provisions of the Equality 
Act, but illness caused by it (such as 
cirrhosis) may be? People who are 
classed as obese may be considered 
to be disabled for the purposes of the 
Equality Act.
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Disability Discrimination

The Equality Act 2010 prohibits 
discrimination in the workplace on the 
grounds of disability. Disability is defined 
as ‘a physical or mental impairment, which 
has a substantial and long-term adverse 
effect on his ability to carry out normal 
day to day activities’. The definition is very 
wide in scope. The effect of the Act is 
that employers have to make ‘reasonable 
adjustments’ to accommodate a person with 
a disability.

Adjustments that may be required include:
• Making physical adjustments to the 

workplace;
• Allocating some duties to another person;
• Appointment to a different role;
• Altering working hours;
• Providing special equipment.

If you think an employee may be covered 
by the Equality Act, it is essential that you 
contact your WorkNest legal or HR advisor 
before taking any disciplinary action relating 
to absence.

 0345 226 8393

 worknest.com 

 enquiries@worknest.com
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