
   

 

MANAGING ILL HEALTH AND ABSENCE 

Establishing an absence management policy 

For smaller employers it may not be necessary to have a written policy in place but it 
is wise to adopt a standard procedure when dealing with absence management.  For 
example, at what point will you start disciplining for persistent absenteeism and after 
what length of absence will you ask an employee for permission to seek a medical 
report?  For larger employers it is sensible for this type of procedure to be contained 
in a separate policy which will be included in the Employee Handbook and/or 
distributed to employees.   

Regardless of the reason for or length of absence, it is a good idea to implement the 
following standard practices as they are an effective way of reducing absence levels: 

• Require employees to complete a Self-Certification Form upon their return to 
work, regardless of whether their absence was certified by a doctor or not.    
This should include information such as the symptoms of the illness and 
whether the employee sought medical treatment during their absence. 

 

• Hold a return to work interview.  At the interview, go through the Self-
Certification Form and ask the employee whether they consider their absence 
was absolutely necessary.  Ask them to consider the impact of their absence 
upon their colleagues and the fact that they had to perform the employee's 
duties during his absence and ask him to consider acknowledging their efforts 
to them.  This is a very effective way of reducing "non-genuine" absences! 

Recording employees' absence 

This is essential in effective absence management.  Many employers tend not to 
record absence from work unless it is longer than 3 days and SSP is payable.  However, 
many employers complain about employees who have excessive short-term absence 
of one or two days but then do not have the evidence to back up a disciplinary 
procedure. 

Keep an attendance record of all employees, noting whether they are absent due to 
ill health, holiday or other (e.g. maternity leave).  If an employee has not phoned into 
work to report their absence, contrary to an absence reporting procedure, this 
absence should be recorded as unauthorised and should be treated as misconduct.  
You should also record whether an employee arrives late or leaves early and, again, if 
they do treat this as a misconduct issue. 

How to deal with frequent short-term absences 

As a result of your record keeping you should be able to establish the average number 
of days’ sickness per employee per year.  You may feel it appropriate to start dealing 



   

with employees whose absence exceeds this level.  In particular those employees 
whose absence is only for one or two days can be more disruptive than the employees 
who are absent for periods of one week or more. 

Invite the employee (in writing) to attend an absence level review meeting.  Discuss 
the employee's level of absence with them, in particular explaining that their absence 
has now exceeded the company's average levels.  If any pattern has evolved for the 
employee's absence (e.g. on Mondays) bring this to the employee's attention.  Ask the 
employee whether they can give an explanation as to why their absence is higher than 
their colleagues or why there appears to be a pattern to their illness.  It may be that 
there are personal or family circumstances which make it more difficult for an 
employee to attend work on a particular day and cause them to call in sick.  If so, 
explore whether anything can be done to help the employee with those problems.  If 
not, inform the employee that they are now part of the absence management 
procedure and any further absence in the next 6 months will warrant a written 
warning and the rest of the disciplinary procedure could follow that. 

You should also enquire whether there is any underlying cause for the employee's 
absences.  For example, the employee may be having a lot of absence due to severe 
headaches but these could be caused by illnesses such as epilepsy, diabetes or high 
blood pressure which may, in turn, amount to disabilities under the Equality Act 2010. 
In these circumstances the duty to make reasonable adjustments would be triggered 
and this could require you to “discount” periods of disability related absence when 
considering whether to take disciplinary action for poor attendance. 

If the employee's absence is repeated, use the disciplinary procedure.   

Set further absence ground rules, such as if the employee has a tendency to get a 
relative or friend to call into work to report their absence, require the employee to 
call in personally and speak to their manager or a director personally.  The person to 
whom they speak should ask the same questions as those that would be asked at a 
return to work interview, i.e. the reason for the absence, the expected length of the 
absence, whether the employee intends to seek medical advice, whether the 
employee really feels it necessary to take a day off and whether the employee 
understands the impact of his absence on his colleagues. 

How to deal with long term absence 

Long term absence is normally classed as absence last for longer than about four 
weeks. However, some companies may feel that this should be a shorter or longer 
period - there is no legal limit. 

Long term absence should be treated differently from short term absence.  It is not a 
disciplinary offence and requires more detailed medical investigation.  In addition, 
the employee's injury or illness may qualify as a disability within the meaning of the 
Equality Act 2010 ("the EqA").  This will create additional liability and obligations, in 



   

particular to make reasonable adjustments to the employee's duties, hours, place of 
work or job equipment. 
 
When the employee has been off sick for the period the company deems to be "long 
term" the company should ask the employee to attend a meeting to discuss their on-
going absence and prognosis.  If you do arrange a meeting with them, whilst you will 
invite them to attend the meeting at work, you should also offer either to go to the 
employee's home or to meet at a neutral place.  An employee may not be 
comfortable with coming into the working environment, particularly if their absence 
is due to work related stress.   
 
At the meeting the employee should be asked, as sensitively as possible, for details 
of their illness and symptoms and whether they are receiving medical treatment.  
They should be asked whether they think they will be fit to return to work and, if 
not, how long they expect to be absent for.  They should also be asked whether they 
would consent to the company obtaining a report from their GP or consultant (if 
they are seeing one) and, if so, ask them to sign a Medical Consent Form.  Confirm 
the details of this meeting to the employee in writing and what plan of action has 
been agreed, e.g. to request a medical report.  Confirm that when the medical 
evidence is received the employee will be asked to attend a further meeting to 
discuss the report. 
 
If the employee either refuses to or expresses reluctance to attend a meeting, write 
to the employee after the meeting once again asking for his permission to get a 
medical report and enclose a copy of the Medical Consent Form. 

If the employee refuses to give their consent to a medical report you should write to 
them explaining that the company has an obligation to consider whether the 
employee is going to be medically fit to return to work and that it is reasonably entitled 
to make medical enquiries.  Explain that persistent refusal to cooperate in the 
procedure may result in the company having to come to the conclusion (without 
evidence to the contrary) that the employee is going to be unfit to attend work again 
and that the only option is to terminate employment due to ill health.  For further 
guidance on this issue you should call the HR Helpline. 

When the employee provides their consent to obtain a medical report you should 
write to the employee's GP or consultant asking for their opinion as to their fitness 
to do their job.  In order to do this you should include a copy of the person's job 
description and person specification (if they have one) or include some detail about 
the employee's job and duties.  If the employee's illness or injury is physical (e.g. a 
bad back) it is often helpful to include details of the sort of weights that the 
employee needs to lift and whether there is any bending or stretching involved in 
their job.  You should ask the doctor's opinion as to whether they consider the 
employee is ever going to be fit to resume their duties and, if not, whether they 
could do so with any adjustments to the position.  You should ask what treatment 
the employee is receiving and whether they would be benefited by any further 



   

treatment.  The doctor should be asked for an estimated date of return to work and 
whether there is a likelihood of further absences in the future. 
 
If the medical report confirms that the employee is suffering from a condition that 
amounts to a disability the company has a duty to consider whether it can make any 
reasonable adjustments to the employee’s job or place of work in order to 
accommodate that disability and to put the employee back on a "level playing field" 
with his colleagues.   

Possible reasonable adjustments  

These adjustments could be appropriate in a situation where an employee has been 
on short or long-term sickness absence, or where an employee is injured or has a 
recurring illness or disability. Employers should also always consider adjustments in 
terms of what would be considered reasonable in the context of the specific 
circumstances. Making appropriate adjustments would go towards discharging the 
employer’s duty under the EqA in the case of a disabled employee, and would also be 
part of a reasonable capability procedure in the case of an employee on long-term 
sickness leave. 
 

• Staggered return to work: this could involve an employee coming back part-
time for an initial period during which they become accustomed to the working 
environment at a slower pace. They could then begin to increase their working 
hours gradually back up to their usual rate 

 

• Varied start and finish times: this adjustment might assist an employee with an 
illness or disability who might otherwise find it difficult to travel in rush hours 
or an employee with a thyroid problem or ME who suffers from extreme 
tiredness and experiences difficulty with getting up in the morning 

 

• Relocating an employee’s workstation so as to remove any obstacles to 
efficient working. This could avoid a staircase for an employee with mobility 
problems, or moving away from a noisy open plan office for an employee with 
hearing difficulties 

 

• Continuing sickness pay beyond any contractual or discretionary policy, 
especially in circumstances where a short extension might facilitate an 
employee’s return to work or prevent their condition deteriorating 

 

• Reallocating an employee's duties to colleagues either temporarily or 
permanently where the disabled employee experiences difficulties with them 
for a reason related to their disability. Any significant change in duties should 
be agreed in advance with all members of staff involved 

 

• Purchasing equipment or software which assists an employee to carry out their 
duties − for example, voice recognition software for an employee suffering 
from repetitive strain injury or a suitcase with wheels to assist an employee 



   

with back problems who has to transport paper files. 
 
It is advisable to agree with the affected employee that any adjustments will operate 
for an initial trial period, following which the parties should meet to review their 
effectiveness, carry out an assessment and discuss any changes which might improve 
their operation. 
 
It may be appropriate to consult with outside experts as to what would amount to a 
reasonable adjustment.  For example, many local health authorities and Chambers of 
Commerce have partnerships which advise upon health and safety and workplace 
fitness and can often provide low-cost useful advice.  In any event, if you have an 
employee who suffers from a disability it is advisable to telephone the HR Helpline for 
further advice. 
 
Even if the employee's condition is not a disability, the company still has to explore 
whether it can do anything to help the employee return to work and the above list of 
suggested reasonable adjustments would also be appropriate in these circumstances.  
If the employee is awaiting medical treatment e.g. physiotherapy consider funding this 
treatment privately as it may speed the employee's return to work. 
 
When the doctor's report has been received, you should then invite the employee to 
a meeting to discuss the report.  The doctor’s report may predict a return to work in, 
for example, 3 to 6 months.  In these circumstances, it is probably safer to delay a 
decision for another 4 to 5 months and then repeat the above procedure.  The 
employee’s feedback on the medical report should be obtained.  If he agrees with the 
report, it is far more helpful. 
 
If the medical report states that a return to work is not going to happen in the 
foreseeable future, that there is nothing the company can do to help the employee 
return to work, and the employee agrees with this, then the only option open may be 
to terminate employee's employment on the grounds of ill health.  In these 
circumstances, the ACAS Code of Practice should be followed and you should not 
entertain going down this route until you have called the HR Helpline for further 
guidance. 

Keep a paper trail  

When following a disciplinary or capability procedure it is essential to ensure that 
accurate and legible records are kept of all meetings and correspondence. If an 
employer dismisses an employee who has been on long-term sickness leave for 
capability, one of the key issues to be determined if the employee subsequently brings 
a Tribunal claim for unfair dismissal will be whether the employer acted reasonably in 
treating the capability of the employee as grounds for dismissal.  
 
Managers should retain file notes of telephone conversations with absent employees, 
as well as records of telephone messages left, together with the names of any family 
members who took messages and the numbers dialed. Ideally, messages and 



   

telephone conversations should be followed up with letters summarising the steps 
taken to contact the employee and any action plans agreed, such as arranging to visit 
the employee at their house, or requesting that they provide copies of up-to-date 
sickness certificates. Such documentation will provide important contemporaneous 
evidence that an employer took reasonable steps to keep in touch with an employee 
on sick leave. This documentation should be written in a non-judgmental factual style 
however as it is likely to be disclosable in any Tribunal proceedings.  
 
Records should be stored confidentially, in accordance with any record-keeping policy 
and only used for the purposes for which they are collected. In this respect, employers 
should consider the Information Commissioner's guidance as set out in the 
Employment Practices Data Protection Code, Part 4: Information about workers' 
health and the associated supplementary guidance. For example, employers might 
consider storing documentation relating to the reasons for an employee's sickness or 
disability separately to anonymised data on sickness absences. 

Stress 

If stress is identified as the reason for the employee's, the company will be on notice 
of the health risk and needs to take reasonable steps to remove that risk.  For 
example: 
 

• Involve the employee in the process by asking what steps could be taken to 
remove the stress 

 

• Where the stress relates to poor supervision, take appropriate steps to train 
managers and supervisors. Where stress is identified as caused by inadequate 
training, provide such training as the employee requires to perform their 
duties 

 

• Where the stress relates to others in the workplace, for example, stress 
carriers, bullying or management style, remedial steps will almost certainly 
involve discussion with the third party. Whether any further steps need to be 
taken, such as disciplinary action, will depend on the results of any 
investigation. 

 
In all other respects, the absence should be handled in the same way as other short- 
or long-term absence.  If you are concerned about any issues raised by the employee, 
contact the HR Helpline for further guidance. 


