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Foreword


The issue of employee absence has generated 

numerous media headlines in the last 12 months. 

Government moves to reduce high levels of public 

sector absence and the debate over how to help 

a greater proportion of people claiming incapacity 

benefit into work have occupied many column 

inches. In the private sector Tesco’s decision not to 

provide occupational sick pay for the first three days 

of absence and the Royal Mail’s attendance incentive 

scheme also attracted the media spotlight. 

The fascination with employee absence isn’t surprising 

given the impact it has on employers. Nine in ten 

organisations report that absence is a ‘significant’ or 

‘very significant’ cost to the business. 

The CIPD absence management 2005 survey report 

explores the issues behind the headlines and identifies 

the real costs and causes of absence. It also reveals 

the management interventions that are being used to 

tackle the problem and their relative effectiveness. 

The report provides detailed absence rates across the 

UK’s main sectors and regions, allowing organisations 

to benchmark themselves, as well as identify emerging 

trends. 

This year’s survey report includes in-depth information 

on how organisations use occupational health services, 

occupational sick pay and attendance incentives. 

It also covers in greater detail than past surveys issues 

around pre-employment screening and the extent to 

which organisations make managers accountable for 

their absence management performance. 

The report underlines the importance of the 

partnership between HR practitioners and line 

managers in effective absence management; HR to 

provide the information and support and the line to 

take primary responsibility for managing the process 

and developing the employment relationship. 

However, efforts to reduce absence levels are likely to 

fail unless people are managed properly and treated 

fairly at work. 

The CIPD 2004 research report Employee Well Being 

and the Psychological Contract revealed that the 

presence of HR practices associated by employees with 

high-quality workplaces is the most significant factor 

associated with lower levels of stress. 

These practices include family-friendly policies, 

effective line management and the delivery of 

employment policies (leading to perceptions of fairness 

and trust). 

A range of other progressive HR policies were also 

identified as helping to create high-quality workplaces, 

including training and development opportunities, 

employee voice, internal career progression, fair pay, 

and opportunities for varied work. 

The research found that high-quality workplaces are 

strongly associated with a range of positive outcomes 

such as higher employee commitment, motivation, 

work satisfaction and satisfaction with work–life 

balance. 

Our current survey shows that employers are making 

progress in measuring absence and taking specific 

initiatives to address the most obvious causes. But 

these need to be integrated into a broader approach 

to create these healthy, high-quality workplaces in 

which the link between employer performance and 

employee satisfaction is recognised. 

Ben Willmott 

Employee Relations Adviser, CIPD 
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Executive summary


This report sets out the findings of the sixth national 

survey of sickness absence policy and practice by the 

CIPD. The analysis is based on replies from 1,038 HR 

practitioners in organisations employing a total of more 

than 2 million people. 

Absence levels 

The average level of sickness absence among 

respondents’ organisations is 3.7% or 8.4 days per 

employee per year (based on an annual working year of 

228 days). 

This represents a 0.3% reduction on the previous year’s 

figure of 4% (9.1 days per employee per year). 

Absence levels have fallen across all sectors compared 

to the previous year, but remain highest in the public 

sector, at 10.3 days per employee, and lowest among 

private services sector organisations, at 6.8 days per 

employee. 

Costs 

In all, the cost of absence has increased to £601 per 

employee per year from £588 for the previous 12 

months. The increase of 2.2% is less than for the 

previous year when absence costs increased by 3.7% 

year on year. 

The cost of absence is highest in the public sector, at 

£645 per employee, but this is down from £706 since 

the previous year, the second largest fall of the four 

main sectors. Non-profit organisations reported the 

biggest year-on-year reduction in the cost of absence to 

£607 from £686 for the previous 12 months. 

But employers in the private services sector revealed 

increases in the cost of employee absence to £568 

from £535 for the year before. Absence costs among 

manufacturing and production employers also increased 

year on year to £624 from £575. 

Causes 

Minor illness is the most significant cause of short-

term absence among both manual and non-manual 

employees and across all four main sectors. 

Among manual workers, the next biggest causes 

of short-term absence in rank order are: back pain; 

musculo-skeletal injuries; stress; and recurring medical 

conditions. 

For non-manual employees, stress, recurring medical 

conditions and back pain are the top reasons for short-

term absence after minor illness. 

Musculo-skeletal injuries have overtaken back pain as 

the number one cause of long-term absence among 

manual workers since last year’s survey. Stress has also 

jumped up one place and is now the third-ranked cause 

of long-term absence for manual employees. 

Stress and mental ill health are the top two causes of 

long-term absence among non-manual employees. 

Stress 

In all, 39% of employers reported an increase in 

stress-related absence compared to the previous year, 

with just 10% reporting a decrease. However, the net 

number of employers reporting an increase of 29% has 

decreased in comparison with last year’s survey report 

when the net increase was 44%. 

Nearly 60% of employers are using or are planning 

to use the Health and Safety Executive’s management 

standards for stress. 

Managing absence 

Return-to-work interviews are rated as the most 

effective approach to managing short-term absence 

across all sectors. The use of trigger mechanisms, 

disciplinary procedures and line management 

involvement are also rated as being highly effective. 
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The involvement of occupational health professionals is 

seen as the most effective method of managing long-

term absence, but only 62% of organisations use them 

for this purpose. 

The use of rehabilitation programmes to manage 

long-term absence is regarded as the second most 

effective response to long-term absence, yet only 30% 

of employers make use of co-ordinated rehabilitation 

initiatives. 

In all, 18% of organisations use some form of 

attendance incentive, with manufacturing and 

production employers most likely, and those in the 

public sector least likely to do this. 

Just over a quarter of organisations include absence 

management performance as an element of senior 

managers’ and line managers’ appraisals/performance 

targets. 

Occupational sick pay 

A total of 94% of employers provide occupational sick 

pay, with little difference across sectors. 

Our survey shows that while 83% of organisations’ sick 

pay schemes cover the first three days of absence, a 

significant minority (15%) of organisations do not. 

A third of employers have withheld sick pay in the 

previous 12 months because of a belief that an 

employee was not genuinely ill. 

Public sector organisations continue paying 

occupational sick pay for longest among the main 

sectors, averaging five months and 18 days before sick 

pay is stopped. 

Non-genuine absence 

Respondents believe that, on average, 14% of absence 

is not genuine. 

Opinions are split on whether absence levels increase 

just before and after the weekend, with 36% of 

respondents identifying a rise in absence on Mondays 

and Fridays and 34% disagreeing. 
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Rates of sickness absence


The average rate of sickness absence has fallen by 0.3% over the last 12 months to 3.7% of 

total working hours, or 8.4 days per employee per year, according to our 2005 survey. 

Number of time lost per year 
(%) 

lost per employee 
per year 

334 3.7 8.4 

4 4.0 9.1 

5 3.0 6.8 

Construction  18 2.9 6.6 

Engineering and metals  82 3.5 8.0 

Food, drink and tobacco  49 4.9 11.2 

General manufacturing  32 3.9 8.9 

Paper and printing  13 3.6 8.2 

13 3.3 7.5 

Chemicals  23 3.2 7.3 

Other manufacturing  64 3.6 8.2 

Private services 325 3.0 6.8 

35 2.4 5.5 

Financial services  49 2.5 5.7 

23 3.2 7.3 

IT services  32 2.2 5.0 

20 2.3 5.2 

Media and publishing  13 2.7 6.2 

Retail and wholesale  46 3.8 8.7 

31 4.1 9.3 

9 2.4 5.5 

Other private services  65 3.0 6.8 

6 3.5 8.0 

continued overleaf 

Table 1: Average level of sickness absence, by sector 

responses 

Average working Average days 

Manufacturing and production 

Agriculture and forestry 

Electricity, gas and water

Textiles

Professional services

Hotels, restaurants and leisure

Legal and property services

Transport and storage

Telecommunications

Call centres

Absence management 5 



Number of time lost per year 
(%) 

lost per employee 
per year 

Public services 187 4.5 10.3 

Education 48 4.3 9.8 

22 4.1 9.3 

53 4.8 10.9 

Health 47 5.1 11.6 

Other public services 18 3.3 7.5 

64 4.2 9.6 

Housing associations 29 4.7 10.7 

Charity services 19 3.2 7.3 

11 4.9 11.2 

Other voluntary services 7 4.3 9.8 

Survey average 874 3.7 8.4 

Table 1: Average level of sickness absence, by sector (continued) 

responses 

Average working Average days 

Central government (including defence) 

Local government (including police and fire) 

Non-profit organisations 

Care services 

Care should be taken regarding figures that are based on some of the smaller response rates. 

Survey average 

The average level of sickness absence is 3.7% of 

total working hours, or 8.4 days per employee per 

year. Respondents were able to provide either the 

percentage of working time lost or the number of 

working days lost per employee, based on a 228-day 

working year. 

Sectoral variations 

There has been drop in absence levels across the 

four main sectors. Absence levels in the public sector 

remain the highest but have fallen by 0.2% to 4.5% 

of working time lost, or 10.3 days per employee per 

year. 

The reduction in absence levels in the private services 

sector is even more significant, falling by 0.4% to 

3% of working time lost (6.8 days per employee). 

The manufacturing sector also recorded a drop in 

absence of 0.3% to 3.7% of working time (8.4 days 

per employee). In the non-profit sector, levels have 

fallen by 0.2% to 4.2% of working time (9.6 days per 

employee). 

Table 1 shows a more detailed sectoral breakdown. 

High absence levels in the public sector have attracted 

a great deal of attention in the past 12 months since 

they were highlighted by the Chancellor, Gordon 

Brown, in last summer’s spending review. Our survey 

reveals that central government employers have 

reported average absence levels of 4.1% of working 

time (9.3 days per employee), a reduction of 0.7% 

compared to the previous 12 months. 

Absence levels remained identical to the previous year 

across the health and local government sectors at 

5.1% (11.6 days) and 4.8% (10.9 days) respectively. 

Only the education sector reported a slight rise 

in absence levels of 0.1% to 4.3% (9.8 days per 

employee). 

Across the private services sector, employers in the 

transport and storage business recorded the highest 

level of absence at 4.1% (9.3 days per employee), as 

well as the biggest year-on-year fall of 1.1% of working 

time lost compared to the previous 12 months. At 

the other end of the spectrum, IT services reported 

the lowest levels of absence among private services 

sector employers, at 2.2% of working time (5 days per 

employee), a reduction of 0.3% from the previous year. 
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Among manufacturing employers, those in the food, 

drink and tobacco industry recorded the highest levels 

of absence of 4.9% of working time (11.2 days per 

employee), but this represents a reduction of 0.3% 

from the previous year. 

Absence levels among workers in the construction 

industry are the lowest in the manufacturing and 

production sector, at 2.9% of working time (6.6 days 

per employee), a reduction of 0.3% compared to the 

last 12 months. 
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The ntroduct on of a new attendance management procedure and an ncreased emphas s on the ro e of 

the ne manager has he ped reduce absence eve s at West Yorksh re Probat on Board by near y a th rd 

two years. 

an Brandwood, the organ sat on’s d rector of human resources, sa d the new approach was ntroduced 

October 2003 n response to government absence targets of n ne days per emp oyee per year. 

‘Our attendance rates were nked to f nanc reward. f we don’t h t our targets then the organ sat on 

wou d suffer f nanc y,’ sa d Brandwood. 

At the t me, absence eve s at West Yorksh re were runn ng at ust above 13 days per emp oyee per year, 

part y due to a to erant management cu ture and a ack of cons stency over how the ssue was dea t w th. 

The change n approach, wh ch has he ped reduce emp oyee absence eve s to n ne days per emp oyee, 

was underp nned by a new a tr gger system to dent fy unacceptab e absence eve s. 

Under th s system, emp oyees r sked rece ng a caut on f they had taken n ne days off s ck and or had 

three occas ons of absence n a 12-month per od, un ess the absence was due to certa n except ons such 

as d sab ty or matern ty. 

f they rece ved two caut ons, a meet ng wou d be he d where d sm ssa wou d be cons dered. Th s wou

be for ‘some other substant reason’ rather than capab ty. 

However, Brandwood stressed that a key part of the new approach, ntroduced fo ow ng extens ve 

un on consu tat on, was ensur ng that managers take more respons ty for manag ng attendance. Th

has been ach eved by prov ng tra ng n absence management for a ne managers and by g ng 

managers targets re ated to attendance to ensure that the r team’s absence eve rema ns w th n the overa

organ sat ona target. 

th nk s easy n some organ sat ons to ose focus on absence management. By nk ng attendance to 

ne managers’ ob ect ves we ensure that t cont nues to be seen as a pr or ty,’ sa d Brandwood. 

The tra ng for managers sn’t ust about procedure, t a so covers softer sk s around commun cat on and 

support. 

cont nued over eaf 

Case study 
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Managers must take the te ephone ca from the emp oyee, ensure med ca cert cates are prov ded 

as requested, and ma nta n regu ar contact w th the emp oyee. They must a so take the appropr ate act on 

f tr gger eve s are reached and carry out return-to-work nterv ews. 

The organ sat on, wh ch emp oys 1,300 peop e, uses an externa supp er to prov de occupat ona hea th 

serv ces to emp oyees. nd dua s are typ ca y referred to occupat ona hea th after 20 days f a return to 

work s not mmed ate y foreseeab e. Other support for staff nc udes an emp oyee ass stance programme, 

spec st counse ng for h gh-r sk staff and stress management and awareness tra ng. 

The new approach was rev sed s ght n February of th s year. Caut ons are now known as ‘ mprovement 

not ces’ because of the connotat ons of the word ‘caut on’ w th n the cr na ust ce system. The tr gger 

system has a so been made s ght ess prescr pt ve so that emp oyees who have 12 or more days off work 

ck n a 12-month per od are now sub ect to mprovement not ces. 

Case study (continued) 

The effect of workforce size 

The survey reveals the importance of taking into 

account workforce size when considering levels of 

employee absence. Absence levels among smaller 

employers tend to be significantly lower than those of 

larger organisations. 

Table 2 shows that absence levels among employers 

with under 100 employees average 2.4% of working 

time (5.5 days) and increase as organisations get larger, 

until absence levels for employers of between 750 and 

999 staff average 4.6% of working time (10.5 days). 

This pattern is similar to last year’s survey findings. 

For organisations employing between 1,000 and 1,999 

employees, absence levels drop back slightly to between 

3.9% and 4% of working time before increasing 

to 4.4% for organisations with more than 2,000 

employees. 

Smaller employers are likely to find it easier to identify 

and tackle absence because managers have smaller 

teams and absences are more obvious and difficult to 

compensate for. 

The size of organisation may partly explain why 

public sector absence levels tend to be higher than 

those in the other main sectors. The average public 

sector organisation surveyed employs 3,282 people, 

compared to 1,989 in the private services sector, 567 

in the manufacturing and production sector and 495 

in the non-profit sector. 
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lost last year (%) employee last year 

1–99 134 2.4 5.5 

100–249 206 3.2 7.3 

250–499 170 3.7 8.4 

500–749 85 4.4 10.0 

750–999 53 4.6 10.5 

1,000–1,499 50 3.9 8.9 

1,500–1,999 23 4.0 9.1 

2,000+ 122 4.4 10.0 

Table 2: Average level of sickness absence, by workforce size 

Workforce size Number of responses 
Average working time Average days lost per 

Regional differences employee), the same as last year. The highest levels of 

Employers in Wales recorded the most significant absence across the UK were recorded by employers in 

year-on-year reduction in absence levels of 0.9% the north-west of England, at 4.4% of working time 

to 3.8% of working time (8.7 days per employee). lost (ten days per employee), but this represent a 0.1% 

Organisations in London reported the lowest levels reduction on the previous 12 months. 

of absence, at 3% of working time lost (6.9 days per 

Region lost last year (%) employee last year 

East Anglia 49 3.4 7.8 

East Midlands 68 3.9 8.9 

77 4.0 9.1 

North-east of England 48 3.6 8.2 

North-west of England 98 4.4 10.0 

South-west of England 74 3.6 8.2 

63 4.0 9.1 

South-east of England 
(excluding London) 

132 3.2 7.3 

London 101 3.0 6.8 

Scotland 61 4.0 9.1 

40 3.8 8.7 

1 2.0 4.6 

Nationwide 144 3.2 7.3 

Survey average 874 3.7 8.4 

Table 3: Average levels of sickness absence, by region 

Number of responses 
Average working time Average days lost per 

West Midlands 

Yorkshire and Humberside 

Wales 

Northern Ireland 
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Length of absence 

About 60% of absence is for periods of five days or 

less, just under a fifth is for between five days and four 

weeks, and a similar proportion is for four weeks or 

more (see Table 4). 

Short-term absences of five days or less are most 

common among smaller employers (72.5% of all 

absence) and organisations within the private services 

sector (68.4%). 

Long-term absences of four weeks or more are likely 

to be a greater challenge for larger employers. Nearly 

a quarter of all absence reported by organisations 

employing 2,000+ employees is long term. This might 

help to explain why public services employers report the 

highest levels of long-term absence of the four main 

sectors, with 21.7% of absence being for periods of 

four weeks or more. However, this is a significant fall 

compared to the previous 12 months when long-term 

absence accounted for 30% of absence among public 

sector employers. 

(%) 

Fewer than 
five days 

Five days 
to four weeks 

Four weeks 

1–99 149 72.5 14.1 14.1 

100–249 207 65.8 16.3 14.1 

250–499 171 55 19.9 18.7 

500–749 72 49.7 21.5 22.4 

750–999 52 48.4 21.1 18.5 

1,000–1,499 45 51.2 18.8 18.9 

1,500–1,999 19 60.2 20.6 19.2 

2,000+ 78 51.2 21.3 23.2 

Industry sector 

Manufacturing 287 54.2 19.7 18.7 

Private services 369 68.4 15.8 13.6 

organisations 
115 50.5 20.5 20.6 

Public services 244 54.4 20.1 21.7 

Survey average 842 59.3 18.4 17.9 

Table 4: Importance of short- and long-term absence, by workforce size and major sector 

Average absence accounted for by absences of … 

Workforce size Total or more 

and production 

Non-profit 

Changes in absence rates 

This year’s survey shows a 0.3% decrease compared to 

the 2004 absence rate and is the lowest recorded by 

the CIPD since it began surveying absence levels in 2000 

(see Figure 1). 
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1 2 3 4 5 

% 

Figure 1: Average working time lost 2000–2005 

2000 4.1 

2001 3.8 

2002 4.4 

2003 3.9 

2004 4.0 

2005 3.7 

Changes in level 

In all, a net 14% of employers reported a decrease in 

absence levels, compared to the previous 12 months 

when a net 8% of employers reported a decrease in 

absence levels. In the manufacturing sector a net 19% 

of employers reported decreases in absence levels, 

an identical finding to last year. A net 14% of public 

sector employers reported decreased absence levels, 

compared to a net 7% decrease for the previous year. 

In the private services sector a net 11% of employers 

reported reduced absence levels, compared to last year 

when there was a 0% balance of employers reporting 

increases and decreases. 

The biggest change was reported by the non-profit 

sector where a net 12% of organisations identified 

decreases in absence in contrast to the previous 12 

months, when there was a 7% net increase (see Table 5). 

Respondents (%) saying absence has … 

Industry sector Stayed the same 

25 44 28 

Private services 24 35 32 

Public services 26 40 29 

25 37 34 

Survey average 25 39 29 

Table 5: Absence increase or reduction compared with last year, by major sector 

Increased Decreased 

Manufacturing and production 

Non-profit sector 

Reasons behind the changes in absence levels 

Changes in methods for recording absence were 

identified as the biggest reason for an increase in 

absence levels, followed by tightened policies, changes 

in workload and changes to workforce composition (see 

Table 6). The survey reveals that public sector employers 

are significantly more likely to attribute changes in 

methods for recording absence as a reason behind 

an increase in absence than employers in the other 

main sectors. Organisations in the private services are 

more likely to identify tightened policies for reviewing 

attendance as a reason for increased absence levels than 

other employers. Improving the way absence is recorded 

and monitored may result in an increase (particularly 

in the short term) because absence is reported more 

accurately. 
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As last year, tightened policies for reviewing 

attendance were identified as having the biggest 

impact on reducing absence levels, followed by 

changes in methods for recording absence (see Table 

7). The third most significant reason for decreased 

absence levels is increased management buy-in, with 

nearly a fifth of employers reporting that this was a 

factor. In the public sector, management buy-in was 

cited by almost a quarter of employers as contributing 

to lower levels of absence. 

Respondents (%) saying absence 

All 
Manufacturing Private 

i organisations 
Public 

i

30 20 30 24 44 

21 15 29 11 22 

Changes to workload 18 15 16 16 20 

15 15 17 14 10 

Changes in number of long-term absences/ 
sickness 

12 17 13 16 7 

Changes in work organisation (eg shift 
9 7 6 5 13 

3 2 5 3 1 

Respondents (%) saying absence 

All 
Manufacturing Private 

i organisations 
Public 

i

75 79 73 80 73 

23 30 18 27 23 

18 14 16 18 23 

Changes in work organisation (eg shift 
12 12 11 7 14 

10 12 11 9 5 

Changes to workload 3 4 3 4 2 

Changes in number of long-term absences/ 
sickness 

2 3 4 2 1 

Table 6: Reasons for increases in absence levels 

has increased for this reason 

and production serv ces 
Non-profit 

serv ces 

Changes in methods for recording absence 

Tightened policies for reviewing attendance 

Changes to workforce composition 

patterns, flexibility, self-managed teams) 

Changes in staffing levels 

Table 7: Reasons for reduction in absence levels 

has decreased for this reason 

and production serv ces 
Non-profit 

serv ces 

Tightened policies for reviewing attendance 

Changes in methods for recording absence 

Increased management buy-in 

patterns, flexibility, self-managed teams) 

Changes to workforce composition 
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The ch ef execut ve at South Devon Hea thcare NHS Trust ensured tack ng absence was regarded as a top 

pr or ty by ead ng tra ng sem nars for ne managers to he p them manage attendance more effect ve y. 

Tony Parr ed the sem nars, supported by members of the Trust’s HR team, to aunch and support an 

update of the organ sat on’s manag ng absence po cy. 

z Storey, the Trust’s deputy d rector of HR, sa d that the ch ef execut ve’ nvo vement ensured the 

at ve was taken ser ous y across the organ sat on. 

The new po cy p aced greater emphas s on the mportance of return-to-work nterv ews for a members 

of staff, regard ess of how often they were off work. 

The Trust a so mproved the support ava ab e for managers to he p them take greater respons ty for 

manag ng absence, nc ud ng a too t. Th s covers a aspects of the process from not cat on of 

absence from staff and ma nta ng contact, to draw ng up a consent etter for occupat ona hea th. 

nc udes a f owchart and check st to ass st managers. 

Emp oyees at the Trust were a so g ven a s ckness absence gu de out ng the correct process and the

ob gat ons. 

The dr ve to reduce absence has pa d d dends, w th absence eve s fa ng from 3.9% of work ng t me to 

3.7% dur ng 2004, and produc ng cost sav ngs of near y £170,000. 

Absence eve s are mon tored very c ose y across the organ sat on, w th the workforce p ann ng sect on 

prov ng month y reports wh ch go to the HR adv ser for each area. The Bradford Factor s used to dent fy 

nd dua s w th unacceptab e absence eve s and, where necessary, the Trust’s capab ty procedure s used 

to enforce ts po es. 

Emp oyees w th onger-term hea th prob ems are referred to the occupat ona hea th department on the 

udgement of the ne manager and an HR adv ser, w th referra after s x weeks usua y an automat

procedure. 

z Storey sa d the Trust a so prov des a ot of support for staff to he p them ba ance the r work and home 

ves. 

The Trust prov des a emp oyees w th up to three days’ spec eave a year for unp anned emergenc es 

and a w de range of f ex e work ng opt ons, nc ud ng annua sed hours, term-t me-on y work ng and ob-

shar ng. There are a so staff counse ors and support groups for stress, v ence and aggress on at work. 

Case study 
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Targets and benchmarking


In all, 44% of employers have a target for reducing absence – a slight reduction compared 

to the previous 12 months when 49% of organisations reported they had targets. 

Respondents from the public sector are most confident that they are able to reduce 

absence levels. 

Employers in the public services and manufacturing 

and production sectors are most likely to use targets, 

with 56% of such organisations reporting that they set 

targets for reducing absence levels. Companies in the 

private services and non-profit sectors are least likely to 

have absence-reduction targets, with just 30% and 36% 

respectively reporting they had these in place (see Table 8). 

Sectoral breakdown 

Within the public sector, local government employers 

are most likely to have absence-reduction targets 

and education employers are least likely. Among 

manufacturing and production organisations, targets are 

most common in food, drink and tobacco employers and 

least common among construction employers. 

In the private services sector, employers in retail and 

wholesale and transport and storage are most likely to 

use targets (44%) compared to telecommunications at 

the other end of the spectrum (8%). 

Housing associations are the most likely of the non-

profit organisations to use targets for reducing absence, 

with charity services being the least likely. 

There is a clear connection between the size of an 

organisation and the likelihood of it having targets for 

reducing absence. Just 30% of organisations with less 

than 250 employees have targets, rising to 50% among 

organisations with 250 to 500 staff, 52% among 

organisations with 1,000 to 5,000 staff, and 68% of 

employers with more than 5,000 staff. 

Types of target 

Of those organisations using targets, 61% have a target 

to reduce absence to a percentage in working time 

lost. Of organisations using this type of target, 36% are 

looking to reduce working time lost to 3%, 28% are 

seeking to achieve a figure of 4%, and 17% are aiming 

for a reduction to 2% of working time lost. The mean 

target for all employers using this method is 3.5%, 

almost identical to the previous year (3.6%). 

The next most common target is reduction to an 

absolute number of days lost per employee per year, 

used by 23% of organisations that have an absence-

reduction target. Of employers using this method, the 

most commonly used target is a reduction to five days 

per employee per year, with 15% of organisations using 

this as a target. The mean target for employers using this 

method is seven days per employee per year – a slight 

reduction compared to the previous year (7.2 days). 

Just over 10% of employers with absence-reduction 

targets aim for an annual percentage reduction in 

working time lost, with nearly half of these aiming for a 

1% reduction and a quarter seeking a 2% reduction in 

working time lost. 

Benchmarking absence rates 

In all, 44% of employers benchmark their absence 

rate against other employers, an almost identical 

figure to the previous 12 months (43%). Public sector 

organisations are most likely (57%) and private services 

employers least likely (35%) to benchmark themselves 

in this area. 

Nearly 90% of organisations benchmark by sector and 

43% benchmark by region (see Table 9). 

In all, 85% of respondents believe that it is possible to 

reduce the level of absence within their organisation. 

This rises to 90% among public sector employers and 

falls to 81% among private services organisations. 
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Number of Organisations (%) 
with a target 

334 56 

6 50 

7 43 

Construction 21 43 

Engineering and metals 86 56 

Food, drink and tobacco 53 70 

General manufacturing 35 54 

Paper and printing 13 53 

13 53 

Chemicals 30 43 

Other manufacturing 71 59 

Private services 419 30 

46 26 

Financial services 63 25 

36 28 

IT services 39 21 

23 17 

Media and publishing 18 22 

Retail and wholesale 61 44 

35 44 

12 8 

Other private services 81 26 

10 30 

Public services 210 56 

Education 58 27 

25 68 

55 82 

Health 52 67 

Other public services 21 24 

80 36 

Housing associations 32 53 

Charity services 26 15 

15 53 

Other voluntary services 10 20 

Survey average 1,038 44 

Table 8: Organisations that have a target for reducing absence, by sector 

responses 

Manufacturing and production 

Agriculture and forestry 

Electricity, gas and water 

Textiles 

Professional services 

Hotels, restaurants and leisure 

Legal and property services 

Transport and storage 

Telecommunications 

Call centres 

Central government (including defence) 

Local government (including police and fire) 

Non-profit organisations 

Care services 
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Major sector benchmarking Sector Region 

39 79 48 

Private services 35 86 39 

Public services 57 92 47 

42 86 33 

Survey average 44 87 43 

Table 9: Extent of benchmarking, by major sector 

Organisations (%) 

Manufacturing and production 

Non-profit organisations 
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The cost of sickness absence


The average cost of sickness absence has increased by 2.2% to £601 per employee per year, 

according to the 2005 survey. Less than half of employers monitor the cost of absence. 

Average costs of absence 

Just under a third of respondents provided specific data 

on the cost of absence, revealing the cost has increased 

to £601 per employee per year from £588 for the 

previous 12 months. The increase of 2.2% compares to 

the previous year when absence costs increased by 3.7% 

year on year. 

The cost of absence is highest in the public sector, at 

£645 per employee, but this is down from £706 for the 

previous year, the second largest fall of the four main 

sectors. Non-profit organisations reported the biggest 

year-on-year reduction in the cost of absence to £607 

from £686 for the previous 12 months. 

But employers in the private services sector reveal 

increases in the cost of employee absence to £568 

from £535 for the previous year. Absence costs among 

manufacturing and production employers also increased 

year on year to £624 from £575 (see Table 10). 

Monitoring the cost of absence 

On average, 47% of organisations monitor the cost 

of absence in some way, with manufacturing and 

production employers and non-profit organisations most 

likely to do this. Public sector organisations are least likely 

to monitor the cost of absence (see Table 11). 

Where absence cost is monitored, occupational sick 

pay (included by 79% of employers), statutory sick 

pay (included by 49% of employers) and the cost of 

replacement labour (included by 38% of employers) are 

the most likely elements to be taken into account. 

The other significant components of absence cost 

identified by respondents are overtime costs and the 

costs of reduced performance (see Figure 2). 

A total of 80% of employers consider absence to be a 

‘significant’ or ‘very significant’ cost to the business, a 

reduction from last year (93%). 

The direct wage costs of absence 

In their CIPD book, From Absence to Attendance, Alistair 

Evans and Michael Walters (2002) suggest the following 

formula by Hugo Fair to identify the direct wage cost of 

absence: 

Cost of absenteeism: 

Enter number of employees ............. (a)


Enter average weekly wage £............. (b)


Multiply (a) x (b) £............. (c)


Multiply (c) x 52 £............. 
= total pay bill 

Enter total absence days per year ............. (d)


Enter total number of working 
days per year ............. (e) 

Divide [(d) x 100] by [(a) x (e)] .........% (f) 
= absence rate 

Multiply (b)/5 x (d) £........... (g) 
= absence cost per year 

Using this formula, an organisation with 500 employees, 

with average earnings of £400 a week, an average 

working year of 228 days per employee, and an absence 

level of ten days per employee per year would have a 

direct wage absence cost per year of £400,000 (£800 

per employee per year). 
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Number of Cost (£) per 
employee per year 

114 624 

2 350 

2 1190 

Construction 6 924 

Engineering and metals 28 609 

Food, drink and tobacco 23 529 

General manufacturing 10 766 

Paper and printing 4 720 

5 495 

Chemicals 8 728 

Other manufacturing 27 539 

Private services 142 568 

11 636 

Financial services 24 479 

11 217 

IT services 12 695 

6 694 

Media and publishing 7 606 

Retail and wholesale 18 556 

16 725 

4 509 

Other private services 33 603 

Public services 45 645 

Education 18 478 

6 772 

14 644 

Health 5 1060 

Other public services 3 563 

25 607 

Housing associations 10 606 

Charity services 6 399 

7 777 

Other voluntary services 2 642 

Survey average 325 601 

Table 10: Average cost of sickness absence per employee, by sector 

responses 

Manufacturing and production 

Agriculture and forestry 

Electricity, gas and water 

Textiles 

Professional services 

Hotels, restaurants and leisure 

Legal and property services 

Transport and storage 

Telecommunications 

Central government (including defence) 

Local government (including police and fire) 

Non-profit organisations 

Care services 
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Major sector 

54 

Private services 47 

Public services 41 

54 

Survey average 47 

i l si

i

l l

i

( l i ) 

ini i

0 20 40 60 80 100 

i i (%) 

9 

Table 11: Monitoring the cost of sickness absence, by major sector 

Organisations (%) monitoring the cost of sickness absence 

Manufacturing and production 

Non-profit organisations 

Figure 2: Elements included in the cost of absence 

79 Occupat ona ck pay 

Statutory s ck pay 

Cost of rep acement abour 

Overt me costs 

Cost of reduced performance 
eg ost product on

Adm strat on 

Organ sat ons 

49 

38 

29 

20 
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Causes of sickness absence


More than 80% of organisations collect information on the causes of absence. Minor illness 

is the biggest short-term cause for both manual and non-manual employees. Back pain 

and stress remain the second biggest causes for manual workers and non-manual staff 

respectively. 

Respondents were asked to rank the top five causes 

of short-term absence in their organisations for both 

manual and non-manual employees. 

Minor illness, such as colds and flu, remains easily 

the number-one ranked cause of absence among 

all categories of employee and across all four main 

sectors. 

Among manual workers, the next biggest causes of 

absence in order are: back pain; musculo-skeletal 

injuries; stress; and recurring medical conditions. There 

is no change in the order of the top 12 causes of 

absence among manual workers from last year (see 

Table 12). 

For non-manual workers, minor illness, stress, 

recurring medical conditions and back pain remain 

the top four reasons for absence. However, in fifth 

place, home/family responsibilities has jumped ahead 

of musculo-skeletal injuries since last year, highlighting 

the importance of providing flexible working 

opportunities to help employees balance their work 

and home lives more effectively (see Table 13). 

Sectoral differences 

The figures shed some light on the causes of higher-

than-average absence rates in the public sector, with a 

greater proportion of these employers reporting stress, 

mental ill health and musculo-skeletal injuries among 

the top five causes of absence than in the three other 

main sectors. 

However, public sector organisations are less likely 

than the other three main sectors to report employees 

taking time off because of their home and family 

responsibilities as a major cause of absence – probably 

because they generally provide better flexible working 

opportunities for staff. 

Within the manufacturing and production sector, 

respondents rank back pain and work-related injuries/ 

accidents as higher-than-average causes of absence 

among manual workers. 

Manufacturing and production employers are also more 

likely than the survey average to identify employees 

taking time off because of home/family responsibilities 

as a significant cause of absence for both manual 

(40%) and non-manual employees (45%). 

For private services employers, absences not due to 

genuine ill health are ranked as a higher-than-average 

cause of absence among both manual and non-

manual workers. 

The proportion of non-profit organisations 

reporting that musculo-skeletal injuries among 

manual employees is a top-five cause of absence is 

higher than the survey average, as is the number 

of employers in this sector citing acute medical 

conditions as a top-five cause for manual workers. 
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Respondents (%) citing this as a leading cause 

All 
Manufacturing Private 

i organisations 
Public 

i

Minor illness 96 96 99 100 93 

Back pain 63 66 57 60 61 

Musculo-skeletal injuries 50 49 39 52 61 

42 34 41 37 59 

Recurring medical conditions 41 35 45 38 47 

35 40 40 36 20 

Other absences not due to genuine ill health 32 35 41 30 23 

29 33 27 33 23 

Mental ill health 28 26 27 23 40 

24 27 27 27 17 

Acute medical conditions 22 25 13 27 17 

2 2 2 2 1 

All 
Manufacturing Private 

i organisations 
Public 

i

Minor illness 96 97 97 97 94 

56 47 53 57 66 

Recurring medical conditions 48 48 48 48 48 

Back pain 41 30 46 29 52 

39 45 44 41 27 

Musculo-skeletal injuries 38 31 37 26 54 

Mental ill health 33 28 29 33 38 

Other absences not due to genuine ill health 28 30 32 30 21 

Acute medical conditions 27 27 23 24 32 

24 27 27 27 15 

7 7 7 5 11 

2 1 2 1 2 

Table 12: Causes of short-term absence, by major sector – manual workers 

and production serv ces 
Non-profit 

serv ces 

Stress 

Home/family responsibilities 

Work-related injuries/accidents 

Injuries/accidents not related to work 

Drink- or drug-related conditions 

Table 13: Causes of short-term absence, by major sector – non-manual workers 

% of respondents citing this as a leading cause 

and production serv ces 
Non-profit 

serv ces 

Stress 

Home/family responsibilities 

Injuries/accidents not related to work 

Work-related injuries/accidents 

Drink- or drug-related absence 
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Causes of long-term absence 

Respondents were asked to identify the most significant 

cause of long-term absence, defined as periods of four 

weeks or more, for manual and non-manual workers. 

Musculo-skeletal injury has overtaken back pain as 

the number one cause of long-term absence among 

manual workers since last year’s survey, with 20% of 

respondents identifying this as the major reason (see 

Table 14). 

Compared to last year’s survey, stress has jumped ahead 

of acute medical conditions into third place, with 13% 

of all employers reporting this as the number-one cause 

of long-term absence for manual workers. 

In the public sector, musculo-skeletal injuries are clearly 

ranked as the number-one cause of long-term absence 

among manual workers, with a quarter of respondents 

identifying this as the major reason, followed by stress, 

back pain and mental ill health. 

Within the private services sector, back pain remains 

the number-one cause of long-term absence among 

manual workers, ahead of stress and musculo-skeletal 

injuries in joint second place, and mental ill health. 

Back pain and musculo-skeletal injuries are the joint 

leading cause of long-term absence among manual 

workers according to manufacturing and production 

employers, with 21% of respondents identifying these 

as leading causes. 

Stress and mental ill health are the leading causes 

of long-term absence among non-manual workers, 

followed by acute medical conditions, operations and 

recovery, and back pain (see Table 15). 

Respondents in the public sector report that stress is 

significantly more likely to be the leading cause of long-

term absence among non-manual employees compared 

to other sectors, with nearly half of respondents 

identifying this as the number-one reason. 

Acute medical conditions are more likely to be seen 

as a leading cause of long-term absence among non-

manual workers by employers in manufacturing and 

production. 

Respondents (%) citing this as the leading cause 

All 
Manufacturing Private 

i organisations 
Public 

i

Musculo-skeletal injuries 20 21 13 18 25 

Back pain 18 21 15 17 15 

13 9 13 17 17 

Acute medical conditions 12 18 9 17 6 

Mental ill health 10 9 11 11 10 

6 8 5 7 6 

Recurring medical conditions 5 5 5 4 4 

4 7 2 6 1 

Minor illness 3 3 3 3 3 

3 4 2 * * 

* Less than 1% 

Table 14: Causes of long-term absence, by major sector – manual workers 

and production serv ces 
Non-profit 

serv ces 

Stress 

Operations recovery 

Work-related injuries/accidents 

Injuries/accidents not related to work 
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Respondents (%) citing this as a leading cause 

All 
Manufacturing Private 

i organisations 
Public 

i

36 25 34 40 49 

Mental ill health 21 14 22 23 24 

Acute medical conditions 18 24 18 18 11 

7 6 10 6 6 

Back pain 5 4 8 2 6 

Musculo-skeletal injuries 5 5 5 4 5 

Minor illness 5 5 4 3 6 

Recurring medical conditions 5 7 5 5 2 

Injuries/accidents at work 2 4 2 2 1 

1 1 1 4 0 

Table 15: Causes of long-term absence, by major sector – non-manual workers 

and production serv ces 
Non-profit 

serv ces 

Stress 

Operations recovery 

Home/family responsibilities 
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Tra ng ne managers to manage attendance effect ve y and the ntroduct on of ncreased f ex e-work ng 

opt ons have p ayed centra ro es n he ng Tesco to reduce absence across ts bus ness. 

The company announced ts new approach to manag ng absence n February 2003 at a conference 

attended by a 800 store managers. 

n the run-up to the aunch of the at ve, Tesco put a ts ne managers through 14 hours of tra ng 

n the new process and eadersh p behav our, wh ch emphas sed the mportance of coach ng, treat ng 

emp oyees as nd dua s and earn ng to ask more than te

Tesco emp oyees attended a 30-m nute br ef ng, wh ch out ned the new process but a so a owed them 

to come up w th suggest ons on how to make fe n stores better. 

Under the new Support ng Your Attendance process, emp oyees have a ‘we come back’ meet ng after any 

unp anned absence. Managers ook at the root-cause of an emp oyee’s absence, and work w th them to 

nd ways to mprove attendance at work. The Support ng Your Attendance process a one s not enough. 

There s an ncreased focus on f ex ty to he p emp oyees ba ance the r work and home ves. Opt ons 

such as emergency or compass onate eave are ava ab e to he p peop e, as are sh ft swaps. Emp oyees are 

encouraged to ta k to the r manager about the th ngs that can stop them com ng to work and to p an 

advance us ng f ex e-work ng opt ons such as extended ho day, study eave, parenta eave and career 

breaks. 

The new approach has de vered resu ts. Unp anned absence has fa en s nce the ntroduct on of the 

process n March 2003. Staff recent y surveyed as part of a rev ew of the process report greater f ex ty 

and ke the process where s de vered we and ed by the r store manager. 

Jayne Weston, Tesco’s Attendance and F ex ty Manager, n no doubt that ensur ng ne managers have 

the sk s to enab e them to take respons ty for manag ng attendance has p ayed ts part. 

th nk commun cat on between ne managers and the r staff has mproved. Managers engage w th the

staff as part of the r ro n manag ng attendance but that ust the start of the conversat on,’ she sa d. 

Tesco has made managers at a eve s accountab e for how they manage attendance by nc ud ng absence 

management as part of a manager’s performance rev ew. 

Store managers and personne managers dec de whether and when to refer nd dua s w th ong-term 

hea th prob ems to the f rm’s occupat ona hea th adv sers. 

Another aspect of Tesco’s evo ng approach to manag ng attendance s the dec on not to prov de 

ck pay for the f rst three days of absence. Th s po cy was ntroduced for a new staff n stores and 

str but on and n partnersh p w th USDAW. However, t has been the app cat on of the Support ng Your 

Attendance process as a who e and a focus on eadersh p from managers that have been the key dr vers 

mprov ng attendance. 

Case study 
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Workplace stress


Stress-related absence has continued to increase, with public sector organisations most 

likely to identify a rise. Workload, organisational change and pressure to meet targets are 

regarded as the main causes of work-related stress. 

Major sector Stayed the same 

40 9 45 

Private services 34 10 50 

Public services 43 13 38 

42 6 46 

Survey average 39 10 44 

Table 16: Increases and decreases in stress-related absence in the past year 

Respondents (%) saying stress-related absence has … 

Increased Decreased 

Manufacturing and production 

Non-profit organisation 

Managing workplace stress is a growing challenge 

for employers. Nearly 40% of employers reported 

an increase in stress-related absence, compared to 

the previous 12 months, with just 10% reporting a 

decrease (see Table 16). However, the net number of 

employers reporting an increase of 29% has reduced in 

comparison with last year’s survey report when the net 

increase was 44%. 

The causes of work-related stress 

Respondents were asked to identify the top three causes 

of stress at work. The number-one cause of stress at 

work across all sectors is workload/volume of work, 

with public sector employers being the most likely to 

cite this as a cause, followed by private services sector 

organisations (see Table 17). 

Organisational change/restructuring is the second most 

commonly identified factor behind workplace stress, 

with public sector and manufacturing and production 

employers being most likely to cite this as a factor. 

Public sector employers are slightly more likely to 

identify increases in stress-related absence than the 

other main sectors, with 43% reporting a rise. But this 

is a substantial reduction on last year when 60% of 

public sector employers reported an increase. 

Pressure to meet targets is regarded as the third highest 

cause of work-related stress. The manufacturing and 

production sector is most likely to rate this as a factor. 

Relationships at work and management style are also 

rated highly as causes of stress, particularly by public 

sector respondents. 

Private services employers are more likely to regard a 

lack of support for employees from line managers as 

a factor than organisations in the other main sectors. 

Job insecurity is most likely to be rated as one of 

the top three causes of stress by manufacturing and 

production organisations. 
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Any mention Main cause 

58 26 

34 10 

32 9 

Relationships at work 31 11 

Management style 31 9 

19 2 

13 2 

Job insecurity 10 2 

Lack of training and support for employees 7 1 

Lack of consultation 7 1 

5 1 

Table 17: The causes of stress at work 

Respondents (%) citing this reason 

Workload/volume of work 

Organisational change/restructuring 

Pressure to meet targets 

Lack of support from line managers 

Lack of control over how work is carried out 

Poorly designed jobs/poorly designed job roles 

Methods used to identify and manage work-

related stress 

Three-quarters of employers are taking action to 

identify and manage workplace stress. Stress audits/risk 

assessments are the most common interventions (see 

Table 18). 

More than half of respondents now have a written 

stress policy and/or guidance in place, as the CIPD 

recommends. Such policies can ensure that workplace 

stress is managed consistently across the organisation 

and show that the issue is seen as a priority. Training to 

increase awareness of issues around work-related stress 

among managers and/or employees is also popular, 

with 51% of respondents reporting that this method is 

used by their organisation (see Table 19). 

Of course, some individuals will suffer from stress 

regardless of how well their employer attempts to 

manage the problem. Individuals’ ability to cope with 

pressure varies considerably and obviously much stress 

is not related to work at all and is centred on people’s 

home lives. This is why employers need to have in place 

support systems to help rehabilitate those who are 

unable to cope with the pressure they face at home or 

at work. 

The survey shows that employers regard the provision 

of work–life balance opportunities as contributing to 

lower levels of stress, with more than 50% providing 

flexible-working options to help employees balance 

their work and home lives. 

Nearly 50% of organisations use staff attitude surveys 

to pick up the signs and causes of stress. Almost 

40% of employers are increasing the involvement 

of occupational health professionals to support and 

rehabilitate individuals suffering from stress. A third 

of employers also provide some form of employee 

assistance programme giving confidential counselling or 

advice. 

The Health and Safety Executive’s management 

standards for stress 

In all, 57% of organisations are already using, or are 

planning to use the Health and Safety Executive’s 

management standards for stress. Public sector 

employers are most likely to indicate they are using 

or intending to use the standards (60%), and private 

services employers are the least likely (52%) (see the box 

on page 27). 
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Respondents (%) 

All 
Manufacturing 

Private services organisations Public services 

75 68 71 74 85 

No 23 30 27 24 13 

Respondents (%) 

All 
Manufacturing Private 

i organisations 
Public 

i

56 56 49 62 60 

52 49 44 56 59 

51 45 49 46 58 

balance 
51 33 50 49 66 

48 31 46 42 65 

specialists 
39 46 25 41 48 

33 25 38 37 33 

Changes in work organisation 17 17 19 20 15 

13 6 12 10 20 

The Hea th and Safety Execut ve HSE def nes stress as the ‘adverse react on peop e have to excess ve 

pressure or other types of demand p aced on them’. The safety body pub shed ts management 

standards for stress n November ast year to he p organ sat ons dent fy and tack e the causes of stress 

at work. Emp oyers us ng the standards have to carry out a r sk assessment aga nst the HSE’s s x causes 

of workp ace stress: demand; contro ; support; ro es; re at onsh ps; and change. Us ng the standards 

vo untary but the HSE has nd cated that s becom ng more proact ve n enforc ng emp oyers’ duty 

of care towards the menta hea th of the r staff. Emp oyers have a duty to carry out some form of r sk 

assessment for work-re ated stress, e ther us ng the HSE’s management standards or some other approach. 

Organ sat ons that pers st gnor ng th s ob gat on are ke y to be vu nerab e to enforcement act on 

they are found to be n breach of the r respons es under the Hea th and Safety at Work Act 1974. 

Health and Safety Executive’s stress management standards 

Table 18: Organisations taking steps to identify and reduce stress in the workplace 

and production 
Non-profit 

Yes 

Table 19: Methods used to identify and reduce stress in the workplace 

and production serv ces 
Non-profit 

serv ces 

Risk assessments/stress audits 

Written stress policy/guidance 

Training for managers/staff 

Flexible-working options/improved work–life 

Staff surveys 

Greater involvement of occupational health 

Employee assistance programme 

Focus groups 
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Main cause Any mention 

43 70 

11 45 

Lack of organisational commitment/issues not taken seriously 10 29 

8 43 

5 28 

management 
3 16 

Table 20: Obstacles to addressing stress at work 

Respondents (%) citing this reason 

Stress is not clearly defined and is difficult to identify 

Increasing performance targets/workload 

Lack of skills for dealing with stressed staff 

Increasing competitive/cost pressures 

Difficulty in building a business case for investment in stress 

Obstacles to addressing stress at work 

The main barrier to addressing stress at work is that it is 

not clearly defined and is difficult to identify, according 

to respondents, who were asked to rank the three 

major obstacles to managing the issue effectively (see 

Table 20). 

More than 40% of respondents identified problems in 

defining and identifying stress as the main obstacle and 

70% ranked this issue among their top three obstacles, 

with little variation between the sectors or different 

sizes of organisation. This underlines why it is important 

that employers carry out risk assessments and staff 

surveys to help them pick up on and understand the 

causes of stress. 

Increasing performance targets are seen as the next 

most significant obstacle to reducing stress at work, 

with public and private services sector employers most 

likely to cite this as a factor. 

A lack of organisational commitment is identified as 

an obstacle to managing stress effectively by nearly a 

third of respondents, with 10% citing this as the most 

significant factor. Public sector employers are least likely 

and manufacturing and production employers are most 

likely to see this as a barrier to addressing stress at 

work. 

In many cases, it is only possible to gain organisational 

commitment through building an effective business 

case, something that is seen as a barrier by 16% 

of organisations. But it should be possible for all 

employers to build a business case for investing in 

stress management. Besides the absence-related cost 

of stress, research by the CIPD into employee attitudes, 

Employee Well Being and the Psychological Contract 

(2004), shows that higher levels of stress are associated 

with lower work satisfaction, lower levels of loyalty to 

line management and a higher intention to leave the 

organisation. 

A lack of people with the skills to deal with stressed 

staff is also seen as one of the top three obstacles by 

43% of respondents, and particularly by public sector 

and non-profit organisations (46%). 
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Managing absence


The survey findings underline the importance of the partnership between HR and the line in 

effective absence management; HR to provide information and support and line managers 

to take primary responsibility for managing the process and building the employment 

relationship. They also emphasise the importance of occupational health specialist 

involvement, particularly in managing long-term absence. 

Seven in ten employers have introduced changes in the 

past two years as to how they manage absence. Public 

sector organisations are most likely to have done so, 

and manufacturing and production employers and non-

profit organisations are least likely to have done so. 

Among those organisations modifying how they 

manage absence, the most common changes made 

are the introduction or revision of absence monitoring 

procedures, with manufacturing and production 

respondents most likely to have done this (see Figure 3). 

Public sector employers are most likely to have 

introduced a new or revised absence management 

policy (64%), while private services organisations 

are more likely to have introduced return-to-work 

interviews than employers in the other main sectors. 

Almost a third of employers that have made changes 

to how they manage absence report that they are 

involving occupational health professionals for the first 

time, with manufacturing and production and non-

profit employers most likely to have done so. 

Nine in ten respondents have a written absence policy. 

Public services are most likely to have such a policy 

(94%) and private services sector employers are least 

likely (86%). 
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Methods for managing short-term absence 

Respondents were asked to choose from a list of 20 

methods which ones they use to manage short-term 

absence. Return-to-work interviews and disciplinary 

procedures for unacceptable absence, are the two 

most commonly used methods of managing short-term 

absence, with four-fifths of respondents using these 

approaches (see Table 21). Non-profit organisations 

are most likely (88%) and private services sector 

organisations least likely (76%) to use return-to-work 

interviews. 

Public sector organisations are least likely to make use 

of disciplinary procedures to manage unacceptable 

levels of short-term absence, and manufacturing and 

production organisations are the most likely to do this. 

Providing sickness absence information to line 

managers, so that they are aware of the levels of 

absence among their staff, and ensuring line managers 

are involved in the process of managing absence, are 

the next most commonly used approaches to managing 

attendance. There is little sectoral variation, but private 

services sector respondents are least likely to report that 

these approaches are in use. 

Trigger mechanisms, such as the Bradford factor, to 

identify frequent short-term absences are used by 

nearly 70% of organisations but there is considerable 

variation between sectors. Less than 60% of private 

services’ respondents indicate that their organisation 

uses some form of trigger mechanism, compared to the 

manufacturing and production sector where 74% of 

organisations use such an approach. 

The importance of helping employees to balance their 

work and home lives as part of a holistic approach to 

managing attendance is illustrated by the proportion 

of organisations (65%) that provide leave for family 

circumstances. The public sector is most likely (76%) 

and manufacturing and production organisations least 

likely (58%) to provide leave for this purpose. 

More than 50% of employers train their line managers 

in managing absence, something that is more common 

among organisations in the public sector than the other 

main sectors. 

The most effective approaches for managing 

short-term absence 

Respondents were asked to identify the three most 

effective approaches to managing absence (see Table 

22). Return-to-work interviews are rated as the most 

effective approach to managing short-term absence 

across all sectors. Trigger mechanisms, disciplinary 

procedures and line management involvement are 

also rated highly, with a quarter or more respondents 

identifying these among the three most effective 

approaches to managing absence. Private services sector 

employers are least likely to regard trigger mechanisms 

as effective. Public sector employers are significantly 

less likely to rate the use of disciplinary procedures 

as effective (19%) in managing short-term absence 

than the other main sectors, particularly compared to 

manufacturing and production (42%). 

Restricting sick pay is identified as the fifth most 

effective management approach to reducing absence 

levels, but there is a considerable difference in how 

likely this is to be rated as ‘effective’ by employers 

in different sectors. A quarter of private services 

respondents cite restricting sick pay as one of the top 

three management interventions, compared to just 

10% of public sector employers. 

There is general consensus among respondents across 

the sectors on the effectiveness of providing line 

management with sickness absence information, with 

between 12% and 14% of respondents rating this as 

one of their top three methods of managing short-term 

absence. 

Below this, occupational health involvement and 

training for line managers to help them take 

responsibility for managing absence are regarded as 

equally useful. 
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Organisations (%) using this method 

All 
Manufacturing Private 

services organisations 
Public 

services 

82 86 76 88 84 

absence 
80 88 78 79 76 

to line managers 
78 82 72 81 83 

Line management involvement in 
absence management 

76 77 70 79 81 

attendance 
68 74 59 72 71 

65 58 62 68 76 

Managers trained in absence handling 53 54 46 52 60 

involvement 
50 57 33 56 62 

Restricting sick pay 50 57 59 48 36 

Flexible working 44 29 39 42 61 

criterion 
35 37 32 38 38 

34 23 25 33 53 

32 23 27 26 48 

27 22 27 28 30 

26 27 16 22 38 

Attendance bonuses or incentives 18 29 16 15 14 

17 20 9 14 22 

Physiotherapy services 16 17 8 11 24 

Nominated absence case manager/ 
management team 

10 10 6 5 12 

8 8 5 6 13 

Table 21: Absence management tools for short-term absence 

and production 
Non-profit 

Return-to-work interviews 

Disciplinary procedures for unacceptable 

Providing sickness absence information 

Trigger mechanisms to review 

Leave for family circumstances 

Occupational health/professional 

Attendance record as a recruitment 

Stress counselling 

Changes to working patterns or 
environment 

Employee assistance programmes 

Health promotion 

Rehabilitation programmes 

Attendance driven by the board 
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Respondents (%) citing this tool 

All 
Manufacturing Private 

services organisations 
Public 

services 

59 61 58 64 55 

attendance 
28 28 21 30 34 

unacceptable absence 
27 42 23 28 19 

Line management involvement in 
absence management 

25 23 25 24 25 

Restricting sick pay 19 23 24 17 10 

information to line managers 
13 12 14 13 14 

involvement 
10 13 6 13 14 

Managers trained in absence 
handling 

10 10 9 9 11 

8 5 7 7 11 

Flexible working 8 4 8 9 9 

Attendance bonuses or incentives 4 5 5 4 3 

criterion 
3 2 3 1 2 

2 1 2 2 3 

2 1 2 3 3 

Monitoring sickness absence levels 1 1 1 1 1 

1 1 * 2 1 

1 1 1 1 1 

Nominated absence case manager/ 
management team 

1 * 1 1 1 

* Less then 1% 

Table 22: Most effective management tools for short-term absence 

as one of the most effective 

and production 
Non-profit 

Return-to-work interviews 

Trigger mechanisms to review 

Disciplinary procedures for 

Providing sickness absence 

Occupational health/professional 

Leave for family circumstances 

Attendance record as a recruitment 

Changes to working patterns or 
environment 

Employee assistance programmes 

Stress counselling 

Absence review meetings 
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Used n the r ght way, return-to-work nterv ews can a ow managers and the r staff to have frank and 

sens ve d scuss ons about any under ng causes of absence and can dent fy ssues that need to be 

addressed at an ear y stage. One of the cha enges for organ sat ons s ensur ng that managers are 

comfortab n these d scuss ons and know the sorts of quest ons they can ra se. t’s a so mportant that 

they take p ace as spec ed n absence management po es. ne managers don’t carry out return-to-

work nterv ews, t g ves emp oyees the message that what s sa n po cy doesn’t happen n pract ce – 

other words, that absence doesn’t matter. 

Return-to-work interviews 

Managing long-term absence 

Respondents were asked to choose from a list of 20 

methods which ones they use for managing long-term 

absence. Return-to-work interviews are again identified 

as the most commonly used practice to manage long-

term absence (see Table 23). However, they are less 

likely to be used to manage long-term absence than 

they are for short-term absence problems. 

The next most common practices for managing long-

term absence are ensuring line managers are involved 

and providing them with the necessary information 

on the sickness absence records of their staff. 

Public sector employers are most likely to use these 

approaches to manage long-term absence and those 

The most effective approaches to managing long-

term absence 

The survey reveals that there are some significant 

contrasts between what methods employers use in 

managing long-term absence and the approaches that 

are rated as being particularly effective. Respondents 

were asked to identify the three most effective 

approaches to managing long-term absence (see 

Table 24). 

The involvement of occupational health professionals is 

rated as the most effective method of managing long-

term absence, but it is only the fourth most commonly 

used approach. Private services organisations are least 

likely to rate occupational health services as effective. 

in the private services are least likely to use them. 

Occupational health involvement is used by under 

two-thirds of employers, with under half of private 

services’ respondents and three-quarters of public 

sector organisations reporting that they use this 

method. 

More than half of employers use disciplinary 

procedures to tackle long-term absence and a similar 

proportion use trigger systems. 

A significant proportion of employers (45%) use 

flexible working as a means of reducing long-term 

absence levels. 

The use of rehabilitation programmes to manage long-

term absence is rated as the second most effective 

response to long-term absence, yet only 31% of 

employers make use of co-ordinated rehabilitation 

initiatives. Again, private services organisations are 

least likely to rate them as effective. Manufacturing 

and production employers are most likely to rate 

rehabilitation programmes as effective. 

Involving line managers in managing long-term sickness 

absence is also rated highly as an effective intervention 

among respondents across all sectors. 

Flexible working, return-to-work interviews and 

restricting sick pay are all regarded as being useful 

in managing long-term employee absence levels 

effectively. 
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Organisations (%) using this method 

All 
Manufacturing Private 

services organisations 
Public 

services 

71 74 62 79 77 

Line management involvement in absence 
management 

64 62 57 66 73 

line managers 
64 66 55 70 72 

involvement 
62 66 46 70 75 

absence 
52 52 45 53 58 

50 50 42 56 59 

Flexible working 45 34 38 44 60 

Managers trained in absence handling 45 43 35 46 56 

Restricting sick pay 40 42 44 41 35 

39 29 35 36 51 

38 28 28 42 58 

36 31 30 40 46 

31 37 19 32 40 

28 23 27 30 33 

criterion 
26 27 20 29 31 

24 24 14 21 37 

Physiotherapy services 17 19 9 17 26 

Nominated absence case manager/ 
management team 

14 12 10 11 18 

Attendance bonuses or incentives 12 19 9 11 10 

8 7 5 6 14 

Table 23: Absence management tools for long-term absence 

and production 
Non-profit 

Return-to-work interviews 

Providing sickness absence information to 

Occupational health/professional 

Disciplinary procedures for unacceptable 

Trigger mechanisms to review attendance 

Changes to working patterns or 
environment 

Stress counselling 

Leave for family circumstances 

Rehabilitation programmes 

Employee assistance programmes 

Attendance record as a recruitment 

Health promotion 

Attendance driven by the board 
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Respondents (%) citing this tool 

All 
Manufacturing Private 

services organisations 
Public 

services 

involvement 
48 58 34 54 53 

18 27 12 19 18 

Line management involvement in absence 
management 

17 17 16 15 17 

Flexible working 14 13 17 15 10 

13 14 13 13 14 

Restricting sick pay 13 14 14 13 10 

12 9 14 15 11 

7 4 4 10 11 

6 6 7 7 6 

Managers trained in absence handling 6 6 5 2 7 

5 5 5 7 67 

5 4 5 5 5 

Nominated case manager/management 
team 

5 4 4 4 5 

absence 
5 6 5 3 3 

Home visits 3 2 5 5 4 

Regular contact 3 2 3 4 2 

Physiotherapy services 2 4 1 3 2 

2 1 1 2 3 

criterion 
1 1 2 1 2 

Table 24: Most effective absence management tools for long-term absence 

as one of the most effective 

and production 
Non-profit 

Occupational health/professional 

Rehabilitation programme 

Return-to-work interviews 

Changes to working patterns or 
environment 

Stress counselling 

Employee assistance programmes 

Trigger mechanisms to review attendance 

Providing sickness absence to line managers 

Disciplinary procedures for unacceptable 

Phased return to work 

Attendance record as a recruitment 
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Respondents (%) 

All 
Manufacturing Private 

services organisations 
Public 

services 

54 52 50 63 61 

26 22 41 25 15 

In-house occupational health department 18 21 9 11 26 

or nurse) 
17 25 11 12 15 

Table 25: How occupational health services are provided 

and production 
Non-profit 

Occupational health services are provided 
through a contract with an external provider 

An external occupational health service 
provider is brought in where necessary 

In-house occupational health professional 
or other health professional (company doctor 

Occupational health services 

The survey asked respondents a specific question about 

the overall availability of occupational health services to 

establish the proportion of employers that provide their 

employees with voluntary access to such services to 

deal with short- and/or long-term absence. This showed 

that almost three-quarters of employers provide access 

to occupational health services, with the public sector 

most likely (80%) and private services organisations 

least likely to (58%) to make this provision. 

Organisations with 250 employees or less are 

significantly less likely (54%) than larger employers to 

provide employees with access to occupational health 

services. 

Respondents were asked at what point their 

organisations refer employees with sickness absence 

problems to occupational health services. 

Most organisations (61%) refer staff to occupational 

health services at the manager’s discretion, with advice 

from HR. Manufacturing and production organisations 

are most likely (65%) and public sector employers 

least likely (52%) to adopt this approach. 

A fifth of organisations refer employees after a 

number of recurring short-term absences, with this 

method being more commonly adopted in the public 

sector (29%) than in the other sectors, particularly the 

Among organisations of 251–500 employees, 

occupational health provision increases to 83% 

and rises more or less continually with the size of 

organisation to 94% of employers with 10,000 or more 

employees. 

The survey shows that occupational health services are 

most likely to be provided through a contract with an 

external provider, with 54% of respondents using this 

approach. Just over a quarter of organisations buy in 

the services of an occupational health provider as and 

when necessary, 18% of organisations have an in-

house occupational health department, and 17% have 

an in-house occupational health professional or other 

health professional such as a company doctor or nurse 

(see Table 25). 

private services sector (14%). 

In 13% of organisations, employees are referred on 

the basis of manager discretion alone, with the public 

sector most likely (21%) and non-profit organisations 

least likely (5%) to use this approach. 

Among employers that refer employees after they 

have been off work for a specific length of time, a 

month is the most common referral point, with 16% 

of organisations doing so at this point. The average 

length of time before employees are actually referred 

is four weeks and three days, with little difference 

across sectors. 
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Rehabilitation policies 

Only 36% of organisations have a specific 

rehabilitation policy. Public sector organisations are 

most likely (49%) and private services organisations 

least likely (27%) to have rehabilitation policies. 

Attendance incentives 

Attendance incentives have generated a number of 

media headlines over the past year, partly as a result 

of the Royal Mail’s scheme (see the case study on 

page 38) where employees with exemplary attendance 

records are entered into a prize draw to win a Ford 

Focus car. In this year’s survey we asked a number of 

questions concerning incentives to try and establish to 

what extent they are used, what type of incentives are 

typically on offer, and whether HR practitioners believe 

they are effective. 

In all, 18% of respondents report that their 

organisation uses some form of attendance incentive, 

with manufacturing and production employers most 

likely (29%) and those in the public sector least likely 

(14%) to do so. 

Among those organisations using attendance 

incentives, by far the most commonly used type 

is some form of bonus payment linked to the 

achievement of an absence target rate. Nearly two-

thirds of respondents cited this approach (see Table 

The CIPD believes it’s important that employers have 

such policies in place to ensure that employees who 

are returning to work are managed in a consistent and 

co-ordinated way across the organisation and receive 

the support they need. 

26). This sort of incentive is most popular among 

manufacturing and production employers (70%) and is 

used least by public sector organisations. A quarter of 

respondents use some form of prize as an attendance 

incentive and 10% offer additional days’ holiday 

entitlement, with public sector organisations being 

most likely to use this approach. 

HR practitioners are not convinced that attendance 

incentives contribute to lower levels of absence. 

Among respondents that use attendance incentives, 

47% believe that they have helped to reduce absence 

levels, 36% think that they have not had an effect, 

and 15% of respondents are not sure either way. 

Private services sector respondents are most likely to 

believe attendance incentives are effective (52%) than 

believe they are not effective (31%). 

Public sector respondents are divided down the middle 

in their views, with 50% rating attendance incentives 

as effective in reducing absence levels and 45% 

disagreeing. 

types of attendance incentives 

All 
Manufacturing Private 

services organisations 
Public 

services 

Some form of bonus payment linked to a 
target 

63 70 58 82 57 

Some form of prize 25 23 21 14 20 

Additional days’ holiday entitlement 10 7 10 0 20 

Recognition letter 2 2 0 5 2 

Other 6 4 7 5 9 

Table 26: If your organisation uses an attendance incentive, what type does it use? 

Respondents (%) using different 

and production 
Non-profit 
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A programme to transform how absence s managed at the Roya Ma has he ped boost attendance rates 

by a most 11% s nce ast summer. The programme has mproved support for peop e off s ck and a so 

rewards good attendance. 

Tammy Tans ey, Roya Ma s Emp oyee Re at ons Manager, sa d that the dua approach had he ped to 

reduce unp anned absence wh ch nc udes s ckness absence and a spec eave at Roya Ma from 6.4% 

to 5.7% over the s x-month per od between the beg nn ng of August 2004 and the end of January 2005. 

‘Th s has meant an extra 1,000 peop e at work on any one day co ect ng, sort ng and de ver ng the ma ,’ 

sa d Tans ey. ‘Th s rea y good news for customers and has enab ed us to mprove qua ty of serv ce.’ 

The programme was managed by a steer ng group, wh ch cons dered the prob ems w th the ex st ng 

system, best pract ce and the obstac es to mak ng change happen. The group then drew up a 13-po nt 

manag ng absence standard as the start ng po nt for change. The standard, wh ch was ntroduced 

fo ow ng consu tat on w th the trade un ons, emphas sed the centra ro e of the ne manager. Th

nc udes carry ng out return-to-work nterv ews, ma nta ng contact w th staff f they are off s ck, ensur ng 

those off s ck have access to Roya Ma s occupat ona hea th serv ce experts, and organ ng rehab tat on 

and return-to-work p ans. Th s approach has he ped to ensure there has been no oss of serv ce to 

customers. 

Around 13,000 managers across the bus ness were g ven tra ng to he p them use the standards, as we

as a range of other support. Th nc uded a spec ntranet s te ded cated to absence management, an 

absence-tracker too that a owed managers to track the absence records of a of the r emp oyees, and a 

best pract ce gu de. 

Roya Ma has a so renegot ated ts contract w th ts occupat ona hea th prov der to de ver better-qua ty 

hea th serv ces to emp oyees. Peop e are now referred after they have been off work s ck for 14 days, 

rather than the prev ous benchmark of 21 days. nd dua s who are suffer ng from stress or muscu o-

ske eta prob ems are now referred on day one of the r absence because of the mportance of ear

ntervent on for anyone suffer ng from such cond ons. 

n add on to support ng peop f they are s ck, Roya Ma recogn sed and rewarded those w th a good 

attendance record. Anyone who d d not take a day off s ck between the beg nn ng of August 2004 and 

the end of January 2005 was entered nto a pr ze draw to w n a new car or ho day vouchers. As a resu t, 

37 peop e won a new car, 75 peop e won £2,000 n ho day vouchers and everyone who was e e for 

the draw – over 90,000 emp oyees – won £150 of ho day vouchers. 

Tans ey sa d that fo ow ng the success of the f rst scheme, and the ntroduct on of the new at ves to 

mprove attendance eve s, a second scheme had been aunched for the next 12 months. The company 

has a so started the next phase of the dr ve to tack e absentee sm, focus ng on emp oyee engagement and 

mprov ng access to phys otherapy and occupat ona therapy serv ces for those who need them. 

Case study 
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Performance targets and appraisals


One aspect of effective absence management which is 

often cited is the need to have senior management buy-

in and ensure that line managers take responsibility for 

managing absence. However, what is not clear is how 

organisations try and ensure that absence management 

remains an ongoing priority for managers at all levels, 

and not just when absence levels start creeping up to 

spark a renewed drive to manage the issue. 

One way is to link how managers manage attendance 

to their appraisals and personal objectives. 

The survey asked respondents if absence management 

performance is linked to senior managers’ appraisals/ 

performance targets and whether this approach was 

effective in reducing absence levels. It also asked the 

same question in relation to line managers. 

Senior managers 

Just over a quarter of employers include absence 

management performance as an element of senior 

managers’ appraisals/performance targets, with 

manufacturing and production organisations most 

likely (35%) and non-profit organisations least likely 

(21%) to do so. In all, 25% of private services sector 

organisations and public sector employers adopt this 

approach. 

The majority of respondents (47%) believe that making 

senior managers accountable for absence management 

performance through appraisals/performance targets 

is effective in reducing absence levels. In contrast, 

10% of respondents hold the opposite view, with 

42% saying that they don’t know. Respondents from 

the non-profit sector (56%) and manufacturing and 

production organisations (52%) are most likely to 

believe that senior management accountability helps to 

reduce absence levels. Public sector respondents (40%) 

and those in the private services (46%) are least likely 

to believe that this approach has a positive impact on 

absence levels. 

Line managers 

In all, 27% of employers include absence management 

performance as an element of line managers’ 

appraisals/performance targets (see Table 27). 

Respondents are marginally more likely to believe that 

including absence management performance as an 

element of line managers’ appraisals/performance 

targets is effective in reducing absence levels than they 

are with regard to senior managers. 

In all, 50% of respondents believe that making line 

managers accountable for their absence management 

performance helps to reduce absence levels, with just 

8% taking the opposite view and 41% saying they 

don’t know. 

Appraisals 

Finally, the survey asked whether employees’ 

attendance records are part of the performance 

measures for their appraisals (see Table 28). 

This showed that under half of respondent 

organisations include employees’ attendance records 

as part of the performance measures for individuals’ 

appraisals. Public sector organisations are significantly 

less likely (28%) to take this into account compared to 

employers across the three other main sectors. 

Respondents (%) 

All 
Manufacturing 

Private services organisations Public services 

27 33 25 23 24 

No 72 66 74 77 75 

Table 27: Organisations that include absence management performance as an element of line managers’ appraisals/ 
performance targets 

and production 
Non-profit 

Yes 
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appraisals 

Respondents (%) 

All 
Manufacturing 

Private services organisations Public services 

44 53 48 41 28 

No 55 45 51 58 71 

Table 28: Organisations that take into account attendance records as part of performance measures for individuals’ 

and production 
Non-profit 

Yes 

In all, four in ten respondents believe that including 

employees’ attendance records among performance 

measures for individuals’ appraisals has a positive effect 

on reducing absence levels; 12% disagree and 42% 

say they don’t know. Manufacturing and production 

respondents are most likely to see this approach as 

effective (42%) compared to respondents from the 

other main sectors, particularly the public sector (33%). 
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A key aspect of Jaguar’s approach to reduc ng absence at ts Ha ewood p ant s ensur ng that ne 

managers at a eve s are accountab e for how they manage attendance through the nd dua appra sa

and performance targets. 

The p ant has a target of reduc ng casua absence year on year to ess than 3%, wh ch f ters down to 

departmenta and persona ob ect ves to he p meet the target. 

Superv sors have a target to carry out return-to-work nterv ews w th n 24 hours and ensure that a

emp oyees have contact cards, wh ch p ace an emphas s on emp oyees phon ng the r superv sor persona

f they are unab e to attend work, preferab y before the start of a sh ft. 

Th s approach, comb ned w th the ntroduct on of a rev sed absence management po cy, has contr buted 

to a reduct on n casua absence rates, down to 2.76% n 2004 from 3.24% for the prev ous year. 

The new po cy, ntroduced n Apr 2004, makes a c ear d fferent at on between casua absence and 

capab ty-re ated absence at a very ear y stage. 

f an nd dua has two or more hea th-re ated absences for the same reason n 12 months, they can be 

categor sed as suffer ng from an under ng, chron ness and cons dered under the capab ty procedure. 

Th nvo ves be ng referred to the company doctor and, where necessary, for further support such as 

counse ng and phys otherapy – both prov ded on s te. 

other unp anned absence s categor sed as casua absence and managed as an ssue of conduct, where 

necessary through the d sc nary process. 

Jaguar has a very c ear tr gger process, wh ch app es to both casua and capab ty-re ated absence and 

ensures that managers ntervene at an ear y stage. 

Case study 
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At stage one, superv sors ho d absence rev ew meet ngs w th any emp oyee who has had two absences 

a 12-month per od, to rem nd them of the p ant’s po cy and, ust as mportant y, to try and dent fy any 

ssues that may be an under ng cause. n a , there are s x stages, cu nat ng n a d sm ssa hear ng w th 

the area manager n attendance. 

Where necessary, Jaguar’s HR team prov des support and adv ce to managers and superv sors, as we

as access to an absence database wh ch mon tors and tracks absence eve s and causes across the p ant 

operat ons. 

Long-term absence s managed through a case management approach. The f rm has a recovery 

programme where workp ace hea th adv sers work a ongs de superv sors and the HR team to he

emp oyees to return to work gradua y on reduced hours or ess-demand ng ro es. 

The company s a so putt ng more emphas s on manag ng stress as th s has become the number-one cause 

of absence for both manua and non-manua emp oyees. An emp oyee att tude survey and focus group 

scuss ons are used as part of the p ant’s r sk assessment to dent fy and manage part cu ar causes of 

stress. 

Emp oyees are referred to the occupat ona hea th department at the f rst s gn of stress and a range of 

support measures are ava ab nc ud ng f ex e work ng, pract ca adv ce, counse ng and t me off to 

ow nd dua s to reso ve domest c s tuat ons. Jaguar’s approach to manag ng absence s supp emented 

by an attendance ncent ve of £30 per week, wh ch s pa d to emp oyees f they attend work cons stent y. 

Case study (continued) 

Occupational sick pay provision 

In all, 94% of employers provide occupational sick pay 

with little variation across sectors. 

Tesco hit the headlines last year over its decision not 

to provide occupational sick pay to new employees 

for the first three days of absence. Tesco are not the 

first employer to choose this approach, which takes 

account of the fact that employers are under no legal 

obligation to pay sick pay until the fourth consecutive 

day of absence. The survey shows that, while 83% of 

respondent organisations’ sick pay schemes cover the 

first three days of absence, a significant minority of 

organisations’ schemes (15%) do not. 

Manufacturing and production businesses are most 

likely not to provide occupational sick pay (24%) for 

the first three days of absence, compared to just 8% of 

public sector organisations. 

Almost two-thirds of respondent organisations’ absence 

management policies include a provision to withhold 

sick pay if there is a belief that an individual is not 

genuinely ill. Nearly three-quarters of manufacturing 

and production businesses make such a provision, 

compared with only 48% of public sector organisations. 

Only a third of employers have actually withheld 

occupational sick pay in the past 12 months because 

of a belief that an absent employee is not genuinely ill. 

Only 22% of public sector organisations have done so, 

and this rises to 42% for manufacturing and production 

employers. 

The survey shows that, on average, employers stop 

paying occupational sick pay at the full rate after three 

months and one week. Manufacturing and production 

and public sector organisations provide sick pay at the 
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full rate for three months and nine days on average, 

while non-profit organisations do so for two months 

and two weeks. 

Organisations typically stop paying occupational sick 

pay altogether after four months and 24 days. On 

average, public sector employers provide occupational 

sick pay for the longest of all the main sectors, at five 

months and 18 days. 

Pre-employment screening 

Just over 70% of employers ask job applicants to 

provide details of their previous absence records (ie 

how many days sickness they have had in the past 12 

months with their last employer), with little variation 

across sectors or organisational size. 

Only a minority of organisations (7%) include an 

attendance requirement in their job specifications (eg 

less than five days’ absence in the past 12 months), 

with this most likely to occur in non-profit organisations 

and least likely to occur in the public sector. 

Seven in ten of respondent organisations require all job 

applicants to fill in a health questionnaire as part of the 

recruitment and selection process. This rises to 80% 

among manufacturing and production respondents 

and falls to 53% among private services sector 

organisations. In all, 7% of employers only require job 

applicants to fill in health questionnaires when they are 

applying for certain categories of jobs. 

About a fifth of organisations include a medical 

examination as part of the recruitment process for all 

prospective members of staff. This is much more likely 

to be the case among manufacturing and production 

organisations (40%) than in the other main sectors, 

particularly the private services (5%). 

More than a quarter of respondents include a medical 

examination when filling vacancies for some categories 

of staff, with this most likely to happen in the public 

sector (39%) and least likely among non-profit 

organisations (22%). 

Absence that is not genuine 

Employers believe that, on average, 14% of employee 

absence is not genuine (see Table 29). 

Just under a third of respondents believe that less 

than 5% of absence is not genuine, almost a quarter 

estimate that non-genuine absence makes up 6–10% 

of absence, 17% believe the figure is 11–20%, and 

11% estimate it to be 21–30%. 

The non-profit and public sectors are more likely to 

believe that absence is genuine, with respondents from 

these sectors estimating that, on average, non-genuine 

absence accounts for just over 12% of all absence. 

Employers in the manufacturing and production sector 

and in the private services sector are slightly more 

sceptical, estimating that, on average, non-genuine 

absence accounts for 16% and 15% of absence from 

work respectively. 

Confidence in genuine absence tends to be highest 

among smaller employers of less than 250 people and 

among larger employers of more than 5,000 staff. 

genuine 

Respondents (%) citing 

non-genuine absence 

Less than 5% 29 

6–10% 24 

11–20% 17 

21–30% 11 

31–40% 4 

41–50% 4 

Over 50% 2 

14 

Table 29: The proportion of absence that is not 

this proportion of 

Average 
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Are employee absence levels typically higher 

on Mondays and Fridays than other days of the 

week? 

Overall, respondents were divided, with 36% reporting 

that they had identified an increase in absence levels 

just before and after the weekend, and 34% saying 

they had not. 

Employers in the manufacturing and production 

and private services sectors are most likely to believe 

absence levels increase on Fridays and Mondays, with 

41% and 39% respectively reporting that this is the 

case. In all, 28% of public sector employers and a 

third of voluntary sector organisations think absence 

increases just before and just after the weekend. 

In all, 28% of employers do not record this information. 

Almost 40% of public sector employers don’t 

record this information, compared to just 20% of 

manufacturing and production organisations. 
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Methodology


In March 2005 a total of 10,000 questionnaires were 

sent out to a sample of people management specialists. 

The questionnaire included 48 questions on the level, 

causes and costs of absence. It also asked a number 

of questions on how organisations manage absence, 

in both the long and short terms. Although much of 

the survey was similar to previous years, it included 

new questions on the provision of occupational health 

services, attendance incentives, occupational sick pay 

and pre-employment screening. 

A total of 1,038 usable replies were received – a 

response rate of 10.4%. All together, more than 2 

million people are employed by the organisations that 

responded. 

In all, 20% of responses were from the public sector, 

40% were from private sector organisations, 32% were 

from manufacturing and production employers, and 

8% were from non-profit organisations. 

Our analysis is based on the number of people 

answering the questions concerned. Percentages have 

been rounded to the nearest whole number. 

Table 30 shows the distribution of responses by sector. 

334 

6 

Mining and quarrying 0 

7 

Construction 21 

Engineering and metals 86 

Food, drink and tobacco 56 

General manufacturing 35 

Paper and printing 13 

13 

Chemicals 30 

Other manufacturing 71 

Private services 419 

46 

Financial services 63 

36 

IT services 39 

23 

continued overleaf 

Table 30: Distribution of responses, by sector 

Number of responses 

Manufacturing and production 

Agriculture and forestry 

Electricity, gas and water 

Textiles 

Professional services 

Hotels, restaurants and leisure 

Legal and property services 
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Media and publishing 18 

Retail and wholesale 61 

35 

12 

Other private services 81 

10 

Public services 210 

Education 58 

25 

55 

Health 52 

Other public services 21 

80 

Housing associations 32 

Charity services 26 

15 

Other voluntary services 10 

1,038 

Table 30: Distribution of responses, by sector (continued) 

Number of responses 

Transport and storage 

Telecommunications 

Call centres 

Central government (including defence) 

Local government (including police and fire) 

Non-profit organisations 

Care services 

Total 
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