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Report to:  Personnel and General Purposes Sub Committee – 13 December 2017

Report of: HR Officer, People Services 

Subject: OPTIONS TO IMPROVE SICKNESS ABSENCE ACROSS THE COUNCIL

1. Recommendation

1.1 To introduce an independent Absence Management Service which includes a 
dedicated 24/7 telephone line, nurse-led telephone reviews and real-time 
management reports.

1.2 To invest in wellbeing initiatives to proactively assist employees in staying 
healthy at work, encouraging good lifestyle choices and to make the Council 
an attractive place to work.

2. Background

2.1 The sickness days across the Council for 2016 to 2017 equated to 12.63 days per 
employee, which is the highest levels recorded in more than 11 years.

2.2 There is often a link between levels of employee engagement and sickness absence, 
so we would expect our excellence work to have a positive impact on attendance.  
However, it is clear we need to do more to improve the situation.

2.3 According to the ONS survey 2016, the average days sickness was  4.3 days per 
worker (2.9% public sector, 1.7% private sector).  LGA Figures for 2016/17 suggest 
an average number of days lost in District Councils was 8.The high sickness absence 
levels in Worcester City Council directly impacts budgetary costs, service delivery, 
customer satisfaction and ultimately the Council’s reputation.
 

2.4 The increased workloads of employees covering staffing shortfalls can increase their 
risk of burn out, workplace stress, reduce motivation, disengagement or even 
attrition of talented staff.  

2.5 With the strategy to reduce agency and consultancy costs in the Council, the need to 
quickly improve staff attendance and support an employee’s wellbeing is vital if the 
Council is to achieve its objectives. The introduction of the Absence Management 
Service could significantly improve attendance and enable investment in pro-active 
Wellbeing initiatives.

2.6  We have consulted with trade unions on this proposal and it was agreed at Joint 
Consultative and Policy Committee.

3. Preferred Option 
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3.1 Introduce the First Care Absence Management Solutions Service (see separate 
business case) by April 2018.  Following consultations with the trade unions we have 
committed to reviewing the impact of this scheme on employee wellbeing at the of 
the first 12 months.

3.2 To invest in Wellbeing initiatives to assist employees in staying healthy at work as a 
preventative approach and provide more support to help return to work sooner.  This 
includes working towards being awarded level 3 Worcestershire Works Well.  

3.3 Wellbeing initiatives can be agreed via employee forums or feedback and could 
include, but not limited to:

 50% off gym membership as a benefit to employees to encourage them to 
keep fit and active (assuming 25% take up this would cost £11,250 per 
annum based on 250 employees and £15 per person per month)

 Gifting employees a fitness tracker such as a fitbit, to promote and track daily 
activity levels.  Recognising high activity levels of individual employees could 
encourage overall wellbeing and help engage staff, as a social and sport 
initiative.

 Invest in employee health screenings delivered by a health practitioner, to 
encourage lifestyle changes and/or health monitoring equipment.

 Providing regular fresh fruit baskets at sites to encourage healthy eating.

 Visits by workstation massage therapists, who work on both the physical level 
(giving the shoulders and back a good stretch and supporting posture) and 
physiological level (relieving stress).  

4. Alternative Options Considered

4.1 Provide an attendance bonus.  This can have HMRC implications and is an additional 
cost for the Council.

4.2 To reduce the Council’s 90% sick pay to either 75% or 50% for all sickness absence. 
This could increase a risk of employees not being able to afford to be off sick with 
serious health conditions. There could also be a minimal risk of disability 
discrimination as it would apply to all employees and disabled employees could be at 
a disadvantage financially.

4.3 Retain in-house sickness management processes and reporting.  The amount of time 
that line managers take to monitor and chase updates on high levels of sickness and 
complete various forms could be better used in developing team relations, building 
resilience in their team’s wellbeing, encouraging and recognising healthy lifestyles 
and increasing morale and engagement. 

5. Implications

5.1 Financial and Budgetary Implications
Based on sickness levels falling by half to 6 days, this could generate savings of 
£120,000 based on 90% sick pay.  The annual cost of the First Care Absence 
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Management Solution is £14,790 plus the costs of any wellbeing initiatives 
undertaken. 

5.2 Legal and Governance Implications
This would be a legally acceptable solution.

5.3 Risk Implications
That the First Call absence management service is not implemented or 
communicated effectively to staff.  First Call will therefore work closely with the 
Council to provide a comprehensive and proven implementation process, successful 
in other UK Local Authorities.

5.4 Corporate/Policy Implications
The sickness absence policy and procedure will need to be amended along with the 
payroll/HR system and relevant forms.  

5.5 Equality Implications
There is a minimal risk of disability discrimination as it applies to all employees and 
although there may be a greater risk of higher levels of sickness absence for certain 
conditions, a generous level of sick pay is available.

5.6 Human Resources Implications
As this is a change in terms and conditions, it will need to be agreed with the Trade 
unions and the relevant policies, forms and HR/Payroll system updated.
Employees may attend work whilst ill and take longer to recover and infect others in 
the process.

5.7 Health and Safety Implications
There is a risk that employees may attend work when they are ill and could result in 
more employees being ill and less effective whilst at work.

Ward(s): All
Contact Officer: Catherine Simcox, HR Officer 01905 722043.  

Catherine.simcox@worcester.gov.uk 
Background Papers: none 
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