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Introduction

This report will critically evaluate the introduction of an externally provided 
Sickness Absence Management Service for Worcester City Council.  

There are currently 255 staff (235 FTE) employed in the Council. Sickness 
absence rates have increased by 2.5% over the last 4 years (HRIS).  There has 
been 2620 FTE sick days as at Q3 (Oct – Dec 2016), equating to 10.9 days 
sickness absence per FTE.   

When considering the council’s sickness absence trend, there was an average of  
12 days lost to sickness absence per employee in Worcester City Council at the 
end of the last financial year 2016/17.  This is far higher than the annual average  
8.5 days per public sector employee, detailed in the CIPD 2016 Annual Survey 
Report - Public Sector Summary.

An organisation needs effective people management policies to promote 
engagement and attendance and therefore reduce absence. Creating a good work 
environment means employees are less likely to wake up and think ‘I don’t feel 
like going in to work today’.  Effective absence management is about 
supporting employees with health problems to stay in or return to work. 
Developing effective return-to-work programmes and offering flexible working 
where possible form part of an absence management strategy.  A focus on 
employee well-being and health promotion can help avoid absence problems 
developing. Employers should remember that most absence is genuine and that 
employees often need support in their recovery.  (CIPD, 2016)

By incorporating an independent Absence Management Service, the Council could 
help reduce sickness absence levels, create a culture of fair treatment, focus on 
promoting wellbeing initiatives and provide real time, accurate data on which to 
base decision-making on staffing, especially in an operational setting.

Discussion

Worcester City Council has higher than average levels of sickness absence that 
directly impacts budgetary costs,  service delivery, customer satisfaction and 
ultimately the Council’s reputation.  

High sickness absence levels can lead to raised productivity of remaining team 
members covering these staffing shortfalls , increasing their potential burn out,  
workplace stress,  reduced motivation, disengagement or even attrition of 
talented staff.  
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With the recent budgetary decision 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 the Corporate Plan. 

A long term focus on employee wellbeing and health promotion can help reduce 
sickness absence.  Research has shown that high engagement, combined with 
high well-being leads to high performance working (CIPD).  Leaders and Line 
managers are key to the successful implementation of a wellbeing strategy. They 
also have a crucial part to play in creating the culture necessary to support a 
healthy Council. 

Recent research for the DWP concludes that small changes in the workplace, 
particularly on the part of line management, can make a big difference to the 
wellbeing of staff.  For example, gestures of thanks or providing a team lunch can 
help to make people feel part of a close-knit and supportive team.  

NICE also argues that organisations need to strengthen the ability of line 
managers to promote employee wellbeing; in particular, by developing a 
supportive leadership style that encourages participation, delegation, constructive 
feedback, mentoring and coaching. 

People Services are looking to launch a leadership/workforce development 
programme and this will enable managers to motivate and develop teams, 
particularly if certain individuals need support with performance, health or 
engagement issues.  Managers must be made especially aware of how their 
leadership styles could promote or damage the mental wellbeing of their teams, 
and to respond sensitively to employees’ emotional concerns, and any symptoms 
of mental ill health.

How an independent Absence Management Service works:

All Absence Management Service Providers use a comprehensive web-based 
system, including manager dashboard and full reporting functions. There is a 24/7 
dedicated independent absence telephone line for employees.  

An effective Absence Management Service Provider will record the detail of every 
absence in a fair, consistent, complete and accurate manner before issuing 
notifications  the employer (by email or text to a number of key stakeholders), in 
real time.  

Certain Absence Management Service Providers can also offer a Registered 
General Nurse who will speak with the employee and provide detailed medical  
absence information back to the Council, including guidance on the best next 
steps to take and when. (OH or Employee support Line could then be signposted)  
The nurse will also agree an expected return to work date with the employee so 
operational resourcing can be better managed in the Council.
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If the Council uses an Absence Management provider (even for 12 months), it will 
free up Line Managers to encourage team wellbeing initiatives, demonstrate (or be 
trained in)  interpersonal skills, toidentify or minimise causes of intermittent 
absence, such as poor morale, potential  burn out or malingering tendencies.  
Recognising the early symptoms of stress (which currently accounts for 28% of all 
council sickness absence) will help develop a supportive culture.

Proposals

The Council have reviewed the proposals of three UK based Absence Management 
Service Providers.  

 All three provide a full web-based system with user dashboard and 
comprehensive Absence Management reporting.  

 Two provide a callcentre with a Day 1 – 24/7 reporting service.
 One provider delivers a Registered General Nurse intervention at Day 1.
 One provider already has a Public Sector Framework agreement.

Overview of Costings:
Full Proposals are attached at APPENDIX 1

Provider 1:  Life and Progress / Honeydew

1. A centralised 24/7 absence registration service – Service Contact Centre 
with experienced absence call handlers.

2. Absence Tracking and management reports
3. Early intervention and seamless integration with employers OH and 

Employee Assistance Line.

No medically trained intervention (Registered General Nurse)  
No Framework Agreement

Total Cost per annum: £15,000 plus VAT

Provider 2:  Activ People HR 

1. Comprehensive web based absence management system.  Includes 
Sickness absence and other absence (annual leave etc.) records that can be 
stored by the organisation themselves.

No call centre service – employees would still call into Council direct.
Minimum Contract Term is 3 years.
Training and data integration extra cost
No framework agreement

Total Cost per annum: £7,749.00 plus VAT
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Provider 3:  First Care Absence Management Solutions

1. Comprehensive web-based Absence Management System. 
2. Full reporting and dashboard analysis
3. Full training, data and service implementation and launch.
4. Dedicated 24/7/Absence line with Day 1 Registered General Nurse triage.
5. Real-time alerts by txt and email
6. Streamlined with Employee Assistance Line and OH
7. Public Sector Framework agreement available (OJEU)

The leading UK Absence Management Service Provider  - top level service.

Total Cost per annum: £14,790.00 plus VAT

Recommendations

Based on the three proposals, First Care would be a preferred option as it 
offers a Public Sector Framework of a comprehensive web-based system, 24/7 call 
centre, a Day-1 Nurse triage with signposting to our existing services of the 
Employee Assistance Line and OH.  They also allow a 12 month minimum 
contract.

The benefits to incorporating this Absence Management service in the Council will 
include:

 Reducing absence and its associated costs – and freeing up Managers to 
work proactively on the wellbeing in their teams

 Increase manager compliance with reporting support and return to work 
interviews

 Facilitate quicker referrals to support services – OH and EAP

 Ensure correct and appropriate use of the attendance management policy

An Absence Management Services for the Council will enable:

• Improved operational performance and reduced risk of liability.
• Reduced absence rates and increased productivity.
• A reduction in the costs associated with absence, such as sick pay, 

overtime payments, replacement staff costs, performance fines and 
tribunals fees.

• Support and promotion of the health and wellbeing agenda – day one nurse 
intervention.

• Visibility of problem areas by employee, department, demographic or 
reason.
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For Council employees:

• Access to a 24/7 absence contact centre and the convenience of being able 
to report absences at any time of day – not send texts / leave voicemails 
that may be missed.

• Free and confidential medical advice from Registered General Nurses, 
available 24/7.

• Consistent and fair treatment of every absence across the entire workforce.
• Efficient and immediate referrals to support services such as Occupational 

Health and Employee Assistance Programs.
• Reminders of key policies and procedures to follow – eg. RTW and pay.

For Line Managers:

• Reduced administrative workload.
• Trigger alerts and notifications informing managers of the actions they have 

to take and when they need to take them.
• Continuous help in being compliant with policies and procedures.
• Real time reports and detailed information that promotes confident and 

substantiated decision-making. 
• Increased operational resource due to reduced absence.

For People Services:

• Reduced workload for data entry, through the introduction of automated 
processes.

• Increased Line Manager Compliance with policies and procedures.
• Ability to identify key problem areas and being able to dedicate more time 

to addressing them.

Conclusion

As part of a holistic approach to improving wellbeing and engagement within 
Worcester City Council, the utilisation of an independent Absence Management 
Service, providing real time reporting and monitoring of employee absence with a 
day one intervention, especially by a General Registered Nurse could provide the 
following:

Cost Indicators:

Headcount 255
Average salary (inc. on-costs):  £22,000
Working days per employee: 212    (incl p/t)
Total working days available: 54060
Working day lost per year: 3493
Annual absence rate:  6.40%
Estimated cost of Absence 2016/17 £359,040
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This estimated cost of sickness absence can equate to losing the 
productivity of 16 FTE staff each year

Added to this are the Intangible Cost Indicators:

 Ageing workforce – possible increase in longer term treatment and  
recoveries or more serious underlying medical conditions

 Burden of work and pressure on team members covering sickness absence
 Morale and engagement of staff when absence affects team working
 Wellbeing risk to staff covering absences – stress / burn out
 Increased customer complaints for non service delivery
 Lower stakeholder satisfaction
 Reputation of Council – and impact on employer brand.
 Recruitment costs increase.  Agency costs increase.  Costs of Induction and 

Training.
 Potential attrition of talented staff  - increase in voluntary redundancies

AGENCY COSTS
The Council has also spent £52, 194 in one quarter (Dec 16 – Feb 17) in 
Cleaner and Greener.  This can also equate to losing the productivity of 9 
FTE staff per year in C&G.  
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