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THE WELL MANAGED ORGANISATION - GUIDELINES FOR BOARDS 

Workplace absence and productivity are highly important issues.  They affect our 
competitiveness and productivity as a player in the global economy.  They can been seen as 
an indicator of how well an organisation is managed.  And, not least, they have an impact on 
individuals in the workplace – their health, well-being and motivation.

Across the public sector we need to attract, retain and develop high performing staff who can 
contribute to the delivery of world class services to the public.   

I chair a Task Force on Health, Safety and Productivity in the public sector.  Its work is 
closely linked to the Government’s Health Work and Well-being strategy which sets out a 
blueprint for change to create healthier working environments while making sure that people 
get the help and support they need to stay in work if they do become ill.  We want the public 
sector to lead by example in offering healthy workplaces and good quality jobs to well 
motivated staff.

Stakeholders have told us that securing lasting improvements and culture change needs 
sustained management commitment.  Effective absence management is a core discipline 
for any well-run organisation, but it needs a “whole systems” approach - well managed 
organisations tend to have low levels of sickness absence and to deliver fi rst rate services.  
So we want Boards, Chief Executives and HR Directors across the public sector to see 
absence management and staff well-being as one of their core functions.  

To help senior managers across the public sector meet the challenges, the Task Force asked 
The Work Foundation to produce a clear profi le for the well managed organisation.  
The approach focuses on understanding information about absence, managing sickness 
absence when it happens, tackling the underlying causes and promoting a culture that 
encourages attendance. 

I hope that these guidelines will help you respond to the challenge and warmly commend 
them to you.

Lord Hunt of Kings Heath 
DWP
Chair, Ministerial Task Force on Health, Safety and Productivity.
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THE WELL MANAGED ORGANISATION

GUIDELINES FOR BOARDS

Why should you care about absence and what should you do about it?

Introduction
Why should public service organisations worry about sickness absence? Simply put:

 • Absence is a cost - and a good measure of overall organisational effi ciency;
 • Absence affects the public reputation of your organisation;
 •   Sickness absence is a good indicator of the health of your organisation. 
  It refl ects overall levels of employee well-being.

These guidelines are intended to support boards as they try and reduce levels of sickness 
absence and promote healthy attendance. They are part of a “whole systems” approach, 
which links top level commitment to operational delivery, to tackling problems that are 
organisational rather than individual and to the involvement of employees and their 
representatives. They are supplemented by guidelines for HR managers and diagnostic 
tools designed to ensure that managers have the skills they need to both manage absence 
effectively and address the underlying causes of the problem.

Developing an absence strategy 
In practice an effective sickness absence and healthy attendance strategy will have 
four strands:

 •  Monitoring, measuring and understanding information about absence;
 •  Managing sickness absence when it happens;
 •  Promoting a healthy environment: tackling the causes of absence;
 •  Promoting a culture that encourages attendance.

For your strategy to be successful employees need to see that you care about the quality of 
the working environment, want to know why staff are absent and are determined to treat not 
just symptoms but causes.

Taking the workforce with you
Looking beyond these elements of strategy you must also be clear that:

 •  The workforce understand that you are serious about reducing sickness absence; 
 •  This is high on your agenda in discussions with trade union or other representatives 
  of the workforce.

Monitoring, Measuring and Understanding
Good information systems are essential for absence management. To manage absence you 
need to understand it. An effective fl ow of information on sickness absence will include:

 • The overall number of days lost to absence;
 • The cost of absence to the organisation;
 • Absence broken down by:       
   - occupational group/ grade
   - geographical location
   - gender
   - ethnicity
   - age
   - length of service 
   - duration, so that a clear distinction can be drawn between long-term    
  and short-term absence;
 •  Analysis by type of absence. 
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In addition, you should ensure that:

 •  The process for collecting data is clear, simple and reliable. For instance, whether you 
  are measuring calendar days sick, working days lost, how you are treating part timers 
  and shift workers; 

•  It is clear who is responsible for recording the absence of their staff and the quality 
  of data is assured. Best practice is usually for line managers to be responsible for
  absence reporting. 

Once you have an effective information system in place you need to decide who will get the 
information and what they are expected to do with it. In particular you will need to agree:

•  The information that you will consider as a Board;
•  The targets that you will set for absence management reduction;
•  The action that you will take if targets are not met;
•  The information that is supplied to line managers;
•  The action that you expect from them to deliver targets and take remedial 

  action if they are not met.

Targets
• You must decide the level at which targets are set – corporate, team or individual?
•   Targets should refl ect real circumstances. You may need to differentiate targets for 

short-term and long-term absence and causes of absence, in particular whether the 
cause of absence is work related. Managers at different levels of the organisation may 
need different targets that refl ect the composition of the workforce, the nature of the 
work and the mix of grades and gender. Absence in a prison may be rather different 
from absence in a Whitehall department.

Accountability
You must be clear about how who is responsible for the delivery of targets and to whom they 
are accountable. In particular you might consider whether:

 •  A member of the Board should be given specifi c responsibility for 
  absence management?

• You give adequate attention to the risks associated with high levels of absence? 
  Do your non-executive directors or the audit committee satisfy themselves that your
  policies and controls properly refl ect the operational and reputational risks?

• Managers are performance managed against their absence targets?

Analysis and diagnosis
The information system should be designed so the boards and managers are able to 
interpret the data and identify:

•  Unusual levels or types of absence;
•   Where absence seems to refl ect particular factors – gender, age, occupation, work 

organisation/job design, shift patterns, location, management unit etc.;
•  Trends in patterns of absence.

While this may be useful in identifying systemic problems you also need a sense of how 
you are performing in comparison to other public services. You should benchmark so far as 
possible against:

•  Wider departmental or public service targets;
•  Patterns in similar organisations;
•  Typical levels for grades, gender, age, location, job type etc.
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Costs
High levels of absence are a cost to the organisation – resources that might otherwise be 
used to deliver public services. Questions that you should consider include:

•  Do you know how much absence is costing you today?
•  Can you break down these costs by department/operational unit?
•  What action do you need to take to get a better understanding of the costs 

  of absence?

Managing Absence When it Happens
Here are some suggestions of actions that need to be taken in managing absence when 
it happens:

•  Ensure that staff contact their line manager on each day of self-certifi cated absence;
•  Require an informal return to work interview after every period of short-term absence; 
•  Require a formal return to work interview (which is documented) where absence is 

  over seven days in duration;
•  Insist on certifi cation if the number of short-term absences exceeds fi ve in 

  twelve months;
•   Introduce a compulsory reference to occupational health (where possible) if absence 

reaches a “trigger” level in a twelve month period, to pick up early signs of longer term 
problems and issues;

•  Check on persistent Monday or Friday absence;
•  Consider pay effects for staff who fail to certifi cate after absences of more than 

  fi ve working days;
•   Offer more sensitive arrangements for special and compassionate leave so that 

parents and carers are not compelled to take sick days to meet their domestic 
responsibilities – and ensure that these arrangements are properly implemented.

You also need to ensure that managers have very precise guidance, and the necessary 
training, to know what they are meant to do in response to sickness. In particular:

•   Is it clear what questions they can and should ask about sickness consistent with 
medical confi dentiality?

•   Is it clear what assessments they are required to make, without expecting them to 
question medical judgements or implying that they are expressing medical opinions? 

•   Are the criteria clear for when they should refer a case to HR, occupational health or 
occupational welfare specialists?

A key reason that absence may not be tackled fi rmly is managers’ natural reluctance to act in 
way that implies involvement in medical matters that are not their business.
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Promoting a Healthy Environment: tackling the causes of absence
Staff need to be persuaded that you are not just interested in managing absence when 
it happens, but in promoting the well-being of staff.  More specifi cally you will need to 
determine:

•  How you will assess whether you have a systemic problem – diagnosis;
•  What further action you can take to promote health in the workplace – prescription.

Diagnosis
•  Are you measuring the kinds of illness that seem to be causing you a problem? What 

specifi c action can you take to reduce the incidence of such illnesses?
•  Are you taking advice from occupational health specialists about action to reduce 

health risks?
•  Is this integrated into your normal processes for health and safety risk management?  

  Is the health of the workforce a critical factor in your strategic management thinking?

Health promotion
Employers have a duty of care to employees to minimise risks to health in the workplace. 
Some organisations have made a deliberate effort to promote workplace health through 
initiatives to reduce the incidence of:

•  Smoking;
•  Obesity;
•  Unhealthy eating;
•  Alcohol consumption;
•  Stress;
•  Back injury;
•  Work related upper limb disorders (RSI and similar conditions);
•  Sedentary lifestyle.

More specifi cally, employers have often considered the following in trying to reduce absence:

•  Assessments of workplace comfort and the appropriateness of workstations;
•  Action to make reasonable adjustments to comply with the Disability Discrimination Act;
•  Action to improve the mental health of the workforce;
•   Programmes to encourage health check ups and guidance on healthy lifestyles – “well 

man” and “well woman” clinics for example;
•  Specifi c programmes to offer or arrange access to inoculations 

  – fl u jabs in the winter, for example;
•   Action to make managers more aware of the factors that drive absence and the steps 

that can be taken to manage this effectively – especially in times of rapid change.
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Promoting a Culture That Encourages Attendance
Persistently high absence rates suggest that there may be something wrong with the 
organisation itself. Your employees may be expressing a degree of general unhappiness with 
the working environment. Factors that can drive high levels of absence include: 

•  Employment insecurity;
•  Monotonous and repetitive work;
•  A lack of autonomy and job control;
•  Imbalances between effort and reward;
•   Procedural justice in the workplace – are employees confi dent that they will be treated 

fairly if they have a problem at work?

In practice, getting at the root causes will require you to:

• Ensure that workers have a voice in diffi cult processes of change;
•  Give employees more varied work, potentially extend their responsibilities to make 

work more interesting, improve productivity and potentially increase pay;
•   Give employees more control over the pace of their work and the opportunity to 

infl uence decisions that affect them directly;
 •   Ensure that employees get regular feedback from managers, are praised for good 

performance and are supported if they need to improve their performance.

It is important to understand all aspects of management style and organisational culture can 
affect absence levels. Set out below are some specifi c areas where you may wish to focus 
you attention, which could potentially generate much lower levels of absence

Working patterns
 •  Do you have a “long hours culture? What action are you taking to address this?

•   Do you have fl exible working arrangements that allow parents and carers to achieve 
a proper work-life balance, without feeling compelled to take sick days to meet their 
domestic responsibliities?

Time management
•   Do employees believe that the time spent at work matters or are there lots of “fallow 

periods” during the day, so there are no adverse consequences if the employee is 
absent from the offi ce for several days? 

•   If employees take time off sick do they understand that it will affect their own workload 
and the workloads of others?

Job Quality 
•  Have you considered how jobs can be made more interesting?
•  Do you give employees opportunities to develop their skills and apply newly 

  acquired skills?
•  Are new ideas valued? Do you have a culture where all employees are confi dent 

  that they will be rewarded for innovation?
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Communication
•  Do you inform workers and their representatives about signifi cant changes that 

  will affect them?
•  Do you use organisational newsletters to communicate information to all employees?
•  Do line managers regularly keep employees informed about new developments?
•  Do you undertake a regular staff survey to evaluate the effectiveness of 

  your communication strategies? 

Performance
Do you have a culture that:

• Creates an expectation that employees should achieve high standards?
•  Ensures that employees are praised when they deliver good performance?
•  Supports employees who need to improve their performance?

Conduct and behaviour
Are you confi dent that your managers have an approach:

•  That values all employees’ contributions and supports a high performance culture?
•   That avoids “command and control” and excessive hierarchy, which can increase 

levels of absence?
•   That trusts employees with the greatest level of autonomy consistent with the 

accountability required by the organisation?

Sustaining senior management commitment
All of the above will only prove effective if:

•  boards continue to treat reducing absence as a priority;
•  introduce effective information systems;
•  ensure that managers have the skills they need to manage absence effectively;
•  address the systemic problems and the underlying causes of absence; and,
•  understand that good absence management is a powerful indicator of a 

  “well managed organisation”.

The Well Managed Organisation
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