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Health and wellbeing strategies can deliver signifi cant returns 
in terms of reduced sickness absence, increased productivity 
and greater profi tability. But, for an organisation to manage 
absence effectively, it’s essential that it understands the scale 
and nature of the issue, and has an effi cient process in place.

Recording sickness absence data is an essential element of any employee health strategy. 

But how can this be carried out in an effi cient manner? 

Using an online absence management system can help an organisation fi nd the most 

effective ways to reduce absence across the workforce, as well as achieve a number of 

additional benefi ts.

Creating consistency
First and foremost, having an online system 

where employees contact a call centre or 

log their absence on the internet ensures 

consistency. This is very diffi cult to achieve 

with a manual system where employees 

are asked to call their line manager when 

they are off sick. Many line managers don’t 

like dealing with absence and, even when 

they are comfortable with it, this informal 

approach can lead to inconsistencies in 

the way employees are handled, potentially 

leaving an organisation open to legal action.

Dealing with absence can also be a 

considerable drain on a line manager’s 

time. As well as speaking to the employee 

they may need to complete paperwork and 

inform HR. With an online system, the line 

manager and any other relevant parties will 

be informed quickly when an employee 

is absent. 

It also means employee health problems 

can be handled more effectively. Online 

absence systems can be designed so 

that a referral to medical treatment is 

automatically triggered when an employee 

calls in with certain conditions. 

As an example an employee with a back 

pain or some other form of musculoskeletal 

problem could be referred for physiotherapy 

or someone calling with stress could be 

referred for counselling through the employee 

assistance programme, if one is available. 

With many conditions, providing this rapid 

intervention can signifi cantly improve the 

chances of a fast and full recovery and a 

return to work.

In addition, taking this approach can 

help to deter ‘sickies’. Just knowing their 

absence is formally recorded means 

employees are less likely to try to get away 

with a few extra days’ holiday. 

130m days 
– the number of 
days lost to sickness 
absence each year in 
Great Britain*

£9bn – annual 
bill for sick pay and 
associated costs to 
employers*



Identifying issues
Identifi cation of potential problems is 

another key advantage of using an online 

absence recording system. Absence data 

is stored and analysis of this can enable an 

organisation to identify trends and introduce 

interventions to address problems and 

reduce absence. 

For example, an organisation’s absence 

data might reveal that it has a higher than 

average level of back and neck problems 

across its offi ce based workforce. To 

address this it could introduce training to 

ensure the workforce understands the 

correct workstation design and the 

importance of changes in activity, to 

reduce the risk when working.

Similarly, the data might show higher 

levels of stress-related absence in one 

department. This could be caused by an 

increased workload or poor management 

and it would be prudent to investigate and 

make changes where necessary.  

Absence data can also highlight problems 

when there are changes in working 

environments. For instance, if a factory 

introduces new equipment, monitoring 

absence data can quickly show whether 

it has resulted in an increase in 

musculoskeletal problems. 

300,000 
– the number of people 
who fall out of work 
and into welfare each 
year as a result of 
health problems*

Optimising health benefi ts 
and services
Having a formal process of recording 

absence can also optimise an 

organisation’s healthcare benefi ts. 

This enables an employer to take a more 

proactive approach, better supporting 

employees and helping to keep them 

healthy and in work.   

For example, by using an absence 

management system to identify employees 

that might benefi t from physiotherapy or 

counselling, they are more likely to be able 

to utilise their private medical insurance, 

healthcare cash plan or employee 

assistance programme.

It also supports an organisation’s group 

income protection; insurers are keen to 

know about potential claims as early as 

possible as at this stage, it’s much easier to 

provide the necessary health interventions 

to help an employee return to work. These 

potential claims and opportunities to 

provide effective support or treatment, can 

be identifi ed much more quickly where 

formal absence data is collected.

Absence data can also inform broader 

healthcare strategies. Knowing that 

absence related to lifestyle problems such 

as high blood pressure and diabetes can 

account for a signifi cant proportion of a 

company’s absence can lead to the 

introduction of more healthy eating and 

health promotion initiatives.

7.6 days 
– the average level of 
employee absence**



Introducing a system
Advances in technology have benefi tted 

online absence management systems, 

making them easy to use and reducing 

costs. A customised system can be up and 

running in a matter of days and, as they’re 

user-friendly, there’s no need for extensive 

training for employees and line managers.

The user-friendliness of these systems 

also means it’s much easier for effective 

absence management to become a core 

competence of line management. With the 

administration as well as some of the more 

sensitive aspects of recording absence 

taken out of their hands, line managers can 

focus on ensuring suffi cient resources are 

in place to enable business as usual.  

While easy to implement, it is important to 

position a new system within an organi-

sation as the way it is communicated to 

employees will shape results. Rather than 

being regarded as part of a tough line on 

absence, organisations can achieve the 

best results if they position it as supporting 

employees and helping to keep them 

healthy and in work.

Costs have also fallen as a result of 

technology. Running an online absence 

management system can cost as little as 

£1.25 a month per employee. 

This is a small cost in itself but the benefi ts 

of monitoring sickness absence mean that 

most organisations will fi nd that implementing 

a system should produce a return on 

investment very quickly. Many will also see 

a return on their investment in terms of 

reduced absence, increased productivity 

and improved employee engagement. 

As an example, take an organisation with 

100 employees. Based on fi gures from the 

Chartered Institute of Personnel and 

Development’s Absence Management 

Annual Survey Report 2013, the annual cost 

of absence for this fi rm would be £59,500 

with a total of 760 working days lost. If 

it was to introduce an online absence 

management system, this would cost only 

£1,500 a year.

Simply looking at absence costs, the 

organisation would only need to reduce 

annual sickness absence 2.5% to cover 

the cost of the system. This equates to 19 

fewer days absence across the workforce. 

But, if, as a result of introducing the system, 

absence fell by as little as one day per 

employee, this would represent an annual 

reduction in cost of £7,829 – more than 

covering the cost of the system.   

With an online system enabling an 

organisation to gain real insight into the 

causes of absence across the workplace, 

it could lead to far-reaching changes that 

reduce absence, improve employee 

engagement and drive up profi ts. 

 

*Department for Work and Pensions

**CIPD

Sickness Absence – why 
it makes sense to take it 
seriously

  130m days – the number of days 

lost to sickness absence each year 

in Great Britain*

  £9bn – annual bill for sick pay and 

associated costs to employers*

  300,000 – the number of people 

who fall out of work and into 

welfare each year as a result of 

health problems*

  7.6 days – the average level of 

employee absence**

  £595 – the annual median cost 

of absence per employee**

  67% - the percentage of 

employers who monitor the cost 

of employee absence**

  71% - the percentage of 

employers who believe it is 

possible to reduce 

employee absence**

  Running an online absence 

management system can cost 

as little as £1.25 a month 

per employee



More information
Jelf is a leading 
independent consultancy 
with experience of advising 
companies of all sizes on a 
range of employee benefi ts 
strategies. 

For more information on 
how we can help your 
organisation develop your 
health road map, contact us 
on 0333 920 8171 or email 
benefi ts@jelfgroup.com 



Contact us www.jelfgroup.com/wellbeingatwork

For more information on how we can help your organisation 

monitor and manage its absence, contact us on 0333 920 8171 or 

email benefi ts@jelfgroup.com.
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