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Abstract
This report critically reviews recommended ways to manage absence in the workplace with a view to facilitating immediate improvements in the attendance rate of new staff within their first six months of joining the Outbound Sales Department. 
We have seen an increase on 43% in those new staff taking unplanned absences in 2018 vs 2017, resulting in more staff having their probation extended and/or ended. 
After researching best practice laid out by organisations such as ACAS and the CIPD, the conclusions drawn identify gaps in process and procedure within the department meaning action has not been taken to address issues as soon as they arise. 
By addressing three key areas the process will be improved making the expectations of both employer and employee far clearer. 
· Clear communication of the triggers for probation warning and review points (including a specific back to work interview) 
· Three month formal review of all new staff with the HR Manager to assess progress in relation to Conduct, Performance & Attendance. 
· One person appointed to oversee the probation process to ensure guidelines are followed consistently by all team managers. 
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Aims and Rationale
This report will evaluate current methods recommended to improve the management of absenteeism in the workplace. The focus will be primarily on new staff to ensure better retention of new recruits, reducing recruitment costs and improving overall productivity. 
Admiral Insurance is FTSE 100 Company and rated as one of the best and largest employers in South Wales with over 4000 employees split between Cardiff, Swansea & Newport. This report focuses on the Outbound Sales department which has a headcount of 200 frontline (telephone based) staff. Outbound Agents make calls to existing customers in order to sell additional policies and benefits as well as take inbound calls when our new Business Department is busy, ensuring the best levels of customer service possible at all times.
 As the majority of our calls are outbound to customers, the department is broadly viewed as a profit rather than cost centre, our profitability is measured on the incremental value we add after operating costs are removed. Our main operating cost is “cost per agent hour” this includes the cost of recruiting, training and remunerating staff across the department. This cost currently stands at £36.00 per agent per hour. 
Increasing absenteeism amongst new starters has a significant impact on the profitability of the department.  As the graphs below show, the percentage of probationers taking unplanned absence has increased by 43% year on year (EUI ltd, 2018).
 
Fig 1: Outbound Attendance Chart October 2018
If this trend continues we will see an increase in staff failing probation leading to additional recruitment and training costs as well as lost productivity and a diminished service to customers. The aim of this report is to critically review suggested methods and implement a flexible but effective process to manage this section of employees. 
Th goal is to reverse the trend and reduce the instances of absence in new starters to increase the number who pass probation at six months and go on to be productive and reliable staff members. 


Literature Review 
Absence Measurement
Before improvements can be accurately tracked, we need to ensure we are confident in our current methods of measurement. Evans & Walters (2002, p.4.), among others, recommend, time lost, frequency and a tool such as The Bradford Calculator which successfully used in other organisations: Using one or more of these measures will enable triggers to be identified forming the basic framework of an absence management process. 
For reporting up to senior managers, including figures around time lost and the cost seems appropriate, and frequency seems a logical measure. The Bradford Calculator seems though to be more relevant after the timeframe this report focuses on as most sources agree it works best over a minimum of twelve months. 
Culture, Engagement & Leadership  
According to Furnham and Gunter (1993), culture is the social glue that generates the “we-feeling”. This helps promote the idea of being part of the bigger picture and working towards a common goal. This is why call-centre environments tend to be structured in teams to re-inforce this message and encourage everyone to see themselves as part of the bigger picture. In this organisation the message is driven home when new staff meet the CEO as he gives everyone a small piece of a jigsaw puzzle. 
Driving this team mentality and behaviour in this way can be achieved in two ways according to Schein (1984), the trauma model based on a common threat or the positive reinforcement model where things deemed to be successful are embedded in the culture. There is merit in both the carrot and stick approach, without the threat element, positive reinforcement could become less valuable with nothing to add perspective. There needs to be reward for good attendance, and action needs to be taken immediately to address new staff who are not achieving the required standard. 
Building on this idea and helping staff feel invested in the success of the department and wider business. Patti McCord builds on this idea in her book (2018), she talks about the importance of communicating in an open and transparent way to build trust and encourage staff to feel involved in all levels of the business. 
However, given the nature of the industry, due consideration must be given around the type of information shared, some business sensitive information cannot be disclosed, also too much detail may unnecessarily alarm staff if not presented in the best way. 
If culture works effectively in the ways mentioned, the though process is that staff will fee a sense of responsibility towards this common goal and consider taking unnecessary time off to be letting down the team. 
Strong and effective leadership is vital to reinforce culture. The way in which information is communicated can be as important as the message, and a good leader is aware of what motivates and impacts the feelings and behaviour of their staff. 
The sooner new staff build a relationship with their line manager the better; face to face interaction and clear communication about expectations are more effective than a power point presentation or documentation (Armstrong , 2006, p. 476)
It’s also important to consider the employment history of the new starter, their behaviour will be heavily influenced by their previous experience.  A common example would be, taking time off on a Monday due to over indulging at the weekend, may have not seemed an issue at college or university, but in a workplace, this isn’t acceptable.  
New starters could be placed with one of eleven team managers presently, looking at current staff files, attendance is managed very differently be each manager and triggers are only enforced by some. As well as the manager, other staff members can be in a position to influence behaviour if the culture is strong enough. 
Engagement is very closely linked to both culture and leadership, although engagement is more personal, the most effective way to measure this is through employee satisfaction surveys (CIPD, 2018). This can give valuable insights into areas of the business that could be impacting attendance, areas such as work/life balance, pressure of the role etc.  
Wellbeing & Flexibility  
Wellbeing is very closely linked with the previous topics, current thinking ties in wellbeing at work strategies with managing absenteeism and presenteeism. Feedback from engagement surveys (ACAS, 2014) indicate that many of the factors impacting absenteeism could be improved by a more flexible approach to working hours, as well as strategies in the workplace to encourage staff to adopt a more health conscious lifestyle. 
Current data supplied by independent organisations such as CIPD indicate that the causes of absence are changing with mental health related issues becoming more common. This insight can help employers to prepare by accessing resources such us employee assistance schemes and Occupational Health professionals to help keep employees in work with the right adjustments. 
It is important to recognise here that whilst some steps can be taken to accommodate flexibility, there are restrictions on the adjustment’s businesses can make. As a contact centre, the most productive dialling times are evenings and weekends, these are generally the least popular hours for staff to work. 
The information gathered when staff come back after absence can also provide valuable information, structuring this carefully and asking the right questions could help gather data and take action to prevent further absence if possible. 






Methodology
Qualitative Data 
Finding sources for research into this topic was far more difficult than anticipated, Information available is very relevant for absence management of staff after the initial induction or probationary period, but little available focusing on that formative phase. 
The ACAS website had a wealth of information around best practice and current thinking; this has helped form the basis for the recommendations. Clear communication and a consistent approach are vital. Although the guidance available shows bias towards the employee and doesn’t allow for the restrictions realistically faced by employers or the impact that high levels of non-attendance can have. 
There was no information easily available around the difficult situation of erroneous or exaggerated sickness; a great deal of trust is placed on the provision of Fit Notes, when anecdotal evidence from this organisation would suggest they are too easily obtainable at the employee’s request. 
The information available also fails to make any real distinction between new and established staff, guidelines apply to all staff, on one hand this seems a fair approach, but new staff have yet to prove they are trustworthy or committed so should we be as flexible and accommodating? 
There is some very interesting guidance provided again by ACAS on the importance of using the back to work interview effectively, this is an area to look at in the department for all staff not only new starters, 
Quantitative Data 
The most abundant sources of information were from the internet, particularly the CIPD surveys and website. The most up to date Health & Wellbeing at Work survey (CIPD, 2018) states that the average number of days absence stands at 6.3 days, this is way below the figure among new starters in the department this year which stands at 9.3 to date. 
Company specific data was also useful, it has helped set a benchmark so improvements can be measured and tracked so effective changes can be quickly identified and likewise ineffective ones can be reviewed. For example if we see instances of non- attendance increase, but the number of days or hours lost increase then we need to revisit the changes again. 








Conclusions
It was very difficult to find information from an employer’s viewpoint on how to manage attendance of new staff, the information available around culture, engagement and wellbeing was insightful for general absence management, but these ideals take time to establish so can be more difficult to use as effectively when recruits haven’t had time to understand and embrace the culture. 
They are impressed with the friendliness, the informal environment and the free fruit! This is all great news, we are one of the best employers in the UK based on our staff surveys, but if absence is to improve we need to take steps to communicate expectations very clearly from day one, and ensure the message is continuously repeated and processes are followed until there is confidence that the staff member is committed and understands the expectations and the standards required to pass probation. 
It’s also important to recognise that there are still 27% of new starters who achieve excellent levels of attendance; it would be interesting in another report to try and establish if there is a commonality between those who attend vs those who don’t. 
Initially it seems clear there is a need to improve communication around attendance and the triggers that will impact probation. And a consistent approach needs to be applied to probationers across different teams. A review needs to take place before the end of probation so new staff and their managers are aware of the improvements needed in order to pass probation at the earliest possible point. 










Recommendations
1. Measuring absence & establishing triggers 
Looking at the recommended methods, the simplest approach would be to report on absence with immediate effect in the following ways: 
· To our Operations Group 
Hours lost x £36 (cost per agent hour) =
· For trigger points and transparency delivering expectations to new staff, frequency combined with days lost is simpler and would be consistent with the rest of the company. The table below sets the current company- wide guidelines: 
	GUIDELINES: SICKNESS DURING PROBATIONARY PERIOD 

	Incidence
	Days
	Action
	Terminate Probation

	1
	Up to 8
	File note & BTW form
	No

	2
	8
	Issue warning letter
	No

	3
	10
	Probation Review Meeting
	Review on case by case basis but probation should only be extended under exceptional circumstances


Fig 2: EUI Process Guide 2018
2.  Three month formal probation review with HR Manager
This will involve a review of the three areas considered for passing probation: 
Attendance
Conduct
Performance

The team manager will bring all evidence to back up the current standard in these areas and the employee will be given an action plan to highlight where improvements are needed and an opportunity to ask for help or support as required. Previous probation warning letters and/or review meetings will be discussed. 

3. Clear communication of the expectations and monitoring of attendance overseen by HR manager 

Currently team managers deal with attendance in varying ways, this leads to inconsistency and difficulty in establishing effective triggers. From now on one HR professional will be appointed to oversee the attendance records of all new staff to ensure the appropriate action is taken when each trigger point is reached. They will review documentation and staff files with the manager to ensure accuracy. 


Although these areas address the main issues raised by this report, there is also a need to review the way in which we conduct back to work interviews including reiteration of the steps above, but also to remind the staff member that they are valued and form an important part of the team. Further investigation is also needed to consider whether enough is done to reward those with excellent attendance and focus on the positive reinforcement element of culture. 
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Absence % Probationers 2017

Absence 	No Absence	0.38	0.62	

Absence % Probationers 2018

Absence 	No Absence	0.73	0.27	
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