Research in absence measurement and management
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The aim of this study is to analyses strategies of recording absence in the workplace and managing absence.
· To access a range of credited secondary data to find out the effects of recording absence and what methods are commonly used to do so.
· To critically analysis the procedure in which the company addresses absences. 
· To make a detailed recommendation on what strategy can be taken to address the issue of unrecorded and unmanaged sickness in the workplace.

Literature Review
The CIPD acknowledges the importance of monitoring absences in the workplace. As absence can be a massive cost to the company, taking time to strategies ways to manage the absence can provide a valuable tool in preventing sickness and getting employees returned to work at a faster pace (CIPD, 2020).
In a survey published in March 2020 by Simplehealth and the CIPD, it was discovered that there were five main reasons for short term (below four weeks) absence. These were:
· Minor illnesses
· Musculoskeletal injuries
· Stress
· Mental ill health
· Caring responsibilities for children
The five main reasons for long-term absence (above four weeks) were also very familiar. Them being:
· Mental ill health
· Musculoskeletal injuries
· Stress
· Acute medical conditions
· Minor illness
These finding alone suggest that more can be done to improve the levels of absence in the workplace being that a significant percentage of sickness is caused by stress or mental ill health conditions, these could be made easier by the employer identifying and using different techniques to minimize stress and make an easy transition when coming back to work.
There are many ways that a company or organisation could record absences. One being the ‘Lost time’ rate. This approach measures the total time that has been lost through sickness as a percentage (CIPD, 2020). This solution could be an effortless way to see a snapshot of an employee’s sickness but would not give you any depth of the frequency of absences. A lot of company's now say that short-term sickness can be more detrimental to the running of the day than long-term sickness. As when someone is on long-term sick you can schedule knowing that the member of staff will not be present compared to short-term absence where employers may have very little notice to cover someone's workload if they have frequent short-term stints of sickness. Another weakness in this strategy is that it could decimate against an employee who had one term of long-term sickness.
Another method in recording absence is Frequency rate. This strategy shows the average number of absences for each employee calculated as an average. This recondense of absence does not give information about the total length of each period of absence and does not highlight the employees who have had a more frequent amount of absence then others (CIPD,2020). This overview is useful to see how an organisation is doing collectively but does not give managers any insights to see where the real problems are occurring, meaning that important opportunities to improve sickness are lost.
The final way that organisation’s can record the rates of absence is by using the Bradford factor. This form of monitoring sickness starts by looking at the amount of sickness spells. The Bradford Factor pinpoints multiple short-term stints of absence. A weakness in the Bradford factor is that it can unreasonably penalize the workforce for trying to come back to work as fast as possible or the possibility of having a disability that causes an employee to have multiple short-term absences. 

"The Equality Act 2010 ensures that processes and procedures related to absence are adjusted for employees with a disability. A person’s disability may predispose them to regular short-term absences, and this could potentially lead to tribunal action if the employee was unfairly disciplined as a result of receiving a high Bradford Factor score.” (CIPD, 2020)

Organisation’s may make targets for the Bradford Factor to try and minimize unnecessary absences. As such when targets are broken there may be a proformance policy in place in which employees may receive verbal or written warning and possibility dismissal in serve cases (CIPHR, 2018). As well as all this it is important that employers remember that employees are legally allowed to take time when caring for a dependent and this should not be included in the Bradford factor scoring.
A way to monitor absence in work is using ‘return to work forms’, and for multiple years this has been the most common strategy to use (simplyhealth, 2020). Similar to the target setting on the Bradford Factor this method also helps to reduce the non-genuine absences by letting all employees know that the sickness is being monitored. They can also be used as a vital tool to see if an employee is fit to come back to work, if they need any help or adjustments made to make the transition of coming back to work easier. This then improves employee engagement and supports employees on their return. Research suggests that using ‘return to work’ forms and conducting interviews is a key approach in managing attendance and decreasing absence (Fit for Work, 2017). 

Methodology
Surveys consist of providing detailed questions in document formation that can be answered by the respondents (Bryman and Bell, 2015, pg. 99) To be able to get a range of primary information it was important to distribute questionaries to a large sample range of employees. The main stakeholders concern was about the absence rate of engineers from the office staff and directors. As the organisation has thirty-six engineers the questionnaire could be distributed to all of them, which meant that the data collected was free from discrimination as it was not just employees with a higher or lower sickness record taking part.
The reasoning behind using a questionnaire as a method to collect information from the engineers is for numerous reasons, one of which being it was cost effective. As it was done through electronical forms it meant that the transfer of paper did not occur in the current pandemic. It also meant that the questions could be focused on the key information and would be kept on the topic in hand. 
 Typically, a risk to this method is the likely hood that response rates may be low (Bryman and Bell, 2015, pg 99). To try to combat this the survey consisted of only five questions, two questions were closed and involved just highlighting a box. The third question was just asking for a brief description of what process they would take when having an absence day, and then the last two were open ended questions. By only having two open ended questions and a small number of questions overall it meant that the survey could be done in under 15 minutes. Another method that helped the response rate of the survey was that it was electronical. Although this was done due to the growing concerns of COVID-19, it meant that it was always with the sample group selected and they could fill it in at times suitable for themselves. It also took out the issue of the questionnaires being lost or misplaced.
An interview was also conducted with the commercial director of the company. It is primarily important in an interview for the HR profession to listen and to understand what the interviewee is saying (Horn, 2012, pg 100). It was important to have an interview with the director to find out the concerns he felt were occurring due to the lack of recondense of absence. It was also important to find out what approaches have been taken in measuring absences before. It is of the upmost importance that the views and concerns of various stakeholders are understood (Anderson, 2013). 

Findings
The results of the survey highlighted several different issues to be addressed. First being that 83% of employees felt unsupported when returning to work after any period of absence. Although they had received some training in mental health illnesses, they felt that this training was not backed up by actions following the training. Over a third of the sample group did not know the correct process to report that they were absent at 38%. The last point that the survey brought forward, was that 23% of employee’s felt that reoccurrence sickness could have been prevented with the company's support. 
The findings from the interview with the commercial director were interesting when being compared with the survey results. The director displayed concerns about the amount of absence from the workplace and communicated that it had braught frustrations when deadlines are missed due to short-term absence. One of the biggest concerns that the commercial director had was the lack of sickness being recorded and in turn disciplined. When asked about the procedures placed in work for sickness, there was no definite answer. Sickness days are being recorded on the planner for payroll, but no further action is being put in place after that. Return to work forms are not completed and there is no follow up with the employee on their return to work after a period of absence.
These findings together show remarkably similar issues. A streamlined process for reporting absence is missing and needs to be put in place and the relevant training is required for all employees on this. Employees are not feeling supported when they are experiencing sickness. This is coinhering with the fact that there is no record of sickness being monitored and that there is nothing in place to help employees on their return through tools like return-to-work forms. 

Conclusion
In conclusion, all recondenses of absence have their weaknesses. As the steak holder is most concerned about short-term spells of illness over the long-term due to the disturbance and negative effect it has on the day-to-day organisation, it seems fitting to adopt the Bradford Factor. This would mean that sickness would be monitored by the number of days and the frequency of absences. Using the Bradford Factor would highlight the individuals that absence rates are higher rather than there being an average for all the employees. This technique gives the key stakeholders the ability to check individuals' rates prior to reviews. The Bradford factor would also let employees know that their sickness is being monitored, which will help to deter any un-genuine stints of sickness that may be accruing now.
Remembering the limitations of the Bradford factor, it is important to start ‘return to work’ forms filled in a one-two-one setting. This should help demolish any discrimination that could arise using this method of recording absence. Returning to work forms should be completed to understand and support employees. This will reveal any ongoing health conditions and the impact it has on individuals' work. It also provides the organisation information to be able to put tools and methods in to place to help prevent future absences by implementing any support that the employee may need.
A clear absence process should be implemented, and relevant training is provided on this. It should be considered that the lack of process is causing confusion amongst employees and is contributing to the lack of sickness being recorded. By making a streamline process that is easy to follow it will mean that sickness can be monitored correctly, and support can be put in place for employees' that require extra help returning to work.

Limitations
There were a few limitations when completing this report. One limitation was stakeholders feeling that it was time wasted to survey the engineers, they felt that the time it would take for an engineer to fill out a survey would be key time that was lost on a job site. There was important to hear the views of the employee’s that the study was focusing on to be able to get a broader picture of the issues within the organisation. To combat this, the survey was short, electronic, and sent directly to the engineer's phone. This meant the time taken to do the survey was shorter and could also be done in natural gaps of work rather than physically having the engineers to collect the survey and take time to fill it out in the office. Management were happy with this solution and meant that the survey proceeded.
The second limitation that presented itself was the on-going pandemic. Initially the thought of having tight focus groups occurred. The aim of a focus group would be to use to make sense of the reasoning behind the engineers (Walker, 1985, pg 100). This would hopefully prompt an open discussion and bring to light any defined issues and the overall view of the group. However, due to the massive health risks that present themselves with COVID-19 it was not possible. To overcome this the surveys were conducted confidentially. This meant that the employees could be open and honest when they filled out the survey, knowing that there was no way to chase the results back to themselves. It also meant that the interview conducted with the director had to be done through teams. However, this did not seem to affect the outcome of the interview and the overall feeling is that the findings are still valued and informative.
The final limitation was the lack of secondary evidence that could be collected in the workplace. Due to the lack of recondense prior to this study it was difficult to compare data to see if I could find any patterns or similarities in absences. This would have been helpful to see past trends and would have been helpful information when looking into the concerns of the stakeholders. Unfortunately, there was nothing that could represent this information and be an accurate and reliable source. However, as the interview with the commercial director and the survey with engineers provided a similar theme within the answers, through varied opinions, it was felt that that information was missed but not essential.


