Research title - The aim of the research project is to analyse the relationship between sickness absence and mental health related sickness absence in Natural Resources Wales (NRW) and to provide solutions to any trends or areas of concern. 


Is it necessary?
Effective sickness absence management is a fundamental tool to ensure that NRW is working effectively and efficiently.  It also means the organisation is ensuring the wellbeing of their employees to provide a safe working environment. Sickness trends can be monitored and actions implemented sooner than that later.  This will benefit the business in their service delivery but also in ensuring they fulfil their moral and legal duties. 

Review of literature
Sickness absence is one of the main causes of concern for organisations, as the rates within NRW are increasing, especially in the public sector, so NRW need to address this in a proactive manner.  (ONS, 2022)
The costs associated with mismanagement of sickness absence can be vast, but the Health and Safety Executive requires organisations to adhere to specific legal requirements, to protect staff from work related mental health. (HSE, no date)
Mental health related sickness absence has been increasing overtime in NRW and in the public sector with this being the largest cause of days lost. (GOV, 2022)
If organisations act in a positive way towards the management of mental health sickness absence, then they will see the benefits, but this will take time. As any proactive measures that are launched to support both team leaders/line managers and employees, will need the time to be embedded. (IOSH 2023)

Method for gathering information. 
A questionnaire was produced via the on-line Microsoft forms, as this would enable team leaders/line mangers to complete this whilst out on site with the smartphone or tablet that has been issued.  NRW covers a wide geographical area – all of Wales, so this method was more effective than interviews, etc.  A total of 210 team leaders/line managers are employed in NRW, and these were emailed the questionnaire along with 2 reminder emails with a set deadline to gather the results. It was pleasing 146 responds were given, which meant a 69% completed the questionnaire.  



Findings
Objective 1 -Using the management information reports from NRW’s own system to understand the data/stats sets for mental health related sickness in NRW over the past 3 years.
There is an internal human resource system at NRW used to record and store sickness absence data. 
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The graph shows that NRW sickness rate percentage is rising year on year, whilst COVID will have impacted 2021/2022, it is unlikely that this will have impacted 2022/2023.
In 3 years, there has been a 1.9% increase in the sickness absence rate from 2020/2021 to 2022/2023.   
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The breakdown of sickness absence in NRW as illustrated above, shows the total days lost per quarter, but only covers the period 2021/2022 and 2022/2023, as this is when the reason for sickness absence was being assessed. 


Objective 2 Establish the reason for the mental health sickness in NRW – work related and/or personal.
Unfortunately, there is no functionality on the My NRW system to record the reason for the mental health sickness absence, as in work related or personal issues or a combination of both.   Therefore, no data can be accessed and no trends or concerns addressed by the organisation. 



Objective 3 - To ascertain if team leaders/managers are able to confidently and competently manage the mental health related sickness absence.




61% of the team leaders/ line managers, that is 89 of those who kindly responded to the questionnaire stated that they felt confident and competent to manage mental health sickness absence in their team.  This score could be in due to the numerous tools and supporting aids that NRW have implemented for team leaders and line managers, such policies, external occupational provider, employee assistance support, etc. 


This graph illustrates that 61% of team leaders/line mangers felt self-assured and confident to deal with mental health related sickness in their teams. 

Recommendations to senior management at NRW on how to improve the management of mental health sickness absence is necessary to address these issues. 
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