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Introduction 
The research regards return to work (RTW) interviews and will be conducted in the Hot Rolled Products Department (HRP) at TSUK (TSUK). Research shows that RTW interviews have many benefits and significant impacts on sickness absence trends (Lucas, 2019). 
My particular interest in this topic was sparked from the high levels of sickness absence in TSUK, which had an estimated cost of £1.84 million in August alone (TSUK, 2023a) in addition to the recent digitalisation of the RTW process. RTW interviews should provide a focus to address any ongoing health concerns and ensure the correct support is in place to allow individuals to be healthy at work which should in turn tackle sickness absence rates (Suff, 2023).
The aim of this research is to ‘Analyse completion rates of Return to Work interviews in the organisation and their impact on sickness absence trends’. Sickness absence accounts for massive economical costs across organisations and the United Kingdom as a whole. Public Health England (2020) estimate that the total cost of sickness absence in the UK accounts for more than £100 billion per calendar year. There has been plenty of research into RTW processes and this highlights that larger organisations see less impact from RTW than small-medium sized organisations (HR Solutions, 2023), so how can this be addressed for large organisations like TSUK? 
In order to address the aim, the research will be broken down into 4 objectives:
1. Critically analyse the RTW process through theoretical and secondary research 
2. Undertake primary research to evaluate the role of the manager in the RTW process
3. Investigate the link between the RTW completion rates on sickness and absence
4. Propose recommendations on how the RTW process can be improved to allow the organisation to effectively support their employees
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On a review of the literature surrounding the RTW process, it is evident that following a period of sickness absence, an employer should hold a RTW meeting with the employee to ensure they are ready to return and whether any further support is required (ACAS, 2023; Klevanger et al. 2021). The meetings are also typically conducted to address any underlying concerns with an aim to reduce absence levels (Davey, 2021).
Legal advice from both Davidson Morris (2021) and Burnetts (Anna Lovett, 2019) suggest that an organisation should have a unified policy and standard procedure to address RTW interviews. A number of HR and Advice Support Businesses including HR Specialist Solutions (2021) and Bright HR (2021) recommend that a return-to-work interview should be conducted as soon as possible and ideally on the first day the employee returns to the workplace. On the other hand, there is research that states from employee perspective the RTW process is useless when they don’t require any adjustments or further support (Foldal, et al., 2020). 
While there are many benefits of having a structured RTW process for both employees and employers, one of the most significant relates to legislation requirements. A successful RTW interviews should identify whether reasonable adjustments are required for an employee, particularly any related to a disability complying with the Equality Act 2010 (Peninsula Group, 2021). There are many Employment Tribunal cases where failure to implement reasonable adjustments have resulted in large monetary and organisational perceptions consequences. One particular case represented by Redmans Solicitors (2022) involved an individual who after being diagnosed with multiple sclerosis, was later dismissed on grounds of punctuality. Following a tribunal, the individual was compensated £30,000 as the employer failed to implement reasonable adjustments and discriminated against an employee as a result of their disability (Redmans Solicitors, 2022). RTW interviews are particularly instrumental in industries, like TSUK. If individuals are involved in an incident following or due to sickness there is serious consideration by the Health and Safety Executive as to whether the risks have been appropriately assessed and an individual is truly fit to work, this can have great impact on levels of sanction (Health and Safety Executive, 2023).  
However, there are some limitations and potential disadvantages of RTW interviews that must be considered by any organisation looking to adopt a successful process. Where the approach to RTW interviews differs between employees and individuals are treated inconsistently, allegations of bullying, discrimination or harassment could possibly arise (HR Solutions, 2023). It is also recognised that in order for RTW interviews to be successful, the managers conducting the meetings must be equipped with the training and skills to allow them to offer adequate support (CIPD, 2021). An article from the Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation written by Christian Stahl and Frieda Andersson (2018) also emphasises the importance and need to embed organisational policies into the culture to promote their value and influence those with any resistance or hesitations. 
The importance of RTW interviews cannot be underestimated. A survey of 182 organisations found that 64% said RTW interviews reduce sickness and in connection with my specific research in TSUK, the survey showed that 70% of manufacturing and production companies felt the interviews had a positive impact on sickness trends (Crail, 2007). This is further supported by research carried out on behalf of the Department for Work and Pensions and Department of Health and Social Care where 70% of employees felt the RTW process helped them RTW quicker through adjustments and further support (Jacobs, G. et al., 2023).
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The overall aim of the research is to ‘Analyse completion rates of Return to Work interviews in the organisation and their impact on sickness absence trends’. As line managers are responsible for carrying out the RTW interviews, their opinions and understanding of the process are essential in reaching a balanced conclusion and to draw meaningful recommendations. In order to gather this information in such a large organisation, the most suited method of primary research was a questionnaire. 
Questionnaires are recognised as having limitations in acquiring an in-depth picture or opinion of a topic due to the lack of intuitive discussion and ability to see reactional emotions to topic questions (Patten, 2017). Patten (2007) also highlights that even when questionnaires are made anonymous, a lot of respondents may respond based on what they feel is socially desirable. To try and eliminate both of these limitations, I have included some ‘free text’ responses and have also made the questionnaires anonymous to try and reduce any influenced responses (Ong and Weiss, 2000). Advantages of questionnaires are that they are an economical method of data collection in terms of cost and time and produce an output of a standard set of data which allows for more concise analysis (Denscombe, 2010). 
The questionnaire (Appendix D) was created in Microsoft Forms and sent out via the managers’ works email address. The questionnaire consisted of 11 questions and following research into successful research methods specifically surrounding triangulation, contained a combination of qualitative and quantitative questions (Dawson, 2009).
Due to TSUK being an employer of over 8000 people (TSUK, 2023b), the primary data collected was from a smaller pool of employees and the questionnaire was sent to the 82 line managers within the HRP department. Despite the initial request to complete the questionnaire being sent out on the 20th June 2023 with a return date of 7th July 2023, only 18 managers responded. There could have been multiple factors that attributed to the lack of response. Firstly, a large proportion of team leaders, section leaders etc. are based on plant would not have the same accessibility to their emails. Secondly, the largest population of employees in the HRP department are shift workers who have rotational 18 day breaks and  may not have been present in work during the period. Finally, in the project implementation plan, it was planned for there to be an initial communication to the line regarding the project, its purpose, value and requirements from the line managers. Unfortunately, due to time constraints specifically surrounding the researcher’s change of role, this did not take place. It is important when considering the output of this report that the data is not representative of a large population of TSUK and before any potential recommendations are implemented, a larger data group should be addressed. 







[bookmark: _Toc146562191][bookmark: _Toc146562536]Findings
Objective 1: Critically analyse the RTW process through theoretical and secondary research
Following pilots, on 1st April 2023, TSUK moved all RTW forms digital (Appendix A, Appendix B). Prior to this, the paper RTW process had been in place since at least 2015 (Appendix C) with variations of the form across the business. Figure 1 – A Graph to show return to work completion trends between November 2022 and March 2023

Analysis of RTW completion rates spanned a 5 month period for both non-digital (November 2022 - March 2023) and digital periods (April 2023 - August 2023). While completion rates would likely decrease during holiday seasons due to annual leave, this is not apparent from the data. The completion rate in August 2023 is low, but it must be documented that the data was extracted on 5th September 2023, leaving little time for RTW interviews. A analysis into holidays at Whosoff, showed asides from Christmas, August is the most desired time for annual leave (Ellis, 2019) this could be a contributing factor to lack of RTWs completed.Figure 2 – A Graph to show return to work completion trends between April 2023 and August 2023

After approximately 7-8 years of paper RTW forms, the process had low completion rates. The completion rates for the non-digital and digital forms were 45.33% and 30.25% respectively. It may appear that the paper process was more successful than the digital, but at the time of data collection the paper process had been in place for 7 years and the digital was a brand new process. In support of this, the questionnaire showed only 1 manager preferred the paper form to the digital form, it would be interesting to understand the reason for this and whether the manager has limited access to IT. Furthermore, it is clear in Figure 1 that completion rates of RTWs were already decreasing prior to the digital form being introduced, this questions whether the decrease in April - August was a result of the digital forms, or just an onwards trend from the previous five months. The RTW figures on a whole are lower than desired and in comparison to other organisations, with Manchester City Council having a 78% completion rate for RTWs (Manchester City Council, 2018). 
As previously discussed, RTWs can ensure compliance with legislation but also provide an opportunity to welcome the employee back and update them with organisational changes (Burman, 2023). RTW interviews can also provide valuable information to recognise where absences may re-occur, allowing to plan and support (Clover HR, 2023). Although, in some cases of long term absence, the trigger for returning to work is sick pay as employees rely on their income (Nice and Thornton, 2004). This is a definitive theme that is seen running through TSUK from first-hand experience. 
Objective 2: Undertake primary research to evaluate the role of the line manager in the RTW process
Figure 3 shows the majority of line managers felt they were equipped with the skills to effectively chair a RTW meeting. Figure 4 also illustrates that that all of the line managers who participated had at least some understanding of the impact and importance of the RTW process. In contrast to this, a survey by the CIPD found employer support with regards to developing line manager in absence management activities was not adequate and at the time of the report, in 2016, had decreased (CIPD, 2016). While research shows that the onus of absence management is increasingly on line managers (CIPD, 2020), the fact that the digital process for RTW interviews was launched without training, this raises concerns that managers may not be fully aware of what is expected from them, the key information required from the meeting and how to deal with any difficult conversations. CIPD’s survey in 2016 highlighted that only a minority of organisations (38%) trained line managers in managing absence (CIPD, 2017). Literature also supports the point that manager’s often find it difficult on how to approach, discuss and respond to their subordinates health problems (Maiwald, et al., 2013). Figure 4 – A pie chart to show line manager responses to the questionnaire on whether they ‘understand the impact and importance of the return to work process’.
Figure 3 – A pie chart to show line manager responses to the questionnaire on whether they ‘feel they are equipped with the skills and tools to effectively chair a return to work meeting’.

Megan Woods and Mandy Matthewson (2021) discuss the strains that can caused from the RTW process and state that this can be mitigated by key factors, particularly the RTW literacy of the employees’ line manager. A key output from the Business in the Community’s (BITC) Mental Health at Work Report 2018 was that 40% of employees did not feel their line manager was genuinely concerned for their wellbeing (BITC, 2019). It is important to note that many individuals returning to work may also be suffering from stress and anxiety which could add additional strain (Nielson and Yarker, 2023). Therefore, it is essential that managers are aware of their role to play in the RTW process. 

Objective 3: Investigate the link between the RTW completion rates on sickness and absence 
Figure 5 shows the number of RTW Forms completed per month against the sickness rate. From the graph you can see that exception from June, where the RTW form completion per month increases, the sickness rate for the following month decreases. The graph could suggest a positive correlation between RTW completion and sickness absence. Conversely, over the 10 month period there are only 3 occasions where the completion of RTW forms increases and therefore it is difficult to determine that a true correlations exists. It is evident that data based forecasts are more accurate when more historical data exists and Advanced Analytic Planning (2020) have determined that a minimum of 2 years data is required to produce reliable forecasts. Research suggests that a successful RTW would be considered a return without relapse in the following 4 week-period (Etuknwa, et al., 2019) unfortunately, the data available does not allow for analysis to that extent, however is a point to address for any further research. Figure 5 – Graph to show RTW Form Completion against Sickness Rates per month for the period of November 2022 to August 2023.

An investigation by Caroline Gilbert, et al. (2011) on 1363 employees showed employee commitment can be enhanced through their line managers consistently and effectively deploying HR practices. Although, research also suggests that this is reliant on employee personalities, backgrounds, their previous experience with HR Processes and their relationship with those in the workplace (Beurden, et al. 2020). This suggests that employees do appreciate the support and if conducted properly will comply fully with the process. 


Additional Findings  
An interseting output from the data collection was the spread of completion rates by grade. Figure 6 and Figure 7 show that the highest rates of incompletion of RTW forms is in within the management structure. When changes are made in an organisation it is vital that management legitimise the change by deploying the process (Campbell, 2021). Management set a precedent for subordinates and often results in a domino effect (Egan, 2016). A lack of particpation could also result in a negative domino effect where poor attitudes are developed (Rajagopal, no date; Clear, 2016). Figure 7 – A funnel chart to illustrate percentage completion of  online return to work forms by grade.
Figure 6 – A funnel chart to illustrate percentage completion of  paper return to work forms by grade. 
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Conclusions 
The overall aim of the research is ‘Analyse completion rates of Return to Work interviews in the organisation and their impact on sickness absence trends’. The research study over the 10 month period shows a significant number of uncompleted RTW forms - 2946 forms within 10 months. There was a decrease in completion rates when digital forms were introduced, but there was already a clear decreasing trend prior to their implementation. In terms of the impact of RTWs on sickness absence rates, there were three definitive months where RTW completion increased and the sickness absence rate decreased in the following months. However, the data collection should take place over a longer period of time to determine the reliability of the data. A key aspect in ensuring RTW interviews are impactful is the knowledge and skill base of the line manager’s completing them, the questionnaire showed line manager’s had a good understanding of the process and their part to play. However, based on secondary research regarding the lack of absence management training provided across all organisations and personal knowledge of the lack of training for managers at TSUK, it does raise doubt that line managers are aware of potential impact of RTW interviews. When reviewing the research and considering any proposed recommendations, it is necessary to refer to the completion rates of the questionnaire, out of a research group of 82 line managers, only 18 responded, the research was already a small sample of TSUK (approximately 6.06%). For more representative data, the research group would need to be expanded to ascertain a broader perspective within different departments. 
In conclusion, whilst it is recognisable that the primary research undertaken as part of this research report lacked response rate and representation for the wider UK business, the secondary research does provide clarity of the importance of RTW interviews. The necessity of RTW interviews not only lays within creating a positive culture but also to comply with legislation, such as the Equality Act 2010 and more specifically the move to digital forms complying with General Data Protection Regulation. 
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Appendix A: Email Confirming RTW ‘Go-Live’
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Appendix C: Paper RTW Form
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Appendix D: Questionnaire Form
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Ashton, Hannah

From: Lloyd, Carolyn
Sent: 31 March 2023 10:01
To: Ashton, Hannah; Barton, Hayley; Cobbe, Sian; Fisher, Wendy; Gill, Monty; Griffiths,

Jo; Ibbotson, Tuesday; Jenkins, Deborah; Kellaway, Helen; McMullen, Leanne; Mills,
Susan; Morris, Macie; Phillips, Payten; Rogers, Rachel; Rogers, Samantha; Rohman,
Samantha; Storton, Charlotte

ce Williams, Lowri; Davies, Arfon
Subject: Return to Works
Hi All

Today is the last day that AskHR will be accepting paper return to work forms. There are no exceptions.
From tomorrow all return to works are digital. They can be accessed on the HR Dashboards (link below) It
might be worth putting a message out to your areas that if they have any forms completed that have not yet
been submitted they send them in today, as after today the form will be rejected by the team. For the last 3
months any paper form that has been received would have received an email back explaining the move to
digital and that the deadline for paper submissions was the 31.3.2023, and between this email and your
promotion of the digital forms it should not come as a surprise o the areas.

Anything that is currently sitting with AskHR and that has been submitted up until close of play today the
team will process but anything from 1.4.2023 onwards will be rejected. Any queries please let me know,

HR Shared Services Portal - SAP Action Form - Return To Work Interview (tatasteel.com)

Met vriendelijke groet / Kind regards,
Carolyn
Carolyn Lloyd

Section Leader Service & Case Management
HR Services

E: carolyn lloyd@tatasteeleurope.com
www tatasteeleurope.com

Follow us:
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Is the employee receiving any ongoing treatment or taking any
medication?

OYesONo

Is consultation with Occupational Health required?

OYesONo

Has the Employee Assistance Programme (EAR)been offered to
the employee?

O YesONoOnia

Have you reminded employee of Aviva healthcare, healtncare
Tte and/or Digital GP which could offer additional support and
access (o services for certain illnesses and ailments?

O YesONoOnia

Has the employee stated he/she is ft to retum to normal duties?

OYesONo

Ave any further absences likely to occur due to this absence i.e,
surgery

OYesONo

Does the employee need to be updated on any missed
Comms? E.g., Toolbox Talks/Zero Harm campaigns?

OYesONo
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The RTW nferview is not a formal attendance management meefing,
however, if an absence triggers 2 frequency review in fine with local
procedures, this should be discussed with the employee during the RTW
nterview.

Does this absence trigger the local Attendance Management
Process? i, 2 absences in 6 months or 3 absences in 12
months

O YesONo

Is a live absence waming already in place for this employee?

OYesONo

Ave there any other concems about the employee’s absence?
O YesONo
E.g., is there a pattern to the absence? Does there appear to

be a common cause for the absences that may indicate an
underlying medical condition?

Any further comments.

I confirm that I have reminded the employee of the absence
policy and of their contractual duty to regularly attend work, and
the employee was present during the meeting.
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Form

The purpose of the RTW interview is to discuss the reasons for the
absence and establish whether any support is neaded to assist the
employes in retuming to work / agree any restrictions to normal duties
that may be required,

Date of RTW interview

Reason for Sickness

Did the employee inform their manager of their intention to
RTW?
OvesONo

Was the absence a result of a reported works accident?
OvesONo

Is the absence related to any previous absence?
OvesONo

Did the employee seek medical advice?
OYesONo

What support has the employee been offered or have accessed
in relation to this absence?
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1. Are you aware of the Return to Work process and form? * [
O ves

O Mo

2. Do you know where to find the digital retum to work form? = 13
O

O Mo

3. Do you use the digital retum to work form? * (3
O ves
O Mo

O sometimes

4. Do you prefer the paper form or digital form? * (3

O raperom

O oigaifom

5. Do you experience any issues when conducting the retun to work process? If yes, please state
below.” (G

Enter your answer

6. Do you see the value of the return to work process? Please explain your answer. * [

Enter your answer
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7. Do you feel you are equipped with the skills and tools to effectively chair a retur to work
meeting? * (1

O

O Mo

O someunat

8. What could help you in completing the retur to work process? * (G

Enter your answer

9. How can the retum to work process be improved? * (13

Enter your answer

10. Do you understand the impact and importance of the retum to work process? * [
O ves

O Mo

O someunat

1. What do you think the importance of the retum to work process is? * (3

Enter your answer
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