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ABSTRACT

The aim of this paper is to inform about ways to improve, minimize, or possibly eradicate the staff absenteeism in the Mid Cheshire Hospitals NHS Foundation Trust (MCHT). This paper will basically develop on the experience of Human Resources experts from different areas of the contemporary institutions of various branches (including health institutions), in a parallel with the PESTEL and FISHBONE Analysis framework models. My personal experience and opinion will also be implemented along with some facts and evidence. 
Shortly, all the institutions at some point fail to successfully control the staff absenteeism due to different reasons. There might be an existing problem in the basic treatment and the conditions given of the staff, so as consequence it happens often that some of them lose motivation and decide to escape duties and deliver poor service, as it happens in our given scenario of the Trust. This is why initially, in this paper, will be discussed how important is the problem solving and decision making in situations like this. Furthermore, what are the steps that can be used to define the causes and effects of the problem/absenteeism, based on the theoretical models we know? How to decide which solution is the best for the needs of Trust? Finally, we will evaluate the suggested solutions.
Overall, in this paper the focus is to inform about all of the abovementioned important pieces of the puzzle called problem solving and decision making, with a special attention of the given scenario in the Trust.









INTRODUCTION

	It is known that managing a group of team members or the complete staff of an institution is not a simple task and requires a lot of hard work and attention to details. Let alone keeping the customers/clients/patients satisfied. Even though the accent is put on the composition of the team and the selection of the right candidates in the first place, giving the team good work conditions is also important. In addition, building a smooth work environment also means focus on keeping the team motivated. All of these factors, and many more, are closely related and interconnected. It is not easy to isolate and improve only one of them, but a good team leader should always aim to balance between all, in order to be successful.  The customer’s/client’s/patient’s satisfaction or dissatisfaction is the first indicator of how things are developing, no matter the nature of the business or institution.  

THE CAUSES FOR ABSENTEEISM AT THE WORKPLACE
	As given in the scenario of the Trust, there are several causes affecting the organization. The best way to identify which are the external factors affecting the organization is to scan the business environment by using the PESTEL framework. This model was first used by Francis J. Aguilar (1967). He defined the framework as a tool to identify the external factors and nowadays it is used to see the real picture and build strategies by many experts in the area. PESTEL is an acronym of political, economic, social, technological, environmental and legal factors. 
The other model we can use to define the cause and effect of absenteeism is the so called FISHBONE/ Ishikawa diagram model. This diagram was invented by Prof. Kaoru Ishikawa. It is made for defining the causes that bring to the effect of staff absenteeism, in this scenario. This diagram consists of defining the main factors leading to the problem. In this case I will mention the environmental factors firstly. They include illnesses such as COVID 19 which lead to lack of staff. Secondly, I will mention the transport cause which is not motivating the staff. Employees may live far away - transport arrives too early or too late at the workplace – commuting on daily basis is expensive, especially in times like this when petrol price goes up. Additionally, I will mention equipment as a cause for staff’s dissatisfaction. It is old, broken and the essential equipment lacks, therefore the concrete and correct diagnosis is delayed. Finally, the people factor: people are not paid enough, then they do not have good management and also they miss the necessary training for the specific job position. All these are related and connected and together they contribute for the staff absenteeism in the Trust.
Staff absenteeism is the term used when employees are frequently absent from work. Paid leave and granted time off is not included. It is normal that the staff is absent sometimes, mostly for illness or urgent duties, but when this absenteeism turns to be very frequent, it becomes a major issue. In order to understand absenteeism even better, we need to know if there are other causes as well. Here follow some more reasons why employees are absent, in details:
· The most common reason to be absent is illness, as mentioned earlier. Usually, before COVID 19, winter periods were mostly affected due to flu, colds etc. Since the beginning of the epidemic, any time of the year there are many employees absent due to this virus. Official data show that an average of 70 000 hospital trust staff in England were absent from work in the week ending 30 January, 28 000 (40%) of whom were off because of covid-19 Headaches and upset stomach are also in this group of excuses for absenteeism.
· Mental health issues may also be a reason to be absent. Environment at work must be less stressful for this group of employees and give the support and understanding. Burnout is also in this group. If an employee is burnout, they must have a break from work, sometimes even longer than we expect, so they can go back on track.
· Employees may report not present to work due to unexpected child or elder care.
· Let’s not forget that low salary is one of the most important reasons, according to me, and employees are trying to skip duties as much as they can, until they find a better option/job for themselves.
There are many other reasons, for example, some employees may avoid to go to work due to bad management, or because they lost motivation because they always cover for the absent staff. We mentioned low salary, but also the high expenses to get to work must be considered, as these two are closely related. Some of the staff members live far away, and commuting on daily basis is not a cheap option, especially in times when petrol is expensive. Others may lack basic training that is useful for their job position. Third have imagined to work in a contemporary and modern laboratory or cabinet, and instead they do not have the needed equipment to get to the basic diagnosis or treatment for their patients. This makes them lose motivation, of course. We can go on forever, but to find an effective solution, we must focus on the main reason for absenteeism.

THE EFFECTS OF ABSENTEEISM AT THE WORKPLACE
The effect that this issue has on the institution is complex. Absenteeism at the workplace affects the employees basically only in negative things. Firstly, they lose the “rhythm” of work, and need to adapt when they come back to work. This reduces their productivity, of course.  Secondly, they get less or no payment for the time off. Also if they are absent too often, they undergo the risk of being dismissed.
 Staff absenteeism affects the employers as well. In cases of frequent absenteeism, employers immediately notice reduced productivity levels which leads to poor patient’s service. In addition, the administration costs are high. Furthermore, if the employer has to hire temporary replacements like the case with the Trust, the labor costs will increase. From the same point of view, the staff that constantly replaces the absent staff loses motivation and might even start to skip duties, which brings the employer again to poor patient/client service. It is like a circle that has to be interrupted. 
As we can see, absenteeism affects the complete institution inside and out. This is why, it’s important to know the causes and effects and to find strategies to reduce/solve this issue, so everyone can be content and the institution can run normally. 

SUGGESTED REGULATORY MECHANISMS FOR STAFF ABSENTEEISM IN THE TRUST
After looking closely into the causes and effects of absenteeism at the workplace, we need to decide what action to be taken, to solve the problem, to prevent it, or minimize it. Some of the suggestions are:
1. Higher financial benefits are the most important solution. No matter what excuses the employee has to get the job, the only true reason is the salary. Recently some institutions cover 50% from the expenses for the children kindergarten of the employee. I believe this is a super option, as long as it is available. Others offer food vouchers for a certain amount, which is also an acceptable benefit, just like the additional health insurance or a regular gym membership etc.
2. In cases when financial benefits are not possible, a change of position/title should be considered. This can happen without really changing the responsibilities and salary, but it will make the staff member feel valued for the skills they have. For example, from a receptionist, they can get a title to a shift leader, which sounds like a higher position, but it actually has the same responsibilities.
3. Another solution when financial benefits are not possible is positive feedback and rewards for the good work. Every work that is well done should be valued with a compliment, or a performance bounce. Employee or team of the month is a good option. The last month when the Trust had employee of the month was in August 2018. In my opinion this should be put in practice again, because it has a big deal in motivating the staff. 
4. The leader needs to set clear expectations. Staff needs to be informed that excessive absenteeism is not tolerated. Explain the staff how to report when they need to be absent, and also implement an interview after returning to work, just to check if everything is ok now. This way the leader leaves impression that he/she cares for the team issues. Some countries implement permanent contracts instead of fixed, as a prevention.
5. Supporting the employees in unexpected absenteeism, like illness, death of a family member etc, with some flexibility is very important. Give them some additional time off, if needed, under the condition to be available via phone and email for the new, temporary staff. This way, they will feel appreciated and supported, and also might want to come back to work sooner than planned. On the other hand you will ensure client’s service remains at a controlled level, when the replacement is taking over the job.
6. Provide the needed trainings for the staff. This way they will feel valued and useful because they are upgrading their skills at all times etc.

EVALUATION OF THE SOLUTIONS
	Unfortunately, when a leader decides to create a regulatory mechanism for staff absenteeism or another workplace problem, most often the problem has already appeared. However, it would be great to have these regulatory mechanisms prepared and to be used even before the staff absenteeism becomes a real problem, as a means for preventing the problem.
Consequently, since the problem is already here for a while, surely the institution, in this case the Trust is already financially affected by the staff absenteeism. This means that the suggested solutions which need financial support, would be difficult to be positively evaluated or approved by the manager/owner/director of the institution. Therefore, the first solutions that will be used will be the ones not needing any finances, such as giving positive feedback, setting clear expectations, changing the contracts from fixed to permanent, change the title of the position without changing the responsibilities and salary as mentioned earlier, give flexibility and support and finally provide appropriate training for the relevant job description. All the solutions that do not include financial support will be put into practice first, just because the problem has already caused some financial losses. 









CONCLUSION
As we may notice, PESTEL and FISHBONE models/frameworks can be very useful guides to defining the factors for staff absenteeism in the given scenario. But these are not the only models created or used for this purpose. All models/frameworks go through similar stages. At least they have the same goal. However, no matter how the causes are defined, it is more important to find the solution that best fits the needs of the institution, in accordance with the current situation.
Each leader is different and not all leaders will accept the stages of all models/frameworks. However, these models are a great platform and are helping leaders to spot the seriousness of the staff absenteeism in their institution and make a plan how to minimize it, or prevent it. Anyhow, the important thing is after finding a solution, to get positive evaluation and positive result for their problem solving and decision making.
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