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1.0 SUMMARY

1.1. This paper updates the Committee on Attendance Management issues across the Council, in response to discussion of absence levels at a previous Committee.

2.0 RECOMMENDATIONS

2.1. The Committee is invited to note the report and endorse the actions taken and proposed to manage reduction in the levels of sickness absence among Council employees.

3.0 BACKGROUND

3.1. Attendance Management Group. This group comprises elected members, trade union representatives, and officers from each service. Its function is to promote best practice in sickness absence management by reviewing  trends and patterns, sharing experience and good practice, and promoting corporate policy and practice initiatives.  The group has revamped its working arrangements in recent months:

· service representation has been extended to ensure full council coverage

· meetings are scheduled quarterly to coincide with absence statistics publication dates

· service representatives are tasked to report on their areas in advance to allow better informed scrutiny, and are expected to report back within their areas.

3.2. Corporate absence reporting and trends. Sickness absence is included in the quarterly corporate balanced scorecard report considered by Performance & Audit Committee.  Key points from the most recent half year period (April – September 2006) compared with year 2005-06 are:

· overall absence marginally increased from 5.4% to 5.6% against a corporate target of 4.8%.

· teachers absence has fallen from 4.3% to 2.6%( 3.7% in September which is a better indicator given the school holiday period)

· craft workers absence is steady at c 4.0%, while manual workers trend is upwards at 7.4%

· there are big variations across services and between different employee groups: social and housing services absence runs at twice level of the corporate functions

· approximately 80% of absence is supported by medical certificates, with 20% short term self certified – a fairly consistent pattern over time and across services.

3.3. National benchmarking is limited. The latest Scotland wide figures available are for 2004-05. Our 2005-06 figures are at or below the Scottish average for each of the major staff groups.  We are, however, running around 0.5% above the average of a limited sample of Councils which returned benchmarking information on 2005-06 figures for a personnel directors study. More accurate up to date comparison will be reported when the figures are available. 
3.4. Improvement actions. The importance of absence reduction is very clear for both health promotion and cost reduction reasons.  While there has been an increased focus on the issue within the Council, efforts to date have not produced a visible sustained reduction across the board.  A range of  actions are being implemented, some of which are corporate and common, while others focus specifically on  particular services or groups where the incidence is highest.

3.5. These actions require to be collated into an updated corporate action plan for 2007-08. It is intended that AMG consider a draft for agreement at its February meeting.  Major features proposed for the plan are set out below. 

3.6. Health and Safety Executive  Fit 3 Campaign. This is a major national campaign, the objective of which is the reduction of work related absence by 30% by 2010.  We have signed a formal commitment to the campaign and are working with the HSE on strategy and action plan to meet the targets. The Action Plan will complement the Council Corporate Action Plan , and has  the additional impetus of its statutory basis. Progress against the Action Plan will be a standing Item on the Attendance Management Group.  

3.7. Key FIT3 target areas for 2007 are:

· Stress policy and stress management standards.  Council will be invited to adopt a formal stress policy at its December meeting. This will provide a platform for implementation of HSE stress management standards during 2007, which will build on existing training, awareness raising and counselling provisions. 

· Health promotion including comprehensive surveillance programme, free health checks, support for physical activities and healthy lifestyle campaigns.

· Expanded training, including mandatory H&S training tailored to occupational requirements, and practical skills development for managers in addressing absence among their staff
· Absence management procedure review and awareness raising, including occupational health referral and piloting a specialist nurse reporting system for absence, to accelerate diagnosis, treatment advice, and subsequent case management.

Alongside these FIT3 Actions are complementary management development, information and practice improvements to be included in the Council Plan.

3.8. Reasons for absence. Overall the most common reasons given are viral infections, colds/flu stomach upsets and stress/ anxiety conditions. Musculoskeletal conditions feature more commonly in jobs with high physical demands.  Closer analysis of reasons for absence in different services/groups and of individual absence patterns will be delivered by extending use of the HR online reporting system to all services. There is still some way to go in terms of consistent quality of information, which is a priority for improvement during 2007. 

3.9. The increase in reporting of stress related conditions is a concern locally and nationally across many employment sectors. The HSE stress management standards referred to above are benchmarks covering demands of workload patterns and environment, the amount of control people have in how they work, support provided by employer and colleagues, positive working relationships, role clarity, and extent, pace and management of  change. Also important is work life balance as stressors in either dimension can compound the impact. Identification of relevant factors in particular services or individual cases is very difficult, but a key area for increased focus.    

3.10. Management support. Briefing/training sessions on policy and procedure are now mandatory. Over 260 managers have attended the Maximising Attendance briefing, which is being rolled out to all employees with responsibility for management or supervision during 2007. The next stage of development will be practical case studies and more interactive good practice training.  

3.11. Management support covers sanctions for the prevention of abuse, and processes for dealing with situations where health related factors mean that an individual can no longer continue in his or her job, or indeed in the Council’s employment.  Current procedures contain measures for withdrawal of self certification rights, and capability dismissal, but  there has been a reluctance or lack of confidence in implementing them which requires attention. 

3.12. Methods of managed escalation of attention such as triggers or thresholds for intervention also need development.  This is a sensitive area in which managers would not wish to appear unsympathetic, but one in which support for fair and consistent application of policy is stated by all parties involved in AMG.  Recent practice initiatives in D&E will be considered for wider application.
3.13. Occupational health advice is a critical element of management support. We are working to improve speed of referral and response, and detail of guidance on the prognosis from the employer perspective. This is of increasing importance in managing cases where rehabilitation, redeployment, or workplace adjustments to conform with statutory obligations arising from Disability Discrimination Act, are relevant. 

3.14. Improvement targets.  At present, we have a single corporate target of 4.8%, which is too crude and not likely to be achieved in the short term.  For some services this level would be backsliding rather than improvement, while for others the gap looks too great to bridge in a single step. Stretching, but realistic targets will be considered on a service/employee group basis for 2007-08.

3.15. Measures of efficiency savings in absence management, both cash releasing and in effectiveness also require development to satisfy requirements under the Efficient Government programme.

4.0 CONCLUSIONS

4.1. Reduction of sickness absence levels is an important objective which requires a sustained commitment across the Council to  a wide range of improvement actions.

4.2. These actions must comprise both specific measures to address particular problems, and the creation of corporate culture, policy and procedure which promotes positive health and well being.

4.3. The primary focus must be on positive measures to reduce the incidence of sickness absence, and active case management to minimise periods of absence and enable people to return to effective employment.

4.4. At the same time, fair but robust management attention and intervention is required to ensure consistent employee awareness and compliance with standards and procedures.      

4.5. A corporate council action plan will assist in  giving focus, demonstrating commitment, and providing a solid basis for scrutiny of improvement actions.   

5.0 SUSTAINABILITY IMPLICATIONS

5.1. Positive attendance management offers sustainability benefits in promoting healthy working environments and greater effectiveness in the use of human resources.


6.0 FINANCIAL IMPLICATIONS

6.1. There are no additional financial burdens identified by the report, but prospective gains, unquantified, in reducing absence.

6.2. Declarations

	1.
The recommendations contained within this report support or implement Corporate Priorities, Council policies and/or the Community Plan:
	Reference

	
Corporate Priorities
	Maintaining an effective organisation

	
Council Policies
	Personnel Policies and procedures

	
Community Plan
	

	2.
In adopting the recommendations contained in this report the Council is acting within its legal powers. 
	x

	3.
The full financial implications of the recommendations contained in this report are set out in the report.  This includes a reference to full life cycle costs where appropriate.
	x


                                                        

Head of Service

                                                        

Director
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