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The truth about public sector absence rates
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29 March 2010

The truth about sickness absence 
Introduction

There’s often talk of a ‘sicknote culture’ in the UK, and popular view exists that public sector workers are particularly guilty of taking time off work when they are not really unwell.
However, the results of a new TUC poll smash the myth that Britain is a nation of shirkers with public sector workers always on the lookout for an excuse to pull a ‘sickie’. The survey findings reveal the reverse is true:

· Many people still struggle in to work when they are far too ill to do so – and one in five of the respondents to the TUC’s survey (20 per cent) had done so within the last month alone. 
· Public sector workers are more likely than private sector workers to come in to work when they are unwell because they don’t want to let their colleagues – or the public who rely on them – down by not coming in.
The TUC absence survey 2010
The key findings from the TUC poll on sickness absence were:

· Within the last month, a fifth of the 2,003 respondents to the survey had been to work when they were really too ill to do so (21 per cent in the public sector and 19 per cent in the private sector).
· A further one in three (36 per cent) had done so within the last year, though not in the last month.

· Only 13 per cent claimed they had never been into work when they were too ill to go.

· Within the last month, more females had gone into work when ill than males 
(23 per cent compared to 17 per cent). Younger people (aged 18-34) are also more likely to have gone in to work sick over the last month (24 per cent compared 23 per cent of 35-54 year olds, and 11 per cent of 55+ year olds).

· Nearly one in three go to work when ill because ‘people depend on the job I do’ (31 per cent). Other common reasons are not wanting to let an employer down (20 per cent), and being unable to afford to take the time off 
(20 per cent).

· Males are more worried about loss of pay than females (25 per cent compared to 15 per cent), while females are more concerned about letting an employer down (21 per cent against 19 per cent of males).

· Younger people (aged 18-34) are more concerned about loss of pay than older people (23 per cent compared to 20 per cent aged 35-54, and 15 per cent aged 55+), and letting an employer down (25 per cent compared to 18 per cent aged 35-54, and 18 per cent aged 55+).

· Older people are more likely to worry about letting down those who depend on them to do their job (42 per cent aged 55+ against 30 per cent aged 35-54 and 25 per cent aged 18-34).
Short-term absence in the public and private sectors

Despite the widely held view that public sector workers are always taking time off work, the TUC survey reveals public sector workers are as conscientious as their colleagues in the private sector. They are more reluctant to take short-term sick leave as they do not want to let colleagues – and the public and who rely on them and the services they provide – down.

The TUC poll found that:

· Within the last month, more than one in five public sector workers have been to work when they were really too ill to do so (21 per cent).
· A further 41 per cent (compared to 36 per cent of private sector workers) have done so within the last year, though not in the last month.

· Only one in ten public sector workers (11 per cent) have never been to work when they were too ill to go.
· One in three public sector workers cited their reason for going into work when unwell was ‘people depend on the job I do and I didn’t want to let them down’ (33 per cent).

· Others were concerned about the impact of their absence on their colleagues: ‘I didn’t want to give my colleagues extra work’ (18 per cent of public sector workers compared with 12 per cent of private sector workers) and ‘I didn’t want to let my employer down’ (18 of public sector workers compared with 22 per cent of private sector workers).
The CBI and AXA absence surveys also back this up and reveal public sector staff are less likely to take absences of one or a few days – how ‘sickies’ are traditionally defined – than in the private sector. The majority of short-term absence is in the private sector (69 per cent of private sector absence is short-term) whereas only around 50 per cent of public sector absence is short-term.
Long-term absence in the public and private sectors
The 2009 CIPD Absence Management report reveals that the level of employee absence has fallen to 7.4 days per employee per year (from 8 days per employee in the previous year) and that employee absence is now at the lowest level ever recorded by the CIPD.
Public sector workers report long-term sickness more than the private sector for two reasons:

· The private sector usually has much worse sick pay arrangements for staff than the public sector, and therefore are more likely to dismiss those on long-term leave much sooner.
· Many public sector workers are in industries where you would expect to find higher long-term sick levels, such as the NHS, where back injury, stress and violence are far more common. 

The 2008 CBI and AXA sickness survey revealed that in the public sector the highest absence rates were found in health/social care services (12.6 days) and police and probation services (9.9 days). It is not surprising that the areas with the highest sickness absence figures are also those with the highest injury or work related ill-health rates such as construction and health care. 

Workers in frontline public services face far increased risks of violence at work which can lead to long periods of rehabilitation time off work. Analysis of the British Crime Survey (BCS) 2008/9 by the Health and Safety Executive (HSE) revealed that there is a large variation in the risks of violence at work across occupational groups:

· Workers in the protective service occupations, for example police officers, were most at risk of violence at work, with nine per cent having experienced one or more incidents of actual or threatened violence while working during the year prior to their interview.

· Other groups of workers at risk of violence at work included health professionals, at 3.8 per cent, and health and social welfare associate professionals, with 2.6 per cent.

· Traditional private sector jobs such as science and technology professionals and workers in textiles, printing and other skilled trades were least at risk. 

Workers in some of the public sector industries that report the highest long-term sickness absence are also more likely to experience long-term occupational health problems. Public sector employers are also more likely to be supportive of those with long-term illnesses and have good sickness policies in place.

Around one in eight (12 per cent) of public sector workers told the TUC they were concerned about losing pay by not going into work, whereas this was the second biggest concern for private sector workers with twice the amount, around one in four (23 per cent), saying ‘I would have lost pay and I can’t afford to’.

What makes a good sickness policy 
Workers should not made ill or injured while at work. However if they are, it is important they are given support to ensure that they make a full and early recovery. A good policy of managing sickness absence can help this.

Unfortunately many employers see managing sickness absence as forcing employees back to work as soon as possible, or disciplining those who are off work more regularly than others.
The TUC believes that being at work, in a rewarding job with a supportive employer, can be good for employees health and being off work can make them feel worse. That is why we encourage jointly agreed sickness absence policies that support sick or injured workers.

Positive sickness absence policies, developed in partnership with unions, can make positive inroads into reducing absenteeism, especially if combined with measures aimed at stopping workers being made ill through back pain, stress, exposure to chemicals slips and trips etc.

The TUC believes these are most effective when targeted at preventing illness and supporting the rehabilitation of those workers who are off sick. There are real gains to be made from tackling the causes of long-term absence, especially stress-related illnesses. The priority must be to find ways of getting those who are ill, healthy and back to work as early as is practical. 

The Health and Safety Executive (HSE) offers employers guidance for a good sickness absence policy:
· work with your employees and their union representatives in developing policies and procedures; 
· train your line managers in managing sickness absence and return to work;

· record, monitor and measure sickness absence and how you use that data at an organisational level; 
· keep in contact with absent employees and plan with them for their return to work; 
· access professional or other advice and treatment to help your employees; 
· control any risks to employees from work activities, especially those with continuing poor health; and
· put in place reasonable adjustments to enable disabled workers to continue to work. 
Good sickness absence policies: For case studies of good sickness absence policies see the HSE website: www.hse.gov.uk/sicknessabsence/experience.htm 
Bad sickness absence policy: Southern Cross
Southern Cross is the UK’s largest care provider with more than 730 care homes and 37,000 beds nationwide. The GMB represents 10,000 members at Southern Cross and is campaigning to change the current sickness absence policy.

Although the staff at the care homes work with sick, elderly people on a daily basis, the company does not offer a sick pay scheme. Staff are required to demonstrate that any illness they have has been directly contracted at work in the course of them carrying out their duties, otherwise they are unable to claim any sick pay. As a result the company has a high turnover of staff.

The GMB believes the lack of a decent sick pay scheme forces staff to come into work when they are ill, putting residents, colleagues and themselves at risk.

Many GMB members working at Southern Cross report feeling forced to attend work with cold and flu symptoms, upset stomachs, headaches and nausea as they cannot afford to have a day off. 

The GMB has written to local authorities who use Southern Cross services, expressing union concerns about the poor quality of sickness absence provision by Southern Cross, and it continues to campaign for a decent deal for its members.

Conclusion

The TUC’s poll shows most staff are committed to their jobs and getting in to work even when they are unwell, and they are not on the lookout to pull an opportunistic ‘sickie’. Of course there will always be the occasional employee who takes advantage and is a regular ‘sickie puller’ and sickness absence does need managing, but it is time employers stopped blaming workers for taking time off sick and instead tried working with unions to see how their workplaces can be made healthier.
Those with long-term illnesses need time to recover and employers need to target their efforts at preventing illness or injuries caused by work in the first place, and by supporting those workers who have long-term problems.

In many cases, like those involving stress or back pain, firms that keep in touch with employees and offer flexible working have been successful at reducing long-term absence levels.

The TUC is also challenging the Government and employers to go even further in their sickness policies, and ensure that workplaces don’t just prevent staff from becoming ill, but actively promote good health and well-being through ‘good work’. The TUC believes people deserve to work in good jobs where they have a fulfilling working life, job satisfaction and can achieve their full potential. Improving people’s working lives not only improves personal well-being but it can also lead to better, more successful organisations with loyal and motivated staff.

Factors that contribute to a better working environment include being in control of workload, good quality line managers, good health and safety standards, a friendly and flexible workplace culture, equality and fair treatment, development and training opportunities, sensible hours of work and manageable work intensity, job security and a healthy work-life balance culture.

Details of the poll

Opinium Research carried out an online poll of 2,003 UK adults from the 24-26 February 2010. Results have been weighted to nationally representative criteria. The full poll is available at www.tuc.org.uk/extras/TUCabsencepoll.pdf  
www.opinium.co.uk 
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