
Audit and Assurance Committee

Meeting date: 11 December 2018

From: Executive Director Corporate, Customer and 
Community Services 

Management of Attendance Update
1.0 Purpose of Report

1.1 This report provides an update of the management of attendance by the 
Council, following reports considered by Audit and Assurance Committee in 
March 2016 and September 2017.

1.2 In the context of management of attendance, the role of the Audit and 
Assurance Committee is to provide independent assurance to Members on 
the adequacy of the risk management framework and the internal control 
environment.  

2.0 Issues for Audit and Assurance Committee

2.1 The Committee is recommended to: -

a. Note progress made in relation to the Corporate action plan in 
place to minimise and mitigate the risks associated with absence 
management;

b. Be assured that absence management activity is being applied 
across all areas of the Council, with resources targeted to services 
where risk is higher, performance exceeds target or is 
deteriorating;

c. Note the impact that improved absence management procedures 
and controls have had on absence performance and wider 
capacity and wellbeing of the workforce since the action plan was 
implemented;

d. Form a view on the adequacy and effectiveness of management of 
attendance activity and provide assurance that governance, risk 
management and internal control processes are appropriate, or 
suggest any additional actions or approaches required.  
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3.0 Background

3.1 High sickness absence levels impact on workforce capacity and the 
available resources required to deliver council services and to meet the 
priorities of the community.  Audit and Assurance Committee at its meetings 
in March 2016 and September 2017 received an update on actions taken to 
manage absence.  Given the importance of attendance management on the 
workforce, the committee agreed that a further deep dive update on the 
actions and controls in place to minimise risk would be presented to 
Members of the Audit & Assurance Committee in December 2018.  

3.2 In the context of managing attendance, the role of the Audit and Assurance 
Committee is to provide independent assurance to Members on the 
adequacy of the risk management framework and the internal control 
environment. Although sickness absence in some service areas creates 
direct capacity and resource risks, absence risks are influencers that are 
considered within the ‘Workforce capacity, skills, relationships, safety & 
wellbeing’ strategic risk register, where the causal factor of ‘high staff 
absence’ is considered, monitored and managed. This paper and the 
supporting PowerPoint presentation delivered to members details the actions 
taken to manage and mitigate the risks posed by high levels of absence on 
service delivery.

3.3 This issue of high workforce absence has been of concern to Elected 
Members of the Council for some years and a Task and Finish Review of the 
issue was undertaken by Scrutiny in 2012 and regularly considered since.  
The Review made a number of recommendations to improve management 
of absence, most of which were accepted by Cabinet and have been 
implemented. Further actions have since been identified and implemented to 
support the improvement in performance.

4.0 Action plan to mitigate risk

4.1 Since September 2016, a comprehensive project management approach 
has been implemented with effort refocused and significant capacity 
prioritised to support the need for improvement.  This approach has been led 
by Paul Robinson (Assistant Director – Organisational Change) and project 
managed by Alice Madden (Manager - Operational Delivery Team from 
People Management) and supported by the whole People Management 
service working with colleagues in services across the Council.     

4.2 A Deep Dive of absence data is regularly undertaken with the findings and 
outputs reported to CMT, Scrutiny Management Board (to scrutinise 
performance) and Audit and Assurance Committee (to provide assurance on 
the management of risk and adequacy of the controls in place to reduce the 
risk).   
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4.3 The Deep Dive identified trends in absence performance and external 
factors.  Data is regularly analysed on a Corporate, Directorate and Service 
level to understand the reasons, duration and frequency of absence.  
Updates are routinely provided to CMT and DMTs at a detailed level 
highlighting key themes and issues for each service area.  This Deep Dive 
analysis provides a growing evidence base to inform the detailed action plan 
to address the risks posed by absence. 

4.4 At the Committee meeting, members will receive a detailed presentation 
outlining the detail of the attendance management action plan.  The plan has 
been fully implemented with actions falling under three key themes:

 Prevention;
 Intervention; and 
 Resolution.  

4.5 Increased corporate prioritisation of the absence agenda has been seen 
since November 2016 including;
 A priority for Chief Executive, Corporate Management Team and 

Extended Leadership team;
 A rigorous corporate focus, with relentless attention to detail;
 Assistant Director – Organisational Change chairs a weekly meeting to 

drive the action plan;
 A ‘whole team’ approach by People Management staff at all levels;
 Monthly updates to CMT and DMT;
 Detailed action plan to drive improvement;
 Increased governance and scrutiny of performance at all levels;
 Refreshed policies and procedures to drive improvement whilst ensuring 

a person centre approach to managing absence;
 Increased employee communications, ‘CMT 3 key messages’ and     

Chief Executive’s blog;
 Engagement and support of Trade Unions;  
 Greater visibility of the Employee Wellbeing Service (Occupational 

Health) and Occupational Health Lead Clinicians.  
 Intensive data analysis with improved management self-serve tools.

4.6 Within the action plan, specific focused resources have been prioritised for 
services where absence performance was of greatest concern.  The services 
receiving dedicated support have changed since September 2017 and 
reflect performance improvements made in a number of service areas.  

September 2017 November 2018
• Children & Families (Service)
• Children’s Directorate Support
• Cumbria Care
• Commissioning
• Finance
• Business Services
• Highways, Transport & Fleet

• Adults
• Children & Young People
• Directorate Support – Adults
• Directorate Support – Children’s
• Integration & Partnerships
• Provider Services 
• Directorate Support – Locality
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4.7 In addition to the targeted service support, a high priority case approach was 
also implemented by the People Management Service to manage significant 
long-term cases and high frequency short-term absences.  The Assistant 
Director – Organisational Change chairs a weekly meeting with People 
Management to review progress on these cases and ensure resolutions 
(including supported returns to work) are achieved.  This approach has been 
successful and has resulted in the parameters for cases receiving proactive 
attention to be reduced.   

March 2017 September 2017 November 2018
• All Long Term Cases 

      > 360 Days

• All Short Term Absence 
      > 8 occasions

• All Long Term Cases    
> 230 Days

• All Short Term Absence   
> 6 occasions

• All Long Term Cases    
> 160 Days

• All Short Term Absence   
> 6 occasions

4.8 The Deep Dive identified external factors that have an impact on absence 
with one of the biggest influencing factors being reshaping activity. Factors 
including restructuring and reshaping activity; preparation for inspections; 
and environmental and seasonal events can result in absence.  

4.9 A key output of the ‘Absence Management Deep Dive’ was to create a step 
change in the way in which sickness absence is being monitored, analysed 
and managed, creating tangible service specific actions championed by 
members of the Corporate Management Team to generate attendance 
improvements.

5.0 Absence performance 

5.1 Attendance performance is reported quarterly to Cabinet and then 
scrutinised by elected members of Scrutiny Management Board. This report 
provides an update on absence for the period from 1 April 2017 to 31 
October 2018 and focuses on the governance arrangements in place to 
manage and mitigate the risks of high or increasing levels of absence.  

5.2 Significant improvement has been made with performance forecast at 31 
October 2018 reported as 11.85 working days lost per full time employee 
(WDL per FTE) compared to the 2016/17 year-end outturn position (31 
March 2017) of 13.21 WDL per FTE.  This reflects an 11% improvement in 
performance but still does not meet the Council Plan target for 2018/19 of 10 
working days lost per FTE and is only slightly improved on the 2017/18 year 
end outturn of 11.92 working days lost. 

5.3 Positive workforce communications have been issued celebrating the 
improved performance and recognising this improvement in a positive shift of 
messaging to attendance as opposed to absence.   

5.4 It should be noted that ongoing performance shows that c90% of the 
workforce have full attendance (zero absence) month on month of the since 
April 2017 and as such supports positive messaging recognising that the 
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vast majority of employees have good, and in some cases full attendance 
records.   

5.5 It is recognised that sickness absence levels continue to contribute to the 
capacity and financial challenges of the Council. Some service areas require 
minimum staffing levels to safely operate, resulting in the need for additional 
shift cover costs, or in cases of longer-term absence, temporary or agency 
staff, which can have higher unit costs than the substantive post-holder.

5.6 Reducing absence therefore creates additional working days available to the 
Council and minimises additional costs required for shift cover and Externally 
Provided Workforce requirements.

6.0 Future measures to improve absence 

6.1 A key output of the previous ‘Deep Dive’ reported to members in 2016 and 
2017 was to create, and then maintain, a step change in the way in which 
sickness absence was monitored, analysed and managed, creating service 
specific actions championed by members of the Corporate Management 
Team and  the Extended Leadership Team of Assistant Directors to 
generate attendance improvements.  

6.2 Interventions to support positive change continue to be delivered under three 
key themes; Prevention, Intervention and Resolution.  While the quickest 
wins come from the intervention and resolution work steams, in the longer 
term the most sustainable benefits come from prevention, and considerable 
work has taken place between People Management and colleagues in 
Public Health to advance this agenda, with a significant programme of 
workplace health and wellbeing initiatives now in place, achieving nationally 
recognised Better Health at Work Accreditation and also winning a National 
Award.

6.3 Management capacity, skill and resource remain the single biggest asset in 
managing absence and improving attendance.  Mandatory absence 
management training for managers has continued with 90% of Council 
Managers now attended the training at one of the 75 dedicated sessions 
across the County following personal invites sent by their Executive Director. 
Performance will continue to be tracked and reported monthly to each DMT 
and then CMT chaired by the Chief Executive.  

6.4 Following the action plan and additional controls implemented, the Internal 
Audit report of February 2018 concluded an improved audit opinion of 
‘reasonable’ assurance with a number of strengths outlined since the 
previous audit. 

7.0 Conclusion

7.1 Management of Attendance policies and procedures are in place and are 
being followed, with a significant investment in management training and 
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internal controls continued during 2018 to continually raise awareness and 
accountability across all levels.

7.2 All actions as a result of the ‘Absence Performance Deep Dive’ reported in 
March 2017 have been implemented and have had a positive impact on 
performance.  

7.3 Further actions are being progressed to support the continued improvement 
in absence performance and the cultural change required to sustain this 
improvement reducing the impact and risk to the council.

7.4 Improved sickness absence performance continues to require the full and 
ongoing support of Elected Members, CMT, DMT and SMTs and in particular 
the engagement of line managers to support the; prevention, intervention 
and ultimate resolution of absence cases.  Scrutiny Management Board will 
receive regular performance reports and Audit and Assurance Committee 
will receive regular assurance reports regarding the controls in place to 
minimise risk and support the commitment and drive towards continuous 
improvement.  

Alice Madden
Manager – Operational Delivery Team, People Management
30 November 2018 

Appendices
Appendix A: Management of Absence PowerPoint Presentation

Previous Relevant Council or Executive Decisions
[including Local Committees]

No previous relevant decisions

Background Papers
Audit & Assurance Committee Papers – Absence Management March 2016
Audit & Assurance Committee Papers – Absence Management September 2017

Contact Officers:

Alice Madden, Manager – Operational Delivery Team, People Management. 
alice.madden@cumbria.gov.uk  07866 776 124

Paul Robinson – Assistant Director, Organisational Change.
paul.john.robinson@cumbria.gov.uk  07939 271 699
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