
 

 

Scrutiny Management Board  

Meeting date: 28 June 2019 

From: Executive Director – Corporate, Customer and 
Community Services  

 

Absence Management – 2018/19 Performance Update 

1.0 Purpose of Report 

1.1 This report provides an overview of the Council’s sickness absence 
performance for the 2018/19 period. (1 April 2018 to 31 March 2019). 

1.2 Scrutiny Management Board will also receive a detailed ‘deep dive’ 
presentation delivered by the Assistant Director Organisational Change and 
supported by the People Management Operational Delivery Manager.   

1.3 The report provides a summary of attendance related activity across the 
Council, following previous reports considered by Scrutiny Management 
Board since 2016 and most recently in September 2018.   

1.4 In the context of management of attendance, the role of the Scrutiny 
Management Board is to provide oversight on performance and consider 
assurance of the management controls in place to reduce absence and 
suggest additional actions required where performance is off target.  

2.0 Issues for Scrutiny Management Board  

2.1 Scrutiny Management Board are recommended to: - 

a. Note the year-end absence performance for the period 2018/19 (1 April 
2018 to 31 March 2019);  

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

c. Note the improved Council-wide systems implemented to report, track 
and improve sickness management performance more effectively; 

d. Consider the programme of wellbeing initiatives in place to support the 
workforce, and future wellbeing and engagement initiatives planned; 

e. Note the proposal to progress an in-depth programme of targeted 
action plans within services where performance is exceeding target;  



 

 

f. Discuss and suggest any additional actions or approaches that elected 
members advise is required.   

3.0 Background 

3.1 High levels of sickness absence impact negatively on workforce capacity 
and the available resources required to deliver council services and to meet 
the priorities of the community.  Given the prominence of capacity in the 
Council Plan and Workforce Plan agreed by Cabinet, it is importance to 
maintain a strong leadership focus on attendance management. 
 

3.2 At 12.49 working days lost per full time equivalent (WDL per FTE), the 
2018/19 year-end performance did not achieve the 10.0 WDL target. As a 
result, SMB have requested a detailed ‘deep dive’ session to further examine 
the sickness performance outturn, actions taken, controls in place and future 
plans so that high absence levels can be reduced.    
   

4.0 Detailed action plan progressed  

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), project 
managed by Alice Madden (People Management - Operational Delivery 
Team) and supported by the whole People Management service working 
with the Corporate Management Team (CMT) and service based colleagues 
across the Council.      
 

4.2 Absence data has been regularly 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).    
 

4.3 The Deep Dive analysis of sickness data has identified trends in absence 
performance alongside external factors.  Data is regularly analysed on a 
Corporate, Directorate and Service level to attempt to understand the 
reasons, duration and frequency of absence.  Updates are routinely provided 
to CMT and DMTs to highlight key themes for each service area.  This Deep 
Dive analysis has provided a growing evidence base to inform ongoing 
action plans to further attempt to address the risks posed by absence.  

4.4 At the Scrutiny meeting, members will receive a detailed presentation 
outlining progress against the Attendance Management Action Plan which 
has been implemented with actions following the three key themes of: 
 

 

 Prevention; 

 Intervention; and  

 Resolution.   
 



 

 

 
 
 

4.5 Increased corporate prioritisation of the absence agenda since November 
2016 has included; 
 

 A priority for Chief Executive, Corporate Management Team and 
Extended Leadership team; 

 A rigorous corporate focus, with significant attention to detail; 

 Assistant Director Organisational Change chairs a weekly meeting to 
drive the action plan and oversee progress; 

 A ‘whole team’ approach by People Management staff at all levels; 

 Regular performance updates to CMT, DMTs and AD 121s; 

 Increased governance and scrutiny of performance at all levels; 

 Refreshed policies and procedures to drive improvement whilst ensuring 
a person centred approach to managing each case; 

 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, resources have been prioritised for services where 
absence performance is off target.  The services receiving dedicated support 
have changed since Sept 2017 and reflect performance improvements made 
in a number of services, however further focus is required in others.  

4.7 To complement the targeted service support, a high priority case approach 
was implemented by the People Management Service to manage significant 
long-term cases and high frequency short-term absences.  These cases are 
reviewed weekly to ensure resolutions (including supported returns to work) 
are considered.  This approach has resulted in the parameters for cases 
receiving proactive attention reducing.    

March 2017 September 2017 November 2018 June 2019 

• 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    
> 170 Days 
 

• All Short Term 
Absence   > 6 
occasions 

• All Long Term 
Cases    > 160 Days 
 

All Short Term Absence   
> 6 occasions 

 

4.8 The presentation will allow members the opportunity to consider the absence 
trends throughout 2018/19 for each service area, directorate ‘clusters’ and 
the Council overall. The Deep Dive identified external factors that can have 
an impact on absence. Some of the biggest influencing factors being service 
reshaping; restructuring and preparation for inspections; as well as 
environmental and seasonal events that can result in absence spikes.   

4.9 A key output of the deep dive programme was to create a step change in the 
way in which sickness absence is monitored, analysed and managed, 



 

 

creating tangible service specific actions championed by members of the 
Corporate Management Team to generate attendance improvements.  
 

4.10 Following the agreed action plan and additional controls implemented, the 
2018 Internal Audit report concluded an improved audit opinion of 
‘reasonable’ assurance. The report outlined a number of strengths since the 
previous audit and it is important that this rigour continues to ensure a 
maintained focus on this corporate priority. 

 
5.0 Performance Summary 

5.1 The table below sets out corporate year-end sickness absence performance 
for the past four years.   
 

Year Target 
(WDL per FTE) 

Performance 
(WDL per FTE) 

2015/16 10.5 11.97 

2016/17 9.0 13.21 

2017/18 8.0  11.92 

2018/19 10.0  12.49 

 
5.2 Despite significant resources dedicated to reducing absence levels from the 

People Management Service, 2018/19 performance did not achieve the 10 
day target.   
 

5.3 Whilst 2018/19 performance deteriorated compared to the previous year, 
Scrutiny Management Board are asked to note that on average 89% of staff 
record zero absence (ie full attendance) each month. Significant work is 
undertaken to ensure consistency of management tools available, enhanced 
council wide training; and significant investment in wellbeing and change 
management initiatives to further improve and recognise attendance. 
 

5.4 During a period of complex change within local government nationally, this 
has resulted in additional anxiety, work pressures and uncertainty across a 
number of Cumbria County Council teams. It is therefore recommended that 
further improvements in absence performance must be delivered through 
targeted action plans relevant to each service area overseen by corporate 
support under the three themes of : 
 

 Prevention; 

 Intervention; and  

 Resolution.   
 

5.5 While the quickest wins come from the intervention and resolution work 
steams, in the longer term the most sustainable benefits come from 
prevention. Considerable work has been undertaken and will continue within 
the 2019/20 Workforce Plan Action Plan to progress a comprehensive 
programme of staff engagement, workplace health and wellbeing initiatives.  
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 

Investing in Employee Engagement and Wellbeing  

5.6 Cumbria County Council was awarded the Better Health at Work ‘Gold’ 
Award in January 2019 in recognition of the focus placed on activity to 
improve health and wellbeing. 
 

5.7 In awarding the Gold Level, there were some particular factors highlighted 
including: 

 

 Senior leadership’s commitment and the integration of workplace 
health and wellbeing in the Council Plan and Workforce Plan; 
 

 A clear organisational commitment to mental health; 
 

 An exemplar approach to providing for time-off from work for medical 
screening; 

 

 A range of events held both within and outside of the Council;  
 

 The opportunities taken to join-up campaigning activity with key 
events and projects in the county – for example, work supported by 
the Council’s health advocates which resulted in people participating 
in over 70 cycling events linked to the Tour of Britain in Cumbria 

 

 We are now working towards the next award level – ‘Continuing 
Excellence’. 

 
Maximising the potential of our staff 

 

5.8 Investing in our staff underpins our ambitious plans to work in new ways to 
improve outcomes. The Workforce Plan supports the delivery of the Council 
Plan and provides the framework for how we plan to make sure that staff are 
healthy and feel valued, that staff have the skills and tools they need to 
make their contribution to Council aspirations and work in new ways, and to 
feel listened to and empowered to be creative and propose innovative 
solutions.  
  

5.9 There is a strong sense of commitment and purpose from staff, and through 
staff engagement and managers conferences there has been good feedback 
that staff are feeling positive about what they do.  

 
5.10 We focus on celebrating success organisation wide through management 

and leadership conferences, and the Council’s annual Excellence Awards, 
which have been revitalised to be more inclusive, and are now area based. 
 

5.11 On a one to one basis, a new approach to appraisals for all staff has been 
launched which is strengths-based and focuses on a continuous 
conversation rather than an annual set-piece event. This enables an ongoing 



 

 

approach to discuss any workplace issues, celebrate achievements, capture 
learning and support continuous improvement. 
 

5.12 We are promoting coaching approaches to support staff and their 
development, and are putting a training programme in place for staff to 
acquire coaching skills and become coaches to other staff. 
 

5.13 The wellbeing of staff is at the heart of workforce planning. We have a 
renewed focus on health safety and wellbeing at all levels within the 
organisation putting robust reporting and management structures in place so 
that issues can be identified quickly and addressed, supported by a 
communications programme promoting the message that health and safety 
is everyone’s responsibility. 
 

5.14 We have also recruited Workplace Wellbeing Champions across the 
organisation to promote wellbeing peer-to-peer and provide information, 
advice and signposting. We run a programme of campaigns for staff 
promoting activities to improve health and wellbeing. There is a focus on 
mental health included in our approach. The Council signed the Mental 
Health Charter earlier this year and have a network of Time to Change 
champions in the Council. 

6.0 Conclusion and next steps 

6.1 It is disappointing that the detailed absence action plan implemented has not 
generated the improved sickness performance required to achieve the 10 
working days lost per FTE target during 2018/19. 
 

6.2 The detailed presentation accompanying this report will advise elected 
members of : 
 

 the attendance management actions undertaken in 2018/19,  

 explain the findings of the ‘deep dive’ review of sickness absence 
from extensive management information collated and analysed; 

 the trends across the Council at both a corporate and service specific 
level; and  

 the revised approach proposed for 2019/20 will focus greater attention 
on staff engagement, wellbeing initiatives and a clear expectation that 
actions plans will be progressed within each individual service area 
where performance has not achieved target or requires  improvement.  

 
Supporting Information 
 

 

 A presentation slide deck will be delivered at the Scrutiny meeting. 
 

Previous Relevant Council or Executive Decisions 
 

 No previous relevant decisions 
 
 

 



 

 

Background Papers 
 

 Scrutiny Management Board Papers – Absence Management Sept 2018  

 Scrutiny Management Board Papers – Absence Management Mar 2018 

 2019/20 Workforce Plan Delivery Plan agreed by Cabinet June 2019 
 
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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