
 

 

 
 
 
 
James Dornan MSP 
The Scottish Parliament  
Edinburgh 
EH99 1SP 
 
Via email 
 
LocalGovernmentandCommunities@parliament.scot 
 
 
 
Dear James 
 

Staff Absenteeism in Local Authorities 
 
Thank you for your letter of 26 February on this subject following the evidence session by 
the Local Government and Communities Committee on 20 February. 
 
Sickness absence has emerged in the past few years as an area where new policy may 
be required to establish the correct balance of successful wellbeing initiatives delivered 
locally, which support employees in the workplace, supporting employees back to work 
after a period of illness, consistent application of councils’ attendance management 
policies and the appropriate application of councils’ occupational sick pay schemes.  
 
The Employers Function at COSLA has previously had a positive dialogue with Unison, 
GMB and Unite trade unions towards establishing a ‘Joint Working Group on Employee 
Wellbeing and Attendance Management’. This work was set aside as the focus of 
attention was directed towards resolving protracted and difficult pay negotiations. We 
hope we can now turn our attention again to addressing this and other issues and 
establish the Joint Working Group to provide a national overview and perspective to this 
important subject. 
 
You will be aware that the professional association ‘SPDS’ has a Portfolio Group on 
Wellbeing and that its remit is to identify and share best practice and wellbeing 
opportunities while helping to reduce the financial and human cost of sickness absence. 
The SPDS Wellbeing Portfolio Group has undertaken a range of initiatives in this regard 
and some examples of their work in recent years include:  
 

• GDPR implications for sickness records 

• Dementia, law and workplace good practice 

• Driver health surveillance 

• Evaluation of wellbeing programmes 

• Stevenson Farmer Report ‘See Me’ and other mental health initiatives 

• Benchmarking mental health and stress 

• Alcohol and drugs testing 

• The impact of workforce age profiles on sickness absence. 
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For all these topics covered, councils have reviewed their practices. For example, some 
have now introduced ‘See Me’ as an approach. 
 
 
 
The SPDS Wellbeing Portfolio Group has an active and ongoing workplan which includes:  
 

• An ad hoc meeting of the Local Government Benchmarking Framework HR 
benchmarking Group 2 with a focus on mental health and stress 

• Deep dive exercises to compare processes and practice between councils 

• Revisit first day absence reporting models  

• Consider actions following the outcome of the Scottish Government review of 
‘Health and Work’ to which SPDS provided input through COSLA 

• An SPDS mental health development event 

• Zero tolerance approaches to violence and aggression. 
 
It continues to assist councils through the well-established HR networks and together with 
SOLACE and the Improvement Service, will provide professional advice by feeding into 
the joint working group with the trade unions on Wellbeing and Attendance Management.  
 
On the issue of consistency and accuracy of sickness absence data gathered by councils, 
I am aware of the terms of the Improvement Service response to you on this matter and I 
am satisfied that there is a significant commitment across Local Government to improving 
the quality, consistency and timeliness of absence data which underpins the Local 
Government Benchmarking Framework (LGBF) and that the verification process of the 
framework ensures a high level of accuracy and comparability across councils.   
 
In relation to your point on flexible working policies, this is a matter which is wholly the 
responsibility of individual councils and is based on local circumstances and service 
needs. It is not an area where COSLA can be prescriptive. I feel however that I can offer 
you a reassurance that all councils support the Healthy Working Lives initiative and 
support family friendly and flexible policies wherever and whenever these can be applied 
and are consistent with the needs of delivering efficient and effective services to citizens.  
 
Your final point about collaborations with the private sector to better understand how 
absence is managed in that sector would seem to imply that somehow, they do it better, 
which I would argue isn’t necessarily the case.  It’s too blunt an instrument to look at 
statistics alone and from this deduce that a lower absence rate in the private sector must 
mean they manage it better. The two sectors are not easily comparable, and a more 
obvious comparison could be made with the NHS. This is not to say that any sector has a 
monopoly on good ideas or successful initiatives and where these are identified, from 
whatever sector, and are transferable into local government then SPDS and others will 
use them for the benefit of councils and our workforce.  
 
I trust that the content of this letter will better inform you and members of the Local 
Government and Communities Committee of ongoing work within local government in this 
important area and if it would be of further assistance I would be happy to meet with you. 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 
 
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
     
Cllr Alison Evison           Annemarie O’Donnell 
COSLA President              Chair SOLACE 


