SUPPORTING YOUR EMPLOYEES WHEN THEY ARE ILL: ADVICE FOR SMALL TO MEDIUM ENTERPRISES
The management of sickness absence is an issue for all employers.  However it is a particular issue in the construction industry as there is evidence that compared to other workers those in the construction sector are more  likely to suffer from health conditions which limit the amount or type of work that they do.  These conditions may be caused or made worse by work.  Similarly very many jobs in the construction industry are safety critical and therefore require high levels of fitness in those who undertake them.
Employers who are made aware of an individual who is ill understand the need to address the issue with sensitivity.  There needs to be open communication between the employer and the employee and employees should understand that there are no hidden agendas.  It is important to note that the Disability Discrimination Act will apply in certain instances.  
Employers can receive advice on the management of the ill employee through contact with:- 
· Labour Relations Agency
· Health and Safety Executive website 
· Employment Medical Advisory Service. 
 Employers should note the information provided by HM Revenue and Customs on 
http://www.hmrc.gov.uk/employers/employee_sick.htm#17a (this provides information on periods of absence for common illnesses).
Helping Employees Help Themselves
Employers should strive to provide information on health services in the workplace to enable employees prevent injury/illness and be pro-active in dealing with their health concerns.  

There are a range of sources of information for employees:-

· Information is available on back pain and on return to work following common surgical conditions - http://www.rcseng.ac.uk/patient_information/return-to-work/cabg/things-that-will-help-you-to-recover-more-quickly   .

· Minor mental health problems make an important contribution to sickness absence.  Employees may be reluctant to raise these issues with managers, however there is considerable amount of information available under the Mind Your Head banner – see attached - http://www.mindingyourhead.info/template.asp?g=6&aid=173 .

Much can be done by employers in liaison with their employees on the issues of rehabilitation.  There is a strong evidence base to show that work is good for wellbeing particularly mental wellbeing.  For common mental health and musculoskeletal problems advice should be sought early to ensure that timely and appropriate interventions can be provided.  Normally for commonly occurring conditions such as back pain this is would between four to six weeks.  

Actions to take
· Keep in contact with the employee during their time off work to ensure that you are aware of the nature, severity and consequences of the illness.

(Many larger companies will have an absence policy in which issues such as contact will be addressed.)
· If sickness absence persists, and should you require information about its likely
 duration or if you are unsure about adjustments which you may need to make, you may need to seek a medical opinion.  However for many common conditions you may be able to support your employee yourself by referring them to useful sources of information such as advice on back pain.
· A medical report can be sought from the individual’s general practitioner, subject to their consent under the Access to Medical Reports Records Act (NI) 1988.  The Act places duties upon employers in relation to consent and on  doctors with regards to retention of the report.  Individuals  have a right to review the information given and can refuse to give consent.  

· In requesting information from the doctor it is important that the doctor is made fully aware of the range of duties that the individual undertakes as well as whether they are involved in safety critical work such as entering into confined spaces etc.

· The benefit of contacting an individual’s own general practitioner is that they are fully aware of the circumstances relating to the illness/absence.  However they are likely to be less familiar with work than an occupational physician and therefore there may be circumstances in which you may wish to seek the opinion of an occupational physician to advise you on the range of duties which an individual can undertake and whether any adjustments can be made to enable them to return to work.  Details can be found in the Yellow Pages. You can check the specialist status of doctors on the General Medical Council website – http://www.gmc-uk.org/register/index.asp .
· Where there is a concern that work has caused a condition it is important at the earliest stage to obtain clarity on the role, if any, which work has played.  The report may also identify the need to review risk assessments.  In this way ill health in other members of staff may be prevented.  The medical report may also enable a decision to be reached on how the individual can be managed within the workplace.  Examples include an individual who presents with a skin rash which may be dermatitis.

· Other sources of advice that are available include the Disabled Employment Advisors who are based in Job Centres, as well as the Human Resource/Occupational Health provider of the Main Contractor.  If your employee is receiving Statutory Sick Pay there are also circumstances in which you can request a medical opinion through the auspices of the occupational physician.
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