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Abertawe BroMorgannwg University Health Board: 
Sickness absence and wellbeing 

1. Managing sickness absence has been a significant public sector issue over many 
years. High sickness levels can damage an organisations’ ability to achieve their 
objectives, cost significant sums of money, take considerable time to manage, and 
ultimately can affect the quality of service or patient care.  

2. There have been a number of reports and guidelines for managing sickness absence 
and staff wellbeing issued in recent years, including the ‘Designed to Work’ strategy, 
Welsh Government 2006; and the Boorman Review, 2009. In 2009, the 4.2 per cent 
sickness target for NHS Wales was replaced with organisational improvement targets. 
The Health Board’s current target is 5.08%, but achieving this has remained a 
challenge. In 2012, Internal Audit reviewed the management of sickness absence in 
the Neath Port Talbot locality and the Mental Health Directorate and found a failure to 
apply the requirements of the Sickness Absence Policy consistently. 

3. In summer 2013, the Wales Audit Office conducted a high level review of sickness 
absence and wellbeing. Our review looked at the organisation’s approach to 
maximising staff attendance, through its arrangements to improve work place health 
and attendance, and to manage staff sickness absence. 

4. We sought to answer the following question: Is ABM Health Board taking an 
effective approach to maximising staff attendance? To answer this, we 
considered: 
• the overall level of sickness absence (the current sickness ‘position’); 
• the Health Board’s strategic approach to improving attendance;  
• the effectiveness of attendance management arrangements; and 
• how information is used for monitoring & informing improvement. 

5. Our review involved document reviews and interviews, and  with HR, occupational 
health and  health & well-being staff, and operational managers. We held staff focus 
groups with departmental / ward managers from a number of directorates including:   
• Medicine; 
• Theatres; 
• Surgery; 
• Trauma & Orthopaedics (including Fracture Clinics); 
• Mental Health; and  
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• Regional services. 
6. We also carried out high level data analysis to identify the comparative level and trend 

of sickness absence in the Health Board  

Key findings 
7. The table below summarises our overall conclusions. Detailed findings, presented to 

Workforce and Organisational Development managers 18 September 2013, are set 
out in the slides attached to this Briefing Note, together with the recommendations 
made to the Health Board. The slides will be presented to the Audit Committee, 
November 2013.  

Overall conclusion: The Health Board has strengthened its strategic approach to attendance 
management but sickness absence remains comparatively high and further improvements are 
needed to reduce absence rates, ensure a greater focus on wellness and increase operational 
confidence in data. 

The current sickness rate: Sickness levels remain comparatively high and have increased at a 
higher rate than the Welsh average over the past two years, and the ‘gap’ appears to be increasing. 

The strategic approach: The Health Board takes absence and wellbeing seriously and has 
strengthened its strategic approach in line with good practice; but a more consistent approach to 
policy implementation is needed to address current levels of sickness. 

The service-level approach: Service managers feel supported to manage absence by HR but 
issues with timeliness of occupational health intervention and inconsistent application of policies are 
resulting in a focus on sickness rather than wellness. 

Monitoring and reporting: The Health Board has good structures for monitoring absence although 
there needs to be greater focus on health and wellbeing and improved operational confidence in the 
data. 

8. Further information can be obtained from Carol Moseley, Performance Audit Lead (Tel: 
029 2032 0500/carol.moseley@wao.gov.uk). 
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