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James Dornan MSP 
Scottish Parliament 
(by email) 
 
9th April 2019 
 
 
Dear Mr Dornan 
 
Re: Staff absenteeism in local authorities 
 
Many thanks for the opportunity to contribute views on points raised during the Local Government and 
Communities Committee on 20 February 2019 on staff absenteeism in local authorities.  We understood 
from the invitation sent to us to participate in the meeting that the focus of the discussion would be on 
understanding the factors that lead to council absenteeism and how councils deal with them. We felt that 
our contribution would be limited, given that the work we have undertaken in this area has been 
predominantly around the sickness absence indicator in the Local Government Benchmarking Framework 
(LGBF).  We did not appreciate that there would be such a focus on the LGBF during discussions. 
 
Our response to each of the points raised in your letter is as follows: 
 
Consistency and accuracy of sickness absence data within the LGBF 
The purpose of the LGBF is to provide high-level ‘can openers’ which are designed to focus questions on 
why variations in cost and performance are occurring between similar local authorities. They do not supply 
the answers. That happens as local authorities engage with each other to ‘drill down’ and explore why 
these variations are happening.  The LGBF is just one tool in local authorities’ local intelligence ‘toolbox’, 
adding value through the comparative element it provides.   The LGBF data is not an end in itself – it is how 
it is used within local planning, improvement, change management, scrutiny and reporting activities that 
matters.  
 
There is significant commitment across Local Government to improving the quality, consistency and 
timeliness of the data underpinning the LGBF and to address data gaps, with improvements being made 
year-on-year.  The LGBF verification process ensures a high level of accuracy and comparability across local 
authorities and as such provides a robust foundation for benchmarking practice.  For example: 
 

• Detailed guidance and metadata have been produced to ensure consistent data is returned and all 
local authorities are responsible for ensuring that they follow this guidance. The Society of Personnel 
and Development Scotland (SPDS) led work with the Improvement Service to strengthen the sickness 
absence guidance in 2016/17, to address perceived anomalies in recording practice.  We consulted on 
this guidance with all 32 local authorities, prior to rolling it out in 2017.  No notifications have been 
received from local authorities through the LGBF data submission process highlighting any compliance 
issues with the guidance.  
 

• Protocols for validating and cleaning data are in place. All data received is compared against previous 
years and other local authorities to check consistency and all outliers are checked, queried and 
confirmed with the source.  This is a more robust validation process than that which was undertaken 
under the previous Audit Scotland SPI regime.  
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• Analysis of the variance within LGBF data confirms the accuracy and consistency of the data presented 
and does not reveal evidence of significant differences in counting or recording techniques.  For 
example: 

 
o Over 95% of LGBF measures display statistically low variability using the co-efficient of 

variation, meaning there is a relatively low level of dispersion of council values around the 
mean.  If there were significant differences in terms of counting or recording techniques, the 
level of variability would be expected to be higher. 

o Significantly, the sickness absence data shows lower variability than most other measures 
within the LGBF, including those measures provided to us by, and published by, Scottish 
Government.  If there were significant differences in counting or recording techniques within 
this measure, we would expect higher levels of variation. 

o If differences in measurement were driving the variation observed, we would expect to see 
some local authorities appear as consistent outliers across all years.  This is not the case. Only 
Clackmannanshire Council has appeared as an outlier in more than two years of LGBF data. 

 
Sharing of good practice about sickness absence management 
The Improvement Service runs a programme of LGBF benchmarking events, which provide further 
opportunities for local authority colleagues to explore the data within Family Groups, identify areas of 
variance and the factors driving this, and share learning to drive improvement.  Outputs are all shared via 
the LGBF Knowledge Hub and LGBF website in the form of briefings and case studies and all local 
authorities have access to them.  
 
Since 2016/17, we have been running around 15 benchmarking events a year covering a range of service 
areas.  In collaboration with SPDS, we have delivered two events which have focused on sickness absence, 
with a further event scheduled for 5th June 2019.   Benchmarking in Family Groups at these events has 
facilitated the sharing of practice and learning amongst local authorities, covering areas such as the 
following: 
 

• Absence management / attendance management policies, supporting procedures and practice. 

• Drill-down data relating to absence, for example, breakdown of short-term and long-term absence 
by service, percentage of staff failing to attend occupational health appointments.  

• Health and wellbeing initiatives and other preventative approaches to reducing absence. 

• Occupational health policies and processes. 

• Impact of changing work patterns and the introduction of flexible working on absence levels. 

• Mental health and stress related absences. 

• Digital approaches to supporting absence management. 
 
We are also aware that SPDS have an Attendance and Wellbeing portfolio group, which is a forum for local 
authorities to discuss and share good practice.   We have supported SPDS with the establishment of a 
Knowledge Hub group to enable them to share information and practice online.  We will follow-up with 
SPDS to see what further support we can offer to support the sharing of good practice.  
 
Work undertaken by the IS to address staff absenteeism 
Other than the work undertaken through the LGBF, as outlined above, the IS has not delivered any specific 
support to local authorities directly targeted at helping them to address staff absenteeism.  As explored 
and discussed by the Committee, there are many factors that affect sickness absence, including leadership  
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and management skills and behaviours. We do provide support to local authorities in this area, which may 
have a positive impact on performance which in turn could positively impact on sickness absence.  We 
have also been working with local authorities on Employee Financial Wellbeing which could also have a 
positive impact on reducing stress and absence related to it.  
 
Work undertaken by the IS to support local authorities to develop flexible working policies 
Approximately five years ago, the Improvement Service delivered a ‘New Ways of Working’ programme, a 
key element of which was to support local authorities to implement mobile and flexible working to 
increase productivity, reduce costs and support a work-life balance.  This work is now being delivered by 
the Scottish Local Government Digital Office, who have a mobile and flexible working project which aims to 
promote and support mobile and flexible working across Scottish Local Government - 
https://www.digitaloffice.scot/digital-foundation/mobile-flexible-working-20.   
 
Collaboration with the private sector 
To date, the Improvement Service has not collaborated with organisations in the private sector to 
understand how sickness absence is managed and to establish whether local authorities can learn any 
lessons from different private sector approaches.  We think this is a useful suggestion, which we will 
discuss with our SPDS colleagues. We think it would be helpful to include some examples of private sector 
practice at our June benchmarking event.  
 
I hope that our response is helpful and please contact me if you have any questions or if you would like to 
meet to discuss this further.  
 
Yours sincerely 
 
 
 
Sarah Gadsden 
Interim Chief Executive 
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