Statement of Fitness for Work – ‘The Fit Note’

The Statement of Fitness for Work or Fit Note is the form that Doctors will now give to their patients noting whether they:

a) Are not fit for work

b) May be fit for work.

This replaces the previous ‘sick note’ or ‘sickness certificate’.
Whilst Doctors may provide a Fit Note from the first day of absence, it is a requirement that any absences lasting longer than 7 calendar days are covered by a Fit Note. 

On receipt of the Statement it is essential that the employee passes this/sends this directly to their line manager as soon as possible.  This is a mandatory part of the absence reporting requirements, and failure to provide this information could lead to the withholding of pay.
Line Managers in turn should in all cases forward these Fit Notes directly to the Human Resources Department.

The intention of the Fit Note is to try and remove any challenges to the individual returning to work and to ultimately minimise sickness absence.
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What to do if the employee is judged not fit for work

Should the Doctor have noted that the individual is not fit for work, he/she will also indicate how long it is expected that that situation will last, and if/when the individual may need to be reassessed by him/her.  
In most situations this will mean that the individual will not return to work until the date on which the Doctor noted they would again be fit.  Should the individual’s absence last 4 weeks or more, or be expected to do so, the manager should immediately refer the individual to Occupational Health, using the Occupational Health Referral form (accessible from the HR website), attaching a copy of the ‘Fit Note’ to the referral form. Occupational Health will then meet with the individual member of staff and advise on any plans for rehabilitation, review date or return to work date. 

It is possible also that the individual will judge themselves ready to return to work earlier than the date recommended by their own Doctor.  Should an employee suggest an early return, the line manager should refer to Occupational Health for further advice.  If it is the view of the Occupational Health that the employee is fit to resume at an earlier date than that indicated by their own Doctor, they will confirm this in writing.

Should Occupational Health indicate a return date for the individual it is expected that the individual will return on the date specified.  Should they fail to do so pay may be withheld from that date and further action may follow.

What to do if the employee may be fit for work
If the Doctor’s view is that the individual may be fit for work, they may suggest one of the following as helpful to the individual’s rehabilitation/return to work:

A phased return to work

Altered hours

Amended duties

Workplace adaptations

The Doctor may also choose to add some further information about the individual’s condition.

On receipt of this information the line manager should in all cases refer the matter to Occupational Health, forwarding on both the Occupational Health referral form and a copy of the Fit Note.  Occupational Health will then liaise with the manager, individual and HR Department as appropriate. Should it be possible to accommodate the recommended changes/alterations, Occupational Health will confirm the nature and duration of this to the individual, line manager and Human Resources Department.  Occupational Health will also confirm the date on which these arrangements will no longer be required or a suitable review period.
Should the employee ultimately not be able to return to the full duties of their post further discussions will take place with the involvement of the Line Manager, Occupational Health and Human Resources Department to examine suitable options or the longer term implications of this.
Whilst every effort will be made to facilitate the employee’s speedy return to work, it may be the case that proposed alterations/adaptations may not be possible.  Should this be the conclusion reached, the Line Manager will then write to the individual informing them of this situation. In this situation the employee will not then be able to return to work until their health has improved, or if these alterations eventually do become possible given changes in the work situation.  In these circumstances the employee will not need a further Fit Note beyond the one originally received.  He/she will continue to receive Sick Pay as per their contractual terms/Statutory Sick Pay rules.
One of the options that may be recommended is a phased return to work from sickness absence.  A phased return involves a planned incremental increase in hours of work, during which time the employee receives their normal full pay.  The nature of the phased return will be a matter for Occupational Health to decide on receipt of the Fit Note and following discussions with the line manager and individual as appropriate.

Any other agreed decrease in working hours beyond the phased return will be paid for on a proportionate basis.
An employee may only avail of the phased return option on a single occasion within any 12 month period.

Once Occupational Health have identified a suitable plan for the individual’s return/rehabilitation, the expectation is that the individual will follow this plan.  Should Occupational Health indicate a return to work date and the individual does not in effect return on that date, his/her sick pay may be stopped and further action may follow.
