
 

Understanding Absence Triggers 
 
Monitoring absence is not about penalising employees for being unwell. It is about identifying 
patterns, understanding potential underlying causes, and ensuring attendance concerns are 
addressed consistently and fairly. 
Absence triggers provide managers with a structured way of identifying when further review or 
discussion may be appropriate. 
Used correctly, triggers can help businesses: 

• Identify concerns early 
• Support employee wellbeing 
• Reduce operational disruption 
• Apply a fair and consistent approach across the workforce 

 
What Is an Absence Trigger? 
 
An absence trigger is a predefined point that prompts a review of an employee's attendance.  
A trigger does not automatically mean there is a problem, nor does it mean formal action is 
required. 
Instead, it acts as a prompt to: 

• Review attendance records 
• Understand the circumstances 
• Consider any support required 
• Decide whether further action is appropriate 

 
Common Types of Absence Triggers 
 
Frequency Triggers 
These focus on how often an employee is absent. 
Examples: 

• Three separate absences within six months 
• Four separate absences within a rolling twelve-month period 
• Repeated short-term absences 

Frequent absences can sometimes indicate: 
• An underlying health condition 
• Workplace stress 
• Personal circumstances 
• Attendance concerns requiring further exploration 

 
Duration Triggers 
These focus on the length of absence. 
Examples: 

• A single absence lasting four weeks or more 
• Repeated absences increasing in duration 

Longer absences may require: 
• Welfare discussions 
• Medical advice 
• Occupational health involvement 
• Return-to-work planning 



 

 
Pattern-Based Triggers 
Patterns can often be more significant than the number of absences themselves.  
Examples: 

• Regular Monday or Friday absences 
• Absences linked to particular shifts 
• Repeated absences before or after annual leave 
• Frequent last-minute notifications 

Patterns should be explored carefully and objectively. 
Avoid making assumptions without evidence. 
 
Operational Impact Triggers 
Sometimes the issue is not the amount of absence but the impact it is having. 
Examples: 

• Ongoing disruption to service delivery 
• Increased pressure on colleagues 
• Difficulty maintaining staffing levels 
• Increased reliance on agency or temporary cover 

This is particularly relevant within early years, education and care settings. 
 
What Should You Do When a Trigger Is Reached? 
Step One: Review the Records 
Consider: 

• What type of trigger has been reached? 
• Is there a clear pattern? 
• Has attendance changed recently? 
• Has support already been offered? 

 
Step Two: Consider the Wider Context 
Ask yourself: 

• Is there a known medical condition? 
• Could disability be a factor? 
• Have workplace issues been identified? 
• Are there any wellbeing concerns? 

The aim is to understand the reason behind the absence rather than focusing solely on the absence 
itself. 
 
Step Three: Hold a Discussion 
In many cases, an informal conversation will be the most appropriate next step. 
The discussion should focus on: 

• Understanding the situation 
• Exploring any support required 
• Clarifying expectations 
• Agreeing next steps 

 
Step Four: Monitor and Review 
Not every trigger requires immediate action. 
Sometimes the most appropriate response is: 



 

• Continued monitoring 
• Additional support 
• A review meeting at a later date 

Consistency is key. 
 
Common Mistakes to Avoid 

  Waiting too long to address concerns 
  Applying triggers inconsistently 
  Ignoring patterns because individual absences appear genuine 
  Making assumptions without evidence 
  Focusing solely on absence levels without considering wellbeing 
 Treating triggers as an automatic disciplinary process 

 
Example Scenario 
An employee has had three separate one-day absences within four months. 
Rather than immediately assuming misconduct, the manager reviews the attendance record and 
arranges a return-to-work discussion. 
During the conversation, the employee discloses an ongoing health concern and agrees to seek 
medical advice. 
The manager records the discussion, agrees a review date, and continues to monitor attendance.  
The trigger has prompted a conversation, not a punishment. 
 
Top Tip 
Triggers should be viewed as an early warning system, not an automatic route to formal action. The 
objective is to understand the situation, provide appropriate support, and manage attendance 
consistently. 
 
Taking This Further 
Understanding absence triggers is only the first step. Knowing how to respond appropriately, balance 
employee wellbeing with operational needs, and manage more complex absence situations requires a more 
structured approach. 
The Strategic subscription builds on these foundations with practical implementation guides, decision-
making frameworks, manager toolkits, and resources designed to support the management of both short and 
long-term absence. 


