This all changes in the UK from April 2010 when Fit Notes will replace the traditional sick note.

The Fit Notes will have a tick list of options on how the employer can help someone return to work and currently (it may change over time) has four options that the doctor can choose from:

1. A phased return to work

2. Amended duties

3. A change to existing hours of work

4. Workplace adaptations

The doctor will also be able to write any comments in a comments box if he/she thinks that more explanation is needed or whether another option would be more beneficial.

Surprisingly, the Fit Note doesn't allow the doctor to confirm that the patient is fit for work (due to implications for employers' liability insurance) but allows the doctor to select:

· Unfit for work, or 

· May be fit for some work, taking account of the following advice 

This is all well and good and is designed to open up discussions about the best way of getting people back to work between doctors and patient and the employee and employer.

The maximum period such a medical statement can cover will be reduced from six to three months (during the first six months of a health condition). 

Benefits
There is no doubt that the traditional system had significant problems if not managed appropriately:

· Many cases of long term absence were left ignored to the detriment of the employee, with intervention coming too late to support a return to work 

· Doctors were often unwilling to enter into discussions with employers on cases making it hard for the employer to make an informed decision 

· Employers often felt that sick notes were 'handed out' too easily 

· Small and medium sized employers could not afford the costs of using independent health specialists so often fell foul of the law for the actions they took 

By encouraging all sides to talk at an earlier stage of an absence it is hoped that matters do not drag on and a positive result can be achieved and this is to be supported. However, there a some genuine concerns for employers as the new system awaits implementation.

Resource

government’s response to the Reforming Medical Statement consultation, published 29/1/10

http://www.dwp.gov.uk/docs/reform-med-stat-govt-response-29jan10.pdf 

