UK workforce faces rising sickness absence driven by mental health and long-term conditions
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New data from a recent survey by SimplyHealth reveals a worrying rise in workplace sickness absence in the UK, with employees reportedly off sick for an average of 9.4 days over the past year. This figure marks a significant jump from pre-pandemic levels, which stood at 5.8 days, and also exceeds the 7.8 days reported in a similar 2023 survey. This upward trend highlights the growing challenge organisations face in managing workforce health and underscores the urgency for companies to adopt proactive strategies to support employee wellbeing.
The survey, which included responses from over 1,100 employers, aligns with findings from the CIPD’s Health and Wellbeing at Work report 2025, supported by SimplyHealth, and echoes concerns raised in the government’s Keep Britain Working review. Together, these reports paint a picture of increasing ill health among working adults, with around 8.7 million people in the UK now living with work-limiting health conditions. Mental health issues, musculoskeletal injuries, and other long-term illnesses like cancer are cited as the top causes of extended absence, while short-term sickness is most commonly linked to minor illnesses such as colds and flu.
Specifically, mental ill health such as depression and anxiety accounts for 41% of long-term absences in organisations, making it the leading cause, followed by musculoskeletal injuries at 31%, and other long-term conditions at 30%. For short-term absences, minor illnesses dominate, featuring in 78% of cases, with mental health issues and stress-related causes also significant. The data underscores the complex interplay between physical and mental health in driving sickness absence and reinforces calls for employers to cultivate supportive workplace cultures and implement flexible arrangements to help staff manage their conditions effectively.
Rachel Suff, senior wellbeing adviser at the CIPD, emphasised the importance of early and proactive interventions. Speaking about the findings, she noted that “the longer someone is off, the more they might struggle to return,” stressing the strain that unplanned absences place not only on organisations but also on colleagues. Suff advocated for adjustments such as flexible hours and workload modifications to prevent health issues from worsening, alongside targeted support for mental health challenges, which remain a leading cause of absence.
Contrasting these findings, data from the Office for National Statistics (ONS) and other reports from 2024 show a general decline in average sickness absence across the broader workforce, with figures around 4.4 days lost per worker annually—a notable decrease from previous years. The ONS identified minor illnesses and musculoskeletal problems as the most common reasons for absence, with certain demographics such as women, older workers, part-time employees, and public sector staff experiencing higher rates. These discrepancies may reflect sectoral or regional differences, as government reports on Civil Service sickness absence pointed to substantially higher average days lost, particularly in Northern Ireland and Scotland, where figures approached 9.4 to 9.6 days per staff year. The Civil Service report also highlighted gender disparities, with women experiencing more absence days than men.
Paul Schreier, CEO of SimplyHealth, commented on the report’s findings by acknowledging the ongoing public health challenges but also pointing to positive business responses. He claimed that “more companies are adopting dedicated wellbeing strategies” and stressed the importance of providing accessible, preventative healthcare benefits to help employees manage health conditions early. Schreier emphasised that such measures not only benefit individual employees but also improve organisational resilience and contribute to wider economic stability.
The rising rates of workplace sickness absence highlighted by SimplyHealth and CIPD raise urgent questions about how employers can better respond to evolving health needs. While some national statistics suggest overall improvements or lower averages, the persistent burden of mental ill health, long-term medical conditions, and associated absences remains a critical concern. The evidence collectively urges a more nuanced and targeted approach—one that prioritises mental health, promotes flexible working, and integrates early intervention strategies to reduce absence duration and support sustainable employment.
📌 Reference Map:
Paragraph 1 – [1], [4] 
Paragraph 2 – [1], [4], [5] 
Paragraph 3 – [1], [4], [5] 
Paragraph 4 – [1], [4], [5] 
Paragraph 5 – [2], [3], [6], [7] 
Paragraph 6 – [1], [4] 
Paragraph 7 – [1], [4], [5], [2], [3], [6], [7]
Source: Noah Wire Services
Bibliography
1. https://insurance-edge.net/2025/09/09/new-data-shows-workplace-sickness-levels-are-on-the-up/ - Please view link - unable to able to access data
https://www.standard.co.uk/business/business-news/sickness-absence-rate-down-to-just-four-days-a-year-for-every-worker-ons-b1231155.html - In 2024, the UK's sickness absence rate fell to an average of 4.4 days per worker, down from 5.7 days in 2022. Minor illnesses were the most common cause, accounting for nearly a third of absences, followed by musculoskeletal problems at 15.5%. Groups with the highest rates included women, older workers, those with long-term health conditions, part-time employees, and public sector workers. The total number of working days lost due to sickness or injury was estimated at 148.9 million in 2024, representing 2% of total working hours.
https://www.ons.gov.uk/employmentandlabourmarket/peopleinwork/labourproductivity/articles/sicknessabsenceinthelabourmarket/2023and2024 - The Office for National Statistics reported that in 2024, the sickness absence rate in the UK decreased by 0.3 percentage points to 2.0%. An estimated 148.9 million working days were lost due to sickness or injury, averaging 4.4 days per worker. Minor illnesses were the leading cause of absence, followed by musculoskeletal problems. Certain groups, including women, older workers, those with long-term health conditions, part-time employees, and public sector workers, experienced higher rates of sickness absence.
https://www.cipd.org/uk/views-and-insights/cipd-viewpoint/employee-health-wellbeing - The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) highlights that employee health and wellbeing should be central to any HR strategy. In 2022/23, 35.2 million working days were lost to work-related ill health, with stress, anxiety, and depression accounting for nearly 24 million of these. The CIPD's research indicates that employee sickness absence is at its highest level in 15 years, with approximately 76% of respondents reporting stress-related absence.
https://www.cipd.org/en/views-and-insights/cipd-viewpoint/employee-health-wellbeing - The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) emphasizes the importance of integrating employee health and wellbeing into HR strategies. In 2022/23, 35.2 million working days were lost to work-related ill health, with stress, anxiety, and depression accounting for almost 24 million of these. The CIPD's research shows that employee sickness absence is at its highest level in 15 years, with around 76% of respondents reporting stress-related absence.
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/civil-service-sickness-absence-2024/civil-service-sickness-absence-2024-report - The UK government's Civil Service sickness absence report for 2024 reveals that the average working days lost per staff year varied across regions, with Northern Ireland and Scotland having the highest levels at 9.6 and 9.4 days, respectively. The report also indicates that sickness absence levels for women (8.7 days) were higher than for men (6.8 days).
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/civil-service-sickness-absence-2024/civil-service-sickness-absence-2024-report - The UK government's Civil Service sickness absence report for 2024 indicates that the average working days lost per staff year varied across regions, with Northern Ireland (9.6 days) and Scotland (9.4 days) having the highest levels. Sickness absence levels for women (8.7 days) were higher than for men (6.8 days).
image1.jpg
struggle, surrounded by stocks of unpa





