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Attendance policies during the 

coronavirus pandemic 

With the advent of social distancing, home working and furlough schemes, it can be challenging to adjust and 
apply the necessary changes to well-established company policies, whilst retaining the fundamentals. 

Government guidance can offer companies a much-needed beacon during these challenging, and confusing, 
times – but the ways in which policy changes are interpreted and implemented will differ from business to 
business. 

Here, we look at how companies can acclimatise their attendance policies to the current environment. 

What do employers need to know? 

If a furloughed employee falls ill, it is up to the employer 

whether to keep them on furlough leave at their furloughed rate 

of pay, or end the period of furlough and move the employee 

onto Statutory Sick Pay or a company sick pay scheme. If an 

employee is moved onto sick pay, employers must cease the 

claim for the furlough salary. 

Whilst employees on furlough leave will be receiving at least 

80% of salary, subject to the £2,500 per month cap, with 

discretionary top-up from the company, SSP will be less than 

80% of full pay in most cases – although some employer’s 

contractual sick pay policies may be more generous than the 

furlough payment. 

What do employers need to do? 

Furloughed employees may be reluctant to report sickness 

absence if they become sick and are then subject to SSP – or they may be encouraged to report sickness absence if 

companies are offering full company sick pay schemes. 

To discourage abuse of these schemes, companies should reiterate the terms of their policy on sickness absence 

and remind employees of their contractual obligation to report genuine sickness to their line manager.  Frequent 

contact, including one-to-one video calls, will help line managers to pick up on any signs of ill health staff, whilst 

offering an opportunity for staff to raise any concerns. 

Sickness absence for furloughed workers 

Key takeouts 

 Disparity in pay between furlough 

schemes and sick leave may encourage 

workers to be disingenuous about their 

wellbeing – either reporting false illness 

or failing to report genuine incidents of ill 

health. 

 Regular contact between line managers 

and furloughed staff will help signs of ill 

health to be more easily identified and 

will offer opportunities for concerns to be 

raised about wellbeing. 



What do employers need to know? 

Workers who have not taken all of their statutory annual leave 

entitlement due to COVID-19 (eg operationally too busy or 

covering for colleagues who are furloughed or off sick), will be 

able to carry it over into the next two leave years, under 

measures introduced by the government. 

The regulations will allow up to four weeks of unused leave to 

be carried over. 

The change is aimed at allowing businesses under particular 

pressure from the impacts of COVID-19 the flexibility to better 

manage their workforce, while protecting workers’ right to paid 

holiday. Employers should note: 

 The changes apply to almost all workers, including 

agency workers, those who work irregular hours, and 

workers on zero-hours contracts. 

 Furloughed workers who cannot reasonably use their 

holiday allowance during the year can also carry days over. 

They must get their usual pay in full, for any holiday they 

take, during or after the crisis. 

 Dismissed or resigning workers who have carried over paid holiday because of coronavirus will have their 

untaken paid holiday added to their final pay. 

What do employers need to do? 

Communication 

There may be confusion amongst workers as to what they are and aren’t entitled to, so effective communication of 

the company’s approach to carried holiday is vital. 

Companies should pre-empt frequently asked questions and compile comprehensive guidance on how employees 

will be affected by the change in law. Once employees are armed with this information, they should be encouraged to 

reach out to line managers if they have any further questions or need clarification. 

Line managers 

Line managers will be fielding many staff enquiries regarding carried holiday, so it is critical that they have been 

briefed on the changes to the law, and are fully aware of the company’s implementation of the law, as well as the 

agreed allowances and the restrictions in place. HR should make every effort to ensure managers are as informed as 

possible, swiftly communicating any updates. If there is any confusion about individual cases, enquiries should be 

directed to the HR department to ensure continuity and fairness. 

Holiday leave during the crisis 

Taking holiday leave is important from a wellbeing point of view. It allows employees to rest, recharge and reset, so 

taking holiday leave should still be encouraged by employers. 

Employers can insist that employees still take the time off for previously booked holiday, but it’s good practice to 

have discussions with employees about their preferences and have agreement from both parties on the decision 

reached. 

If an employee wants to change when they take this time off, they will need to get agreement from their employer. 

This is a difficult period for both employers and employees so adopting a flexible approach to holiday leave and 

keeping the lines of communication open may help to ensure a fair compromise can be reached. 
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Holidays 

Key takeouts 

 Workers who have not taken all of their 

statutory annual leave entitlement due to 

COVID-19 will be able to carry up to four 

weeks of unused leave over the next two 

years. 

 HR should proactively communicate the 

change in law to workers, anticipate 

queries, and effectively outline alterations 

to the holiday request procedure. 

 Line managers should be briefed so that 

they are able to manage queries from 

their team. 

 Employers can continue to encourage the 

use of annual leave during lockdown. 



What do employers need to know? 

Furloughed workers planning to take paid parental or adoption 

leave will be entitled to pay based on their usual earnings, 

rather than a furloughed pay rate. 

Entitlement to Statutory Maternity Pay, as well as the other 

forms of Parental or Adoption Pay, are currently calculated 

through someone’s average earnings over an eight-week 

assessment period. For Maternity Allowance, entitlement and 

the rate payable is also determined by looking at average 

earnings over a 13-week period. 

The changes, directed by the government, will ensure those 

intending to take time off following the birth, adoption, or death 

of a child will not see their entitlement to pay affected as a result of being furloughed in the wake of the impacts of 

COVID-19. 

What do employers need to do? 

Workers whose period of family-related pay began on or after 25 April will be assessed on their usual, full pay.  

There will be employees who have just fallen just short of this cut-off period and those who qualify for the full-pay 

assessment. 

Companies should be communicating with all affected employees, outlining the government directive and how it 

impacts them individually. 
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Maternity / paternity / adoption leave 

Key takeouts 

 Furloughed workers who began a period 

of paid parental or adoption leave on or 

after 25 April will be assessed on their 

usual, full pay. 

 All affected employees should be 

contacted, to ensure they are aware of 

how the change in law impacts them as 

an individual and allow them to raise any 

questions or concerns. 

Time off for dependants / parental leave 

What do employers need to know? 

Due to school closures and self-isolation guidelines, requests 

for time off for dependents or for parental leave may be a 

more common occurrence for employers. 

Many working parents and guardians have a right to 

emergency dependants leave and entitled to 18 weeks’ 

unpaid parental leave for each child in their care. 

A dependant is not limited to children and could be an elderly 

neighbour or relative who relies on the person for help. 

There's no statutory right to pay for this time off, but some 

employers might offer pay depending on workplace policy. 

If a dependant in the same household gets coronavirus 

symptoms, the employee would need to practice self-

isolation and should receive Statutory Sick Pay (SSP) as a 

minimum for this time. 

What do employers need to do? 

There are a number of options open to employees seeking leave, such as time off for dependents, requesting holiday 

leave or adjustments to working hours or flexible working. 

These options should be made clear to the employee, as should the company’s policy on paid or unpaid parental 

leave, to ensure that the right decision for the individual and the company is reached. 

Employers can also consider furloughing staff on a rotation basis, as a way of alleviating pressure and helping the 

employee to manage their time and responsibilities. 

Once the employer and employee have reached an agreement, regular communications should be in place, so that 

both parties can plan ahead and make modifications or extensions as needed. 

By being open with employees and offering a number of options, employers may avoid issues with unexpected 

sickness absence. 

Key takeouts 

 Many working parents and guardians 

have a right to emergency dependants 

leave and entitled to 18 weeks’ unpaid 

parental leave for each child in their care. 

Some employers may offer pay, 

dependent on terms of workplace policy. 

 Employers should seek to reach an 

agreement that is satisfactory to both 

employer and employee, offering a range 

of options, and aim to be flexible about 

working patterns to accommodate change 

in circumstances. 



What do employers need to do? 

When it comes to the enforcement of the disciplinary 

procedure in relation to employee timekeeping and 

absenteeism, companies should be looking at it through the 

lens of the current climate. 

The coronavirus pandemic has created challenges that are 

unprecedented and everyone, employers and employees 

alike, have had to adjust in order to manage these challenges.   

Companies should seek to find the balance between offering 

the flexibility required of a responsible, understanding and 

realistic employer, and retaining the output needed to 

continue as an efficient and productive business. 

Employees’ home working situations will differ, so making fair 

and measured adjustments to working schedules may be 

appropriate. 

Shifting to an output-focused culture will help compensate for 

the sense of injustice over the number of hours worked and 

help guide thinking towards the key performance indicators 

that really matter. 

Line managers can have conversations with their team members to agree what’s important to do now, what can wait 

and what is no longer important. They should look to use technology to record and measure what gets done, rather 

than precisely when it gets done. 

Once the limitations of what is acceptable during this period of home working is established and understood, a 

temporary and modified disciplinary procedure can be outlined and implemented. 

Key takeouts 

 Companies can encourage line 

managers to use their discretion when it 

comes to the enforcement of rules and 

procedures during the period of long-term 

home working. 

 By shifting focus from hours worked to 

output and adjusting key performance 

indicators to reflect the constraints and 

challenges of the current environment, 

companies can set  acceptable 

boundaries whilst retaining realistic levels 

of productivity. 

 Regular communications can be used to 

reinforce employer expectations, whilst 

outlining what allowances are 

permissible, during this period. 
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Disciplinary procedure relating to employee timekeeping and absenteeism 

To find out more information and guidance in supporting employees during the coronavirus crisis, 

please contact your Willis Towers Watson consulting team who can help you. 


