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About this playbook
The return to work interview is the single most effective absence management tool available to a supervisor. Most supervisors either do not do them, do them badly, or do them in a way that makes absence worse rather than better. This playbook covers how to do them properly — the structure, the questions, the documentation and the follow-up.
Free to use, free to share, free to adapt. No login required.
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1. Why RTW interviews work — and why most supervisors avoid them
The evidence on return to work interviews is consistent and clear. Services that conduct them with every operative after every absence, regardless of length, see absence rates reduce by 20 to 30 per cent within twelve months. Services that conduct them inconsistently or not at all see no improvement regardless of what else they do.

The reason they work is simple. An operative who knows they will have a face-to-face conversation with their supervisor on the day they return — a conversation that will involve explaining the absence, discussing its impact and agreeing any support needed — makes a different calculation about whether to call in sick. This is not punitive. It is the knowledge that absence is noticed, taken seriously and followed up, which is a completely reasonable expectation in any professional environment.

Most supervisors avoid them for one of three reasons: they feel awkward having the conversation, they are not sure what they are allowed to ask, or they do not think it makes a difference. This playbook addresses all three.

	Every absence, every time, same day
The RTW interview loses most of its effectiveness if it is inconsistent. An operative who sometimes gets an RTW and sometimes does not quickly learns that absence has unpredictable consequences. The standard is clear: every operative, every absence, on the day of return. One absence of one day. Ten absences over the year. The rule applies to all of them equally.
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2. What the RTW interview is — and what it is not
2.1  What it is
1. A short, structured, private conversation between supervisor and operative on the day the operative returns from any absence.
1. An opportunity to welcome the operative back, check they are well enough to be at work and understand what happened.
1. A record that the absence occurred and was discussed.
1. An early opportunity to identify patterns, support needs or underlying issues before they become serious.

2.2  What it is not
1. A disciplinary interview. The RTW interview is a management conversation, not a formal process.
1. An interrogation. The supervisor is not trying to catch the operative out or prove the absence was unjustified.
1. Optional. Every operative, every absence, every time.
1. A tick-box exercise. An RTW interview completed in thirty seconds without genuine engagement is worse than useless — it teaches the operative that absence management is not taken seriously.

	Keep it separate from performance management
The RTW interview should not be used to raise historic performance concerns or deliver bad news on another subject. If the supervisor has a separate performance issue to discuss, that conversation should happen at a different time. Conflating the two undermines both.
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3. The RTW interview structure
The following structure works for the vast majority of return to work conversations. It takes between five and fifteen minutes. It covers everything that needs to be covered without becoming intrusive or adversarial.

3.1  The six questions
	
	Question
	Purpose
	What good looks like

	1
	Welcome back — how are you feeling?
	Signals that the operative's wellbeing matters. Sets a constructive tone.
	A genuine question, not a formality. Make eye contact. Wait for the answer.

	2
	Can you tell me about your absence — what happened?
	Gives the operative the opportunity to explain in their own words.
	Listen without interrupting. Do not express scepticism. Ask a follow-up question if needed.

	3
	Are you well enough to be back at work today? Are there any restrictions on what you can do?
	Checks fitness to work and identifies any adjustment needed.
	This is a genuine welfare question. If the answer is uncertain, discuss options including phased return.

	4
	Is there anything work-related that contributed to the absence or that we should be aware of?
	Opens the door to work-related factors — stress, workload, team dynamics, a workplace issue.
	Be genuinely open to the answer. If a work-related factor is raised, take it seriously and follow up.

	5
	Is there anything I can do to support you?
	Offers support and demonstrates that the organisation's response to absence is not purely punitive.
	Know what support is available before the interview. Do not offer things you cannot deliver.

	6
	I want to make sure you know that your absence does have an impact on the team. Going forward, what I need from you is to let me know as soon as possible if you are unable to come in.
	Names the impact of absence and sets a clear expectation for future notification.
	This should be said calmly and without aggression. It is a factual statement, not a threat.



	Question 6 is the one supervisors skip
Most supervisors are comfortable with questions 1 to 5. Question 6 is the one they leave out because it feels confrontational. It is not confrontational — it is honest. The operative who knows their absence has an impact on the team and that the supervisor will name it is an operative who makes a more considered decision about their next absence. Do not skip it.
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4. Handling specific situations
4.1  The operative who says it was personal and does not want to discuss it
An operative is not obliged to give the supervisor a detailed account of their medical condition. If an operative says "it was personal and I'd rather not go into detail," the supervisor should accept this without pressing further. The RTW interview still takes place. Questions 1, 3, 5 and 6 still get asked. The record notes "personal, operative preferred not to discuss in detail." That is sufficient.

4.2  The operative who has been absent frequently
If an operative has had multiple short absences — the Bradford Factor is a useful indicator, but pattern is more important than formula — the RTW conversation needs to go further than the standard six questions. The supervisor should name the pattern directly: "This is the fourth time you have been absent in the last twelve weeks. I want to understand whether there is something underlying that we should be aware of and whether there is anything we can do to support you."

If the pattern continues after this conversation, refer to the Managing Operative Performance playbook for the formal escalation framework.

4.3  The operative who was absent due to a workplace injury or stress
Where the absence has a work-related cause — an injury sustained at work, stress attributed to the working environment, a conflict with a colleague — the RTW interview triggers additional obligations. The supervisor should listen carefully, document what is said, and escalate to HR. A risk assessment may be required before the operative returns to certain duties. Do not dismiss or minimise a work-related cause.

4.4  The operative who returns before they are ready
An operative who returns to work because they feel financial or team pressure, rather than because they are genuinely fit, is a risk to themselves and to the quality of the work. If the supervisor has any doubt about an operative's fitness to return, they should say so directly: "I want you back and I appreciate you making the effort — but I also want to make sure you are genuinely ready. How are you feeling about being back on the tools today?" An operative who is not ready should be sent home. This is not disciplinary — it is good management.
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5. Documentation
Every RTW interview should be documented. This does not need to be a lengthy document. A brief record of the conversation is sufficient — enough to demonstrate that the interview took place, that the operative confirmed fitness to return, and what if anything was agreed.

5.1  Minimum record
1. Date of return and date of interview
1. Length and nature of absence (without requiring the operative to disclose confidential medical information)
1. Operative confirmed fit to return: yes / with adjustments / uncertain
1. Any support agreed
1. Any action required by the supervisor
1. Operative signature confirming the interview took place

	The signature matters
An operative who disputes the existence of an RTW interview — because a formal process has subsequently been started — cannot do so if a signed record exists. The signature is not about distrust. It is about having an accurate record that both parties agree reflects what was discussed.



5.2  What to do with the record
The RTW interview record should be retained on the operative's personnel file. In most organisations, HR will have a standard form. If your organisation does not, a simple dated note signed by both parties is sufficient. The supervisor should keep a copy.
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6. Using absence data
The RTW interview generates valuable data. Across a team of ten operatives over a twelve-month period, the pattern of absence by operative, by reason and by timing tells the supervisor things about the team that nothing else does.

6.1  What to look for in the monthly data
1. Which operative has the highest absence rate? Is this consistent or recent?
1. Are absences clustering on particular days — Mondays, Fridays, the day after a bank holiday?
1. Are any operatives citing the same reason code repeatedly? Repeated stress-related absence in the same operative warrants a welfare conversation separate from the RTW process.
1. Is there a seasonal pattern? Some absence is predictable — winter illness, summer holidays managed as sick leave. Knowing the pattern helps the supervisor resource accordingly.

6.2  The Bradford Factor
The Bradford Factor is a formula that weights frequent short absences more heavily than occasional longer ones, on the basis that frequent short absences are more disruptive to operational planning. The formula is: (number of absence spells) squared, multiplied by the total number of days absent.

An operative with three absences of two days each (Bradford score: 9 x 6 = 54) is scored higher than an operative with one absence of six days (Bradford score: 1 x 6 = 6), even though total days lost are the same. Most HR teams use Bradford Factor thresholds as trigger points for formal review. The supervisor should know what these thresholds are in their organisation and flag operatives who are approaching them.

	Bradford Factor is a tool, not a verdict
The Bradford Factor identifies patterns worth investigating — it does not tell you why the pattern exists. An operative with a high Bradford score might be managing a chronic condition, caring for a sick relative, or gaming the system. The RTW interview is what tells you which.
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