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ABSENCE & WELLBEING
Return to Work Interview Checklist
Absence & Wellbeing  |  White Cube Consulting

	EMPLOYEE NAME 
	[Full Name]

	JOB TITLE  
	[Job Title]

	DEPARTMENT 
	[Department]

	LINE MANAGER / INTERVIEWER 
	[Name]

	ABSENCE START DATE 
	[Date]

	RETURN DATE 
	[Date]

	TOTAL DURATION OF ABSENCE 
	[Calendar days / Working days]

	NUMBER OF ABSENCE EPISODES
(LAST 12 MONTHS) 
	[Number]


 
About the return-to-work interview
A return-to-work interview (RTW) is a brief, supportive conversation held with every employee on their first day back after any period of sickness absence - however short. It is one of the most effective absence management tools available and costs very little time when embedded as a consistent practice.
The RTW interview signals that the employee was missed and that their wellbeing matters. It gives the manager a chance to check the employee is genuinely fit to return and to identify whether any support or adjustment is needed. Research consistently shows that consistent RTW interviews reduce absence rates significantly.
This is not a disciplinary meeting and must never be presented as one. The tone should be warm and genuinely supportive. The written record should be completed promptly after the interview and retained on the personnel file.
▪ Before the Interview
☐ The interview has been scheduled for the employee's first day back - not deferred to a later date
☐ A private space has been arranged - the interview must not take place in an open-plan area or where it can be overheard
☐ The employee's absence record has been reviewed, including dates, duration and any pattern of concern
☐ Any previous RTW interview records or absence review notes have been reviewed
☐ The self-certification form or fit note has been obtained / requested
☐ If the absence was longer than 7 days, a fit note from a GP is in place
▪ During the Interview - Key Questions and Checks
▪ Welcome Back
☐ Welcome the employee back warmly and genuinely - the tone sets the conversation
☐ Thank them for letting us know about their absence and keeping in touch during it
▪ Reason for Absence
☐ Ask the employee to describe the reason for their absence in their own words
☐ Listen without interrupting - do not make assumptions about the cause or severity
☐ Record the reason provided (at an appropriate level of detail - do not ask for specific medical information beyond what is necessary)
☐ Where the reason has changed from what was stated during the absence, note this and ask open questions
▪ Consider whether the absence indicates:
☐ Mental health concern
☐ Underlying disability
☐ Work-related stress
☐ Workplace conflict
☐ Domestic or personal issues impacting attendance
▪ Fitness to Return
☐ Confirm the employee feels well enough to return to their full duties today
☐ Ask whether there are any ongoing health issues or medical advice that may affect their ability to work
☐ If returning after a period requiring a fit note, confirm if 'fit for work' or 'may be fit for work with adjustments'
☐ If the fit note states 'may be fit for work', discuss what adjustments might help and record any agreed
▪ Medication and Treatment
☐ Ask (without requiring disclosure) whether the employee is taking any medication that might affect their work or safety - e.g. impaired concentration, reaction time, operation of machinery
☐ If medication may affect work performance or safety, note any agreed adjustments or monitoring
▪ Support and Wellbeing
☐ Ask whether there is anything the organisation can do to support them - at work or in terms of access to external support
☐ Mention the Employee Assistance Programme (EAP) if it has not already been discussed: [EAP contact details]
☐ Ask whether there is anything about their role, workload or working environment that may have contributed to the absence
☐ If this is a recurring condition, ask whether any longer-term adjustment or referral to Occupational Health would be helpful
☐ Consider whether the employee may benefit from a phased return to work.
▪ Absence Record
☐ Sensitively inform the employee of their current absence record - number of episodes and total days in the rolling period
☐ If the employee has reached or is approaching a trigger point, inform them clearly and supportively of what this means and what may follow
☐ Confirm whether this absence will be subject to the absence trigger process and explain next steps if so
▪ Reasonable Adjustments
☐ Consider whether any temporary or permanent reasonable adjustments are appropriate - particularly if the condition may constitute a disability under the Equality Act 2010
☐ Where adjustments are agreed, record them specifically - what, for how long, and who will review
▪ Closing the Interview
☐ Summarise what has been discussed and any agreed actions
☐ Confirm that the record will be completed and retained confidentially
☐ Ask whether there is anything else the employee wants to raise
☐ Express genuine confidence in their return and willingness to support them going forward
▪ After the Interview
☐ Complete the Return-to-Work Interview Record Form promptly - ideally within 24 hours
☐ Share a copy of the completed record with the employee and ask them to sign it - or email a summary for their records
☐ Inform HR of the outcome and any actions agreed, particularly if a trigger point has been reached or adjustments have been agreed
☐ Update the absence record in the HR system
☐ Follow up on any agreed actions - do not allow commitments made in the RTW interview to be forgotten
☐ Where a trigger point has been reached, initiate the absence trigger review meeting process in accordance with the Absence Management Policy

The return-to-work interview is most effective when it is consistent - held for every absence, at every level of seniority, without exception. When employees know they will always have this conversation, the conversation loses any sense of being punitive and becomes a normal, valued part of the management relationship.
▪ Common Mistakes to Avoid in RTW Interviews
-  Skipping the interview for "short" absences - consistency is the whole point
-  Conducting the interview in a public space where others can hear
-  Making the tone feel like an interrogation or implied accusation
-  Asking for more medical detail than is necessary - you need the reason, not the diagnosis
-  Discussing the absence record in a way that feels threatening rather than informative
-  Making promises about adjustments or referrals that are not then followed through
-  Completing the record form days later from memory - do it the same day
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