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Employees’ experience of supervisor behaviour – a support or
a hindrance on their return-to-work journey with a CMD? A
qualitative study

Karina Nielsen a and Jo Yarkerb

aSheffield University Management School, Institute for Work Psychology, University of Sheffield, Sheffield,
UK; bDepartment of Organizational Psychology, Birkbeck, University of London, London, UK

ABSTRACT

Supervisors play an important role in supporting employees to
return to work following sickness absence due to common
mental disorders; stress, anxiety and depression, however,
employees may not always feel supported. We examined
employees’ perceptions of their supervisors’ attitudes and
behaviours pre, during and following sickness absence due to
common mental disorders, placing a particular focus on post-
return. In a qualitative study, using purposeful sampling, we
recruited and interviewed 39 returned employees up to four
times. We identified three types of supervisor behaviours:
the compassionate, the indifferent and the demeaning.
Compassionate supervisors possessed empathy and
communication skills, worked collaboratively to identify
appropriate work adjustments and provided ongoing support
and adjustment. Indifferent supervisors lacked the skills and
motivation to support returning employees. They did what was
required according to organisational policies. Demeaning
supervisors lacked understanding and displayed stigmatising
behaviour. The results extend our understanding of how
supervisors may support returned employees in two ways: First,
our results identified three distinct sets of supervisor behaviours.
Second, the results indicate that it is important to understand
return to work as lasting years where employees are best
supported by supervisors making adjustments that fit the needs
of returned employees on an ongoing basis.
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The prevalence of common mental disorders (CMDs), such as stress, anxiety, and
depression, is high. In the OECD countries, it is estimated that approximately 15% of
employees suffer from CMDs (OECD, 2014). For approximately half of this group,
long-term sickness absence is the consequence (OECD, 2014). Mental health in the work-
place is costly. A recent report revealed that in the UK, mental health issues cost UK
employers £34.9 billion; the breakdown of these costs were: £10.6 billion due to sickness
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absence, £21.2 billion due to presenteeism (working while ill) and £3.1 billion were due to
employees leaving employment due to mental health issues (Parsonage & Saini, 2017).
CMDs are more prevalent and more easily adjustable for in the workplace than more
severe illnesses, such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorders (OECD, 2014). Previous
research has found that supervisors play an important role in supporting employees
with mental health problems return to work as they are the main point of contact
during sick leave and play a key role in agreeing work adjustments at the point of re-
entry to work (Aas et al., 2008; Joosen et al., 2021; Munir et al., 2012). A recent survey
revealed that 84% of supervisors are aware of their impact on their employees’ mental
health (BITC, 2019).

Most return to work (RTW) research has focused on how to return to work; less atten-
tion has been paid to understanding what happens once the employee has returned
(Nielsen et al., 2018), nor has there been much focus on adverse supervisor behaviours.
Hees et al. (2012) found that supervisors, occupational physicians and employees agreed
that sustainability is key to a successful RTW. There is therefore a need to understand the
factors that help employees stay and thrive at work post-return. In this paper, we present
the results of a qualitative interview study of employees who have returned after long-
term sickness absence due to a CMD. We explore returned employees’ experiences of
their supervisors’ attitudes and behaviours pre, during and following sickness absence,
but with a particular focus on the period post-return.

The present study adds to the current knowledge on employees’ experiences of how
supervisor attitudes and behaviours may facilitate or hinder the RTW journey for
employees returning after long-term sickness absence due to common mental disorders
in two ways. First, we focus on the post-RTW journey of employees who return after sick
leave due to CMDs. Tjulin et al. (2010) divided the RTW journey into three phases. The
first phase, pre-return refers to the period where employees are off due to their condition.
The second phase, re-entry, refers to the phase where plans are made to support the
employees’ return to work and work adjustments are agreed, e.g. phased return. In the
third phase, sustainable phase, the employees have returned and strive to stay in work;
during this phase they may continue to work reduced hours.

In a review of stakeholders’ role and actions in the RTW journey, Corbière et al. (2020)
identified 131 references to managers in relation to RTW for workers with CMDs,
however, many of these were not empirical studies, and few of the empirical studies
focused directly on the supervisor and even fewer on the behaviours of supervisors in
the sustainable phase. Corbière et al. (2020) concluded that supervisors in the sustainable
phase should arrange regular follow-up meetings with employees to ensure work accom-
modations remain fit for purpose and to communicate any changes to colleagues. These
conclusions seemed to be drawn based on best policy recommendations rather than
empirical research. There is therefore a need to take a step back to understand how
returned employees experience their supervisors’ attitudes and behaviours in the sustain-
able phase.

A growing body of the literature shows that relapse is high among returned employees.
One study found that almost one in five returned employees experienced relapse due to
CMDs over a seven-year period (Koopmans et al., 2011), mostly within three years of
initial return. Norder et al. (2015) found that more than three quarters of returned
employees relapsed over a period of ten years. Exploring the long-term consequences
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of sickness absence due to CMDs, Norder et al. (2017) found that nearly one in four
employees left employment post-return, of whom a quarter resigned, just under a
third were laid off, another 31% retired early, and 6% were granted disability pension.
In the literature, sustainable return to work has been operationalised as a relatively
short period, i.e. three months after return, with little consideration for what happens
after the individual returns (Etuknwa et al., 2019). There is therefore good reason to
develop our understanding of what happens once employees have returned as they read-
just to work.

Second, the existing literature primarily focuses on the positive role and actions of
managers and supervisors (Corbière et al., 2020), however, in the wider occupational
health psychology literature, reviews have concluded that both passive and active
forms of supervisors’ negative behaviours can have a detrimental impact on follower
wellbeing (Fosse et al., 2019; Schyns & Schilling, 2013). We, therefore, applied an open
approach to the attitudes and behaviours of supervisors to understand how employees
who have returned to work experienced their supervisors and their reactions to such atti-
tudes and behaviours.

As there has been little focus on SRTW and the broader range of supervisors’ attitudes
and behaviours, not just supportive behaviours, we conducted a descriptive study using
semi-structured interviews with returned employees to gain insights into returned
employees’ reality, including both positive and negative experiences of their supervisors’
attitudes and behaviours in relation to the management of the RTW journey. Qualitative
methods enable us to explore employees’ own accounts of how their supervisors’ atti-
tudes and behaviours have hindered or facilitated their SRTW journey.

Supervisors’ support for initial return to work for employees with CMDs

As highlighted above, only few qualitative studies have focused explicitly on supervisors’
support for the employee during the sickness absence period. Studies have found that
employees and supervisors have reported that effective communication, ability to
manage privacy and disclose reasons for sickness absence to colleagues, ability to estab-
lish trust, being understanding and approachable, knowledge of organisational policies,
and ability to develop work adjustments were important in the sickness absence and re-
entry phases of RTW (Johnston et al., 2015; Joosen et al., 2021; Munir et al., 2012; Negrini
et al., 2018). Furthermore, Aas et al. (2008) identified 78 supervisor qualities and seven
supervisor types that supported employees’ return, which were classified as protectors,
encouragers, problem-solvers, contact-makers, trust creators, recognisers, and responsi-
bility makers (offensive and direct supervisors).

Common symptoms of CMDs include lack of concentration, poor memory, anxiety in
social contexts and problems making decisions (American Psychiatric Association, 2013)
and reduced work functioning is prevalent, even after remission (Norder et al., 2017).
Therefore, understanding how employees experience supervisors as either supporting
or hindering their ability to stay and thrive at work, manage symptoms, and navigate
the post-return journey with reduced work functioning in the longer term is important.
Corbière et al. (2021) explored the strategies needed to support employees with CMDs
during sick leave, re-entry and the sustainable phases. Key stakeholders, including
three supervisors, were interviewed. These supervisors reported that a good relationship
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was key to monitoring returned employees’ recovery and work functioning. Lemieux
et al. (2011) found that in the sustainable phase, supervisors reported managing work-
loads ensuring that employees were stimulated, but not overwhelmed. Other studies
have found that employees generally reported little support from supervisors post-
return (Noordik et al., 2011; Ståhl & Stiwne, 2014) with few exceptions such as continu-
ous meetings and allowing the employee to set their own pace (Ståhl & Stiwne, 2014).
Neither of the studies on the sustainable phase focused explicitly on the supervisors’ atti-
tudes and behaviours and the knowledge is therefore limited.

There has been limited focus on the negative attitudes and behaviours of supervisors.
Ladegaard et al. (2019) found that supervisors’ attitudes towards employees on sick leave
was that stress equated to being busy and being busy does not make you ill. Supervisors
also attributed sick leave to individual characteristics rather than because of work.
Although supervisors were interviewed 12 months later, there was little focus on the
post-return period (Ladegaard et al., 2019). Munir et al. (2012) identified a few negative
behaviours which prevented RTW, such as supervisors losing patience with employees,
making them feel like a nuisance, engaging in aggressive actions, questioning the beha-
viours of employees, and going against work adjustments. Importantly, Munir et al.
(2012) found supervisors lacked knowledge and skills to determine which work accom-
modations could be implemented. Together these studies provide valuable insights into
the behaviours that help employees return, however, post-return different behaviours are
needed as supervisors need to manage returned employees considering their work func-
tioning on a day-to-day basis.

A common characteristic of these studies is the limited attention paid to the sustainable
phase and the limited focus on detrimental supervisor behaviours. In the UK Health and
Safety Executive guidelines for managing RTW, the focus is on the absence and re-entry
phases (https://www.hse.gov.uk/sicknessabsence/) stating that organisations should
develop policies for RTW, keep in contact with their employees on sick leave and consid-
eringwork adjustments upon return. Nomention ismade of the role of the supervisor, and
organisations are not required to develop policies for the sustainable phase.

In the present study, we employ an open approach to exploring how employees who
have returned to work after long-term sickness absence due to stress, anxiety and/or
depression have experienced the attitudes and behaviours of their supervisor(s) either
supporting or hindering their RTW. We focus primarily on the sustainable phase of
RTW.

Method

Participants

Using purposeful sampling (Palinkas et al., 2015), we recruited 39 participants. The
inclusion criteria were employees who had been off for at least three weeks, who had
been diagnosed with either stress, anxiety and/or depression and were off sick for this
reason. All participants were based in the UK. Returned employees had been back
between one month and 96 months with an average of 12 months (SD = 21.79). Returned
employees were employed in administration (26%), managerial roles (26%), education
and research (15%), police (15%), information technology (8%), health (5%), consultancy
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(3%) and manual labour (3%). The mean age of the sample was 46 (SD 8.47, range 29–
62), 21 (54%) were female and 18 (46%) were male.

Procedure

We recruited returned employees through social media; LinkedIn, Facebook and Twitter,
a large public sector organisation and through charities and occupational health services
supporting employees with CMDs, advertising for employees who had returned to work
after sickness absence due to CMDs. As is common in the UK we focused on stress,
anxiety and depression (https://www.hse.gov.uk/stress/mental-health.htm). We
recruited broadly to ensure a diversity of experiences. We conducted one-to-one semi-
structured interviews with supervisors. We continued recruiting participants until data
saturation was reached (Clarke & Braun, 2014). Five interviews were conducted face
to face, the remainder were telephone interviews enabling us to recruit all over the
UK. We based our pre-constructed interview guide on a review of the RTW literature,
employing an open-ended approach to identify supervisors’ attitudes and behaviours.
Interviews were conducted by five trained occupational psychologists with extensive
experience conducting semi-structured interviews and researching RTW, participants
were interviewed by the same occupational psychologist throughout each time point
to ensure consistency. A training session took place to ensure consistent probing and
interviewing among interviewers. Interviewers made notes of their reflections of each
interview, and these were discussed in the team and considered in analyses. No inter-
viewers had prior relationships with the returned employees.

To get an in-depth understanding of how employees’ perceptions of supervisors’ con-
sistency of behaviours, we interviewed employees up to four times, at various time
points, once a month. We originally planned four interviews with each employee,
however, some employees did not respond to subsequent emails to set up further inter-
views or indicated that they did not feel they had more to add after the first interview. All
39 employees who approached us met the inclusion criteria and were interviewed at least
once. Twenty-one returned employees were interviewed four times, two completed three
interviews, five were interviewed twice and 11 were interviewed once. We interviewed
employees over the phone or face-to-face all over the UK. The study was approved by
the University of the Lead Author’s Ethics Committee. The participants received infor-
mation about the study together with their rights and signed a written consent form that
outlined their rights and emphasised confidentiality. Each participant was allocated a
code including a random participant number and which month they were interviewed
(e.g. P4-M4).

Returned employees reported having had up to three different supervisors during their
RTW journey; 30% reported having had the same supervisor, 61% reported having two
supervisors (two of these were shared line management), and 9% had had three super-
visors. In these cases, we coded which supervisor the experience related to, e.g. 1st super-
visor. In semi-structured interviews, we asked returned employees about their RTW
journey and their experiences with their immediate line managers which are the super-
visors we focus on in this study. In the first interview, we asked about the situation before
sickness absence, the absence and re-entry phases. We then asked employees to describe
their experiences of post-return. In subsequent interviews, we asked about their
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experiences in the past month. In each interview, we asked specifically about the super-
visors’ attitudes and behaviours.

Time 1 interviews lasted between 20 and 97 min, average = 54 min, SD = 17.53.
At time 2, interviews lasted between 8 and 62 min with an average of 28 min
(SD = 13.96). Time 3 interviews lasted between 13 and 66 min, with an average of
31 min (SD = 14.27). Finally, time 4 interviews lasted between 13 and 67 min, with an
average of 34 min (SD = 15.11). All interviews bar two were recorded, in these cases,
the participants did not consent to the interview being recorded but agreed to compre-
hensive notes being taken during the interview. Data were transcribed verbatim and
coded in NVivo to facilitate analysis.

Analytic strategy

We conducted thematic analysis in six steps (King, 2004). In the first step, we familiarised
ourselves with the data; reading and rereading the transcripts and taking initial notes. In
the second step, we coded the data according to attitudes and behaviours. We applied an
inductive approach. We identified 205 “thought units,” phrases or sentences, relating to
supervisors’ attitudes and behaviours. In the third step, we discussed the coded thought
units and identified themes. In addition to the attitudes and behaviours of supervisors,
employees also mentioned that supervisors operated within a context and we added
this as a separate theme. In total, we identified 14 subthemes. We then classified sub-
themes into three overarching categories (themes): positive experiences with the super-
visor, the experiences of lack of support from the supervisor and the negative experiences
with the supervisor. Finally, we mapped the onto the RTW journey to elucidate differ-
ences between the types of supervisor attitudes and behaviours at the pre-return, re-
entry and sustainable phases, however, we did not find any differences over time. In
the fourth step, the first author revisited the data to ensure that our themes were repre-
sentative of the experiences of returned employees. In the fifth step, we defined and
named the overall themes. We discussed the themes in terms of labels and allocation
of thought units to codes and through discussion reached agreements of what the
labels would be. We termed our overall themes compassionate, indifferent and demean-
ing supervisory behaviours. For each of the subthemes, we mapped these onto a cluster
across the three types of supervisory behaviour. In the final step, we wrote up the analyses
in three parts; a descriptive text summarising the codes and themes, a table summarising
the themes and subthemes, and tables with representative codes. Full information of
tables can be found in FigShare, https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.21298398.v1.

Results

We identified three overarching themes of supervisor behaviours, which we have termed
compassionate, indifferent, and demeaning. In many cases, our returned employees had
experienced a change of supervisor and thus they may appear in different categories
depending on the supervisor they refer to. Table 1 provides a summary of the clusters
of supervisor behaviours and the subthemes outlining the attitudes and behaviours of
these three types of supervisors. For each subtheme, we have listed the matching attitude
and behaviours for each subtheme in a cluster. Six subthemes of the compassionate
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Table 1. Short overview of representative quotes.

Cluster Compassionate supervisors Indifferent supervisors Demeaning supervisors

Historic
behaviours

Pre-return supportive
behaviours

It was probably actually one
manager who reached out
after I kept cancelling
meetings or said, you know,
can we change that from a
face-to-face to a telephone
meeting, which is very unlike
me, I think I used to always
much prefer face-to-face than
on the phone. So she knew
something wasn’t right. So I
think that kind of first
conversation, I think she
opened up the opportunity
for me, I think, to disclose
what was going on for me at
the time. EMP4, M1

Pre-return evasion of
responsibility

In the end I just approached
the head teacher about it
and asked to have a meeting
with him about it, and I
explained to him that in
particular this marking policy
for English is killing me, it’s
way too much. So he
reached a conclusion that it’s
because I’m a vegan, and
that I should eat a steak,
which is what he said in jest.
EMP36, M1

Pre-return lack of support and
bullying

She basically started bullying me,
to the extent where it started, the
distress of that affected me
physically, so I was kind of unable
to go to work. So it was things like
misinformation, I was excluded
from meetings, she would tell me
kind of one thing but meant
another, and spread rumours
about me. So there was a whole
load of kind of bullying issues
going on. EMP11, M1

Attitudes towards
employees

Positive attitudes towards
employees

My line manager said: “I had
issues, I had postnatal
depression that I never spoke
to anyone about.” And she
told me for ten minutes what
it was like for her and
suddenly, I had this wave of
good feeling come over me
and thought, you know what,
there’s someone here who
understands.” EMP28, M1

Neutral attitudes towards
employees

He was a much colder fish, if
you like, yeah, so the
relationship wasn’t the same
… I think I detected a lack of
empathy in him, for my
situation. So it was just a
feeling of loss of value.
EMP23 M3 2nd Manager

Unaccommodating attitudes
towards employees

The manager, the horrible one
that I don’t like and has shown bias
against me, sends me an email
saying, can you check your emails,
thank you. And that was it.
Absolutely nothing. Not, welcome
back, no nothing. So there’s
absolutely no recognition at all
that I was off sick. EMP17, M1

Provision of work
adjustments

Proactive support for work
adjustments

I think back when I had my
meeting with my manager, I
think he was just kind of
explaining the phased return.
Just saying, oh, like this week
just look at your emails and I
think… And then eventually
said we’ll get you to start the
casework again. He says we’ll
see how you get on. If you
need any training we can get
you trained up as like a
refresher sort of thing. He was
like but I think you’ll pick it
back up again. He was like but
if you need to ask questions
do. So he was quite
supportive that way. EMP 34,
M1

Basic provision for work
adjustments

I think what I realised was
during one meeting that we
were talking about “so what
are you going to do over the
next month, what are you
going to do by the next
supervision?” because we
used to have supervision
meetings every two weeks
we agreed we change it to
once a month, you know,
because I was doing fewer
hours, and my supervisor
was kind of like “so you will
have done this this and this”
and I’ve kind of like “well
maybe, but I’ve also got to
kind of think about what’s
realistic if I’m working part-
time” and she’s like “yeah
but you’ll be able to do blah
blah blah” and I said “I mean
I might, but actually, you
know, if I’m only working
20 h a week then I might not,
it kind of depends… you
know, she said, you know,

Implementing
counterproductive work
adjustments

My manager has decided that I
needed to be kept as quiet as
possible, that I needed to be given
as little to do as possible. And I’m
like, I’m seriously high functioning
anxiety here. Giving me the same
things to do day in and day out,
that’s driving me up the wall.
EMP30, M1

(Continued )
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supervisor were identified, however, for two subthemes, continued focus for mental
health and ongoing negotiations about flexible work adjustments, no equivalent sub-
themes were identified for the indifferent and the demeaning supervisor. For an overview
of themes including selected representative quotes, see Table 1. For a full overview of
tables, see https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.21298398.v1.

Compassionate supervisors

We found a cluster of supervisor attitudes and behaviours described by returned employ-
ees in positive terms; supervisors were perceived to have provided invaluable support pre,

Table 1. Continued.

Cluster Compassionate supervisors Indifferent supervisors Demeaning supervisors

“part-time working it means
it gives you the flexibility to
do more if you want to.”
EMP13, M1, 1st Manager

Demonstrating
care

Continued focus on mental
health

He’s made himself available to
me, practically every day to
talk through things and
reassure me. And what I think
has been particularly nice is
that he’s understood the
pressures I’ve faced over the
last 12 months. And I think
he’s given me the confidence
that I can come back from
everything. And I think more
than anything, he’s made
himself available before and
after work if I needed a phone
call. And that’s made all the
difference. EMP29, M2, 2nd
Manager

Absence of supportive
behaviours

No reports were made about
supervisors enacting
additional supportive
behaviours

Absence of supportive
behaviours

No reports were made about
supervisors enacting supportive
behaviours.

Ongoing
negotiations

Ongoing negotiations
about flexible working

I have got an annual appraisal
at the beginning of May. It
was supposed to be end of
this week but I can’t face it at
the moment. So I’ve said to
my manager can we postpone
that for two weeks. And again,
that’s all right. EMP2, M3

Absence of ongoing
negotiations

Employees who perceived
their supervisors to be
indifferent did not report any
flexibility

Absence of ongoing
negotiations

Employees reported that
supervisors refused any flexibility
in work post-return, even when it
had been recommended by others
(e.g. Occupational Health)

Context Bending the rules
When I was off sick just those
few days a few weeks ago, my
boss had said to me, look, I
want you to turn your
computer off at 5:30, no late
working and so on, which is
great, but I know the
expectation of the business is
more than that. EMP34, M1

Following the rules
I think because she was
afraid, and that’s all I could
think of, I mean, I think she
was terrified of getting into
trouble, I think she might
have got into trouble,
because she did some stupid
things, and I think she was
more afraid of causing me to
fall over again than anything
else.” EMP10, M1

Breaking the rules
If somebody had helped me by
following the spirit of the sickness
policy, the keeping in touch, the
return to work procedures, with a
proper phased return, with
supervised, discrete work
elements, with regular contact
with me, all of those things would
have been encouraging for me.
EMP16, M1

Notes: Text in italics indicating how the attitude or behaviour made the employee feel. For more detailed information
about qualitative analysis, see https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.21298398.v1.
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during and post return and in many cases helped them stay in the job and regain their
confidence on their return. For detailed qualitative analyses, see https://doi.org/
10.6084/m9.figshare.21298398.v1.

Pre-return supportive behaviours

A key characteristic of the compassionate supervisor was a description of a respectful,
trusting relationship with their supervisor prior to sick leave. In some cases, the super-
visor had detected something was amiss and reached out to the employee. During the
sick leave period, employees reported three key elements of the supervisor’s support to
be crucial to return. First, returned employees appreciated that supervisors respected
their privacy and agreed with them what would be communicated to colleagues and
other managers. Second, returning employees reported they felt supported when super-
visors listened to their account of their illness without prejudice. Third, returned employ-
ees emphasised the importance of good two-way conversation about the return, where
supervisors kept an open mind about the work adjustments employees needed.

Positive attitudes towards employees

Returned employees who reported their supervisor was compassionate emphasised the
importance of the attitudes towards the returning employee and an understanding of
mental health issues post return. Underlying the understanding of mental health issues
was that compassionate supervisors often had lived experience, either having suffered
from CMDs themselves or had relatives with CMDs. Returned employees felt such super-
visors had a deeper level of understanding, and supervisors sharing personal experiences
helped build trust. Behaviours relating to building the confidence and feeling of belong-
ingness were also found to be important. Employees reported that compassionate super-
visors reinforced that they were seen as valuable employees and a part of the team. A clear
demonstration of returned employees’ value to the organisation was to invest in them by
sending them on, for example, leadership training or supporting their career progression.
Finally, demonstrating trust that the returned employee could complete work to the
required standard was also perceived to be important by many.

Proactive support for work adjustments

Employees reported that all important to compassionate supervisors was the RTW con-
versation, where returned employees discussed and agreed work adjustments with their
supervisor. Work adjustments mentioned by employees related to a phased return, i.e.
reduced working hours, and a reduction in responsibilities and work tasks. As some
employees had been off for a while and new systems and procedures had been intro-
duced, work adjustments could also mean on-the-job refresher training. Many employees
said that they had returned to overflowing inboxes. Supervisors who acknowledged that
getting started could seem an unsurmountable task and subsequently helped employees
to prioritise and redistribute work facilitated employees in regaining their confidence in
doing the job and helped them feel valued.

Employees reported that ongoing adjustments were crucial to thriving at work and
tasks should only be taken on at a pace employees were comfortable with. For
example, the tasks of one employee involved driving, however, prior to sickness
absence, driving had been associated with suicidal thoughts and intentionally crashing
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the car. The employee agreed with the supervisor that driving would not be included
as part of their responsibilities until they were ready. Returned employees reported
that adherence to agreed work adjustments could be problematic. It was easy to fall
into old working patterns and check emails from home or stay late. Compassionate
supervisors played a key role in ensuring employees adhered to agreed adjustments
by checking up on returned employees and reminding them to adhere to agreed
work adjustments.

Continued focus on mental health

Returned employees felt valued when supervisors went above and beyond and were avail-
able to listen when employees were struggling, even if this was outside working hours. It
was not just about the formal arrangement and work adjustments, other behaviours
included checking in regularly and providing informal support and reassurance to
employees that they could do the job. Equally important for returned employees was
for supervisors to incorporate talking about mental health as part of daily business,
encouraging returned employees to be open about issues and offer support if necessary.
Employees also reported it was important that supervisors checked up on them after
employees had completed a task that they were anxious about or organising for col-
leagues to support employees with tasks they found challenging.

Returned employees reported, in several cases, that the continued focus on mental
health was vital to building their confidence. Many employees described problems con-
centrating and would panic when having to attend meetings. The acceptance of supervi-
sors of their difficulties and the encouragement and permission to slowly get back into
the job was found to be crucial in the sustainable phase.

Ongoing negotiations about flexible working

A common subtheme among employees was the need for flexible working arrangements.
The flexible working arrangements meant that compassionate supervisors and employees
engaged in ongoing negotiations enabling employees to come in later, leave early, work
from home, or work in quieter locations in the workplace on days they were struggling.
Supervisors approving employees to take holiday at short notice was also perceived to be
important in managing mental health. Other examples of supervisors’ support included
postponing processes if returned employees felt overwhelmed, for example performance
appraisals.

Bending the rules

Returned employees described the supervisor acting as a buffer against an often-challen-
ging wider context. Employees reported that compassionate supervisors did not operate
in a vacuum. They provided examples of how supervisors would go above and beyond
and protect their employees in a context that was less supportive of SRTW. Compassio-
nate supervisors would try to shield employees from negative policies or poor leadership
from elsewhere in the organisation that threatened their SRTW. For example, where per-
formance pressure was high, employees reported that compassionate supervisors would
buffer the pressure despite the pressures supervisors themselves experienced from senior
management layers. Consistently, returned employees described how supervisors
shielded them from pressures arising from punitive absence regulations. In many
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organisations, performance procedures were automatically triggered by a certain number
of sickness absence days within a limited period, regardless of the reasons for absence. In
some cases, holding up the umbrella to shield employees involved making flexible adjust-
ments even when they went against company policy, in other cases finding ways to work
around the absence reporting system.

The indifferent supervisors

The second theme of supervisor attitudes and behaviours was described by returned
employees as not being intentionally harmful, but lacking understanding and motivation
to learn about mental health issues or what was required to support returned employees.
These supervisors were absent, provided little support and did only the minimum
required. For a detailed analysis, see https://doi.org/10.6084/m9.figshare.21298398.v1.

Pre-return evasion of responsibility

Prior to absence, returned employees reported that indifferent supervisors had shown
little understanding of their situation. In many cases, employees had raised issues, but
the calls for help had not been acknowledged. In some cases, supervisors had tried to
evade responsibility by suggesting the employees sought the support of colleagues. In
other cases, indifferent supervisors made a joke of the situation to deflect dealing with
the issues. Typical indifferent supervisor behaviours included trying to relate in an unfor-
tunate way and turning the conversation to be about them rather than listening to the
challenges faced by the employees. The lack of understanding also characterised the
actions of the supervisors during the period where the employees were on sick leave.
Supervisors were reported to have been passive during the period the employees were
off sick and only made minimal contact to follow organisational procedures and super-
visors had avoided discussing personal issues.

Neutral attitudes towards the employees

Supervisors who fell in the indifferent supervisor category were described as having little
understanding of what CMDs are and showed little interest in finding out more. The
returned employees explained that supervisors made no attempts to understand their
situation and translate attitudes into supportive actions and employees as a result felt
undervalued.

Basic provision for adjustments

Returned employees perceived that indifferent supervisors made few attempts to make
work adjustments. Employees felt that supervisors went through the motions and fol-
lowed procedures, but did not try understand their needs. Although a phased return
was often planned, returned employees found that supervisors had unrealistic expec-
tations of the work they could achieve in the reduced working hours. A related challenge
was that in some cases, although a phased return was planned, it was not followed
through. Further, employees described that supervisors did not support the prioritisation
of what tasks should be completed and therefore returned employees felt alone in navi-
gating the RTW journey.
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Following the rules

Returned employees felt indifferent supervisors towed the company line with little con-
sideration for the individual. Some returned employees took this as a sign that supervi-
sors were afraid of not following policies and getting into trouble; others described that
the supervisor did not seem to see that supporting the employee’s return was part of their
role. In terms of the context, indifferent supervisors would do what was required of them
as per company policies but did little to provide real support to their employees.

Demeaning supervisor behaviours

The accounts of what we have chosen to call demeaning supervisors are characterised not
only by a lack of compassion, but with bullying, conflicts and not following companies’
return to work policies. Returned employees felt stigmatised and seen as the mental
illness rather than as a person. For details of the analysis, see https://doi.org/10.6084/
m9.figshare.21298398.v1.

Pre-return lack of support and bullying

Returned employees reported they had experienced a problematic relationship with their
supervisor in the period before sick leave. Relationships had been characterised by
conflicts, bullying and slander. Run-ins with, and persistent experiences of being
singled out by, the supervisor created anxiety and in some cases were described as the
direct cause of the employee’s absence. Employees reported supervisors had spread
rumours about them, had excluded them from meetings and had been two-faced,
saying one thing but doing another, leaving employees to second guess supervisors’
intentions. An equally difficult relationship was reported during sick leave. Supervisors
had openly shared information about the employees’ sick leave and the reasons for
sick leave with colleagues and other managers without agreeing with the employee
what and how to communicate matters relating to the sick leave; often disclosing sensi-
tive and unnecessary information, sometimes breaching confidentiality.

Unaccommodating attitudes towards employees

Returned employees reported negative attitudes and a lack of compassion. In some cases,
where demeaning supervisors had lived experience, these supervisors assumed that what
worked for them would work the returned employee and therefore they knew what the
returned employee needed. Some supervisors expressed disdain for the additional man-
agement load required to support the returned employees, making employees feel
belittled and unwelcome. Supervisors demonstrated negative attitudes towards returned
employees explaining work practices and procedures in a patronising way or questioning
whether employees were even working. Unlike the compassionate supervisors, demean-
ing supervisors refused to support the returned employee for promotion and competence
development, signalling returned employees were not seen as worth investing in.

Implementing counterproductive work adjustments

Returned employees felt that demeaning supervisors made work adjustments without
discussion or consent of the returned employee. For example, a police officer was
moved to an administrative desk job without consultation, against their explicit
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wishes. Another reported that a new supervisor they did not know telephoned them just
before their return to tell them that they had been replaced with someone who could do a
good job, signalling that the returned employee was seen as “damaged goods.” Others
reported having been seconded to other parts of the organisation, also without consul-
tation. Those who returned to their original job, reported they were not invited to
team meetings and many work tasks were taken from them despite them feeling
capable of doing them – and telling their supervisor so. In other cases, work adjustments
were refused altogether. Demeaning supervisors did not review work adjustments.

Breaking the rules

Returned employees reported that these supervisors in many cases ignored the advice of
occupational health service reviews and did not follow company RTW policy; demeaning
supervisors would disregard the rules and norms.

Supervisor’s behaviours and attitudes across the RTW journey

Compassionate, indifferent, and demeaning types of attitudes and behaviours were con-
sistent throughout the RTW journey. Employees describing compassionate supervisors
spoke of their trusting working relationship with their supervisor pre-sickness absence,
while those employees managed by demeaning supervisors spoke of conflict and bullying.
Specific behaviours and actions were evident throughout the absence period and return,
leading to employees feeling different about their RTW journey. In some situations, com-
passionate supervisors navigated absence management systems by bending the rules to
shield employees; while in other situations demeaning supervisors disregarded any due
process without fear of challenge. Figure 1 summarises the patterns of behaviour in
the sustainable phase for the three sets of supervisor attitudes and behaviours.

Discussion

In the present paper, we report the results of the qualitative study exploring how employ-
ees who have returned to work after a period of long-term sickness absence due to CMDs
experience the attitudes and behaviours of their supervisors. Previous research has ident-
ified that supervisors play a key role in supporting employees’ RTW, especially in terms

Figure 1. Overview of the return to work journey for employees with compassionate, indifferent or
demeaning supervisors.
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of providing support and ensuring appropriate work adjustments (Aas et al., 2008; Munir
et al., 2012). In our qualitative study, we identified three types of supervisor attitudes and
behaviours, each had a very different impact on the returned employees’ experiences of
the post-RTW journey. We term these compassionate, indifferent and demeaning
supervisors.

Compassionate supervisors go beyond company policy and bend the rules to support
returned employees. Returned employees reported that compassionate supervisors built
their confidence and helped them feel valued. Indifferent supervisors made employees
feel undervalued and alone while demeaning supervisors stripped employees of their
dignity and made them feel belittled and unwelcome. Demeaning supervisors made
returned employees feel stigmatised and ostracised and, in some cases, exacerbated
mental health symptoms as employees ruminated about how to interpret the signals
and behaviours of their demeaning supervisor. Our results paint a diverse picture of
supervisors’ attitudes and behaviours towards the returned employee with CMDs,
from one extreme the supervisor being the reason employees return to work and not
only stay at work but also thrive and develop, to the other extreme where the supervisor
was the main reason for the employee’s absence and upon return aggravating the anxiety
of the returned employee.

We identified supervisory attitudes and behaviours that returned employees felt
impacted their mental health and SRTW journey. Despite interviewing employees up
to four times, we did not find any longitudinal evidence that employees changed their
view of their supervisors’ attitudes and behaviours during the RTW journey. It could
be argued that returned employees would either portray their supervisor as the compas-
sionate or demeaning based on their mental state. Almost three quarters of returned
employees in our study had changed supervisor during their RTW journey, meaning
that many employees had experiences with more than one supervisor, however, employ-
ees often rated new supervisors differently.

The RTW journey may be particularly difficult in the early phases, where supervi-
sors in some cases evaded responsibility. It could be said that the more positive
views over time could result in better mental health (EMP13, EMP10), but employees
described concrete different behaviours so it may either be that new supervisors were
better or that it was simply easier to manage employees who had been back for a while.
For EMP7 it was the opposite experience: the first manager was compassionate, but the
manager that took over later as perceived as indifferent. Together, these reflections on
the patterns within the data suggest that there are observable and meaningful differ-
ences in the behaviours displayed by compassionate, indifferent and demeaning
supervisors.

Overall, our results emphasise the importance of developing a longer-term perspec-
tive, understanding the RTW journey as lasting years, not just three months as is
often the time span studied in the literature (Etuknwa et al., 2019). Our results demon-
strate the need for developing our understanding of the impact of supervisors’ attitudes
and behaviours on employees’ experience of return to work and the diversity of super-
visors’ management of the long-term RTW journey. Thomas and Linstead (2002)
argued that it is misleading to paint supervisors as a homogenous entity. Our findings
suggest a more nuanced approach is needed and examination of the impact of the
three types of supervisory behaviour may help us to better understand the disparity
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among returners’ work and mental health outcomes. In the following, we discuss our
findings in relation to the RTW literature and the literature on leadership.

The RTW journey

Our study contributes to the knowledge on the RTW journey of employees with CMDs in
multiple ways. Our results extend the sparse research on supervisors’ negative behaviours
during employees’ RTW journey. Aas et al. (2008) reported only the responsibility maker
displayed some negative qualities such as being offensive and potentially setting limits
and Munir et al. (2012) identified more negative behaviours such as losing patience
with employees, making them feel like a nuisance, engaging in aggressive behaviours
and not committing to work adjustments. Our results paint a more nuanced picture in
that we identified two types of negative supervisory attitudes and behaviours: the indiffer-
ent and the demeaning. Our results on the period leading up to sick leave and the off sick
and re-entry phases are consistent with the findings of Joosen et al. (2017) who reported
that employees reported bullying and poor relationships with supervisors being part of
the reasons behind sick leave. In line with Joosen et al. (2017), we also found a
nuanced picture of supervisor attitudes and behaviours in during the sick leave and
re-entry phases. Supervisors were perceived both to be barriers or facilitators to return
depending on whether they were seen to be supportive, accepting and sympathetic or
unsupportive, bullying and uncommunicative.

Negrini et al. (2018) found that supervisors who reported a good relationship with
their employees during sick leave also reported a good relationship prior to them
going on sick leave and maintained frequent contact with employees during sick leave,
including making plans for work accommodations. We found the same for employees.
Returned employees who reported they had had a good relationship with their supervisor
prior to, and during, their sick leave, also reported a good relationship in the sustainable
phase. In their interview study, Aas et al. (2008) reported similar qualities to those we
found in the compassionate supervisors while employees were on sick leave: empathy,
acceptance, listening skills, being appreciative and encouraging. In their interview
study of a RTW intervention, Andersen et al. (2014) found that it was crucial to a
good process that employees were seen as individuals with unique needs, not just a
number or common mental disorder by agents supporting their return. We found
similar results in the sustainable phase of the RTW journey.

We extend the Aas et al. (2008) and Munir et al. (2012) studies by exploring the sus-
tainable phase of RTW. It is not only important to agree on work accommodations but
also follow up on these and make adjustments to fit the needs of the returned employee as
their confidence builds. Supervisors play an important role in confidence building, not
only through support and reassurance, but through empowering employees and
through the provision of regular feedback. A third theme concerned the flexibility and
autonomy afforded to the supervisors themselves; supervisors need decision latitude to
allow employees to leave early or come in later, or even taking holiday as short notice.
The results extend Joosen et al. (2017) who found supervisory flexibility and autonomy
to be important in the earlier phases of the RTW journey. All these factors may enable
returned employees to manage their own mental health, but may also reduce additional
pressures derived from rigid absence management procedures.
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Unlike the findings of Ladegaard et al. (2019), our returned employees did not feel
their supervisors saw sick leave as caused by individual characteristics and mental
health being a question of being busy, possibly because our broader inclusion of employ-
ees with not only stress but also anxiety and depression and the focus on the sustainable
phase where employees reported supervisors’ attitudes revolved around their
performance.

Our findings emphasise the role of organisational context and the extent to which
supervisors can navigate the organisational systems. Employees described very
different experiences with the supervisors’ understanding of, and adherence to, their
organisations’ absence management policy. Our results align with Ladegaard et al.
(2019) who found that those responsible for managing the RTW process feel torn
between demands for care and performance and a lack of support from the wider organ-
isation. Our findings suggest that this situation is far from a discrete incident but an
ongoing and pervasive experience. Further research would benefit from understanding
the impact of ongoing need to navigate rigid systems post return from the perspective
of supervisors themselves.

Consideration of the wider leadership literature

In occupational health psychology, it is widely acknowledged that leadership styles,
different types of supervisory behaviours, impact employees (Nielsen & Taris, 2019).
The types of supervisory attitudes and behaviours identified in our study share some
resemblances with existing leadership concepts.

Gjerde and Alvesson (2020) found university department heads used the metaphor
“umbrella carrier” to describe themselves. Supervisors tried to protect academic staff
from the performance pressures and changes from above. They hold up an umbrella
and engage in discussions and filtering. In many ways, the compassionate supervisors
were described in a similar way. They fought against hostile sickness absence policies
and engaged in day-to-day behaviours to build employees’ confidence and help them
re-adjust to work. Alvesson and Sveningsson (2003) found that leaders often engaged
in informal chats to emphasise they are on equal footing with their employees and to
signal that they were available if employees needed to talk to them. We identified
similar behaviours in the compassionate supervisors; they regularly talk to their returned
employees, dropping by to check whether everything was ok, having informal chats about
how the employees were settling in and signalling that they were available to talk if the
employee needed them.

In their meta-analysis, DeRue et al. (2011) identified a classification of leadership
styles they termed relational leadership behaviours, such as empowering, participative
and democratic leadership, and the individualised consideration dimension of transfor-
mational leadership. Leaders enacting these relational behaviours are characterised as
being friendly and approachable, open to input, showing consideration and care, and
treating followers equally. DeRue et al. (2011) found relational leadership behaviours
to be related to wellbeing outcomes. Relational behaviours are similar to the behaviours
enacted by our compassionate supervisors, and we identified concrete examples of what
such behaviours look like in relation to returned employees with particular needs.
Returned employees felt that supervisors who understood their specific needs and how
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these needs change over time helped employees stay and thrive at work. Adjusting work
tasks gradually also helped build returned employees’ confidence in themselves and
helped them to feel valued.

DeRue et al. (2011) identified what they termed passive leadership, including the man-
agement-by-exception dimension of transactional leadership and laissez-faire leadership
(Bass & Avolio, 1994). These leaders are characterised by being absent and not taking
responsibility unless it is absolutely required. Passive leadership is negatively associated
with employee wellbeing (DeRue et al., 2011; Harms et al., 2017). We found our indiffer-
ent supervisors fall in this category; they ignored employees’ signs of emerging poor
mental health pre-sickness absence and when employees returned, they did little to
support them. The indifferent supervisors lack understanding of CMDs symptoms,
how these symptoms may influence work functioning and what work adjustments can
be made. Laissez-faire leaders are often absent and difficult to get hold of and take no
particular interest in their employees (Bass & Avolio, 1994). Indifferent supervisors
showed little interest in supporting their employees; they were mostly passive and did
what organisational policy required of them, but little more. Our research on the indiffer-
ent supervisor echoes a concern raised in previous research that supervisors may be ill-
equipped and poorly motivated to manage the complexities of return to work for
employees returning with CMDs (Munir et al., 2012).

Fosse et al. (2019) distinguished between two types of destructive leadership, the
passive type also identified by DeRue et al. (2011), and exemplified in our sample by
the indifferent supervisor, and active destructive leadership. Einarsen et al. (2007)
described the destructive leaders as leaders who violate the legitimate interests of the
organisation and engage in hostile and verbal behaviours (Tepper, 2000) and use their
power oppressively (Ashforth, 1994). The demeaning supervisors in our study fit this
description, they made patronising and derogatory comments and used their power to
make work adjustments without the consent of returned employees. Although demean-
ing supervisors may not express their attitudes explicitly, actions speak louder than words
when they side-lined returned employees without consultation and consent and refused
returned employees career opportunities. There are also clear indications of the presence
of stigma in reports of the demeaning supervisors. Link and Phelan (2001) describe
among other features that stigma exists where individuals distinguish and label differ-
ences between people; link these differences to negative stereotypes; and where a
power difference exists between the stigmatiser and the stigmatised. Employees were
treated by supervisors “as the mental illness, not the person” and described as
“damaged goods” demonstrating the unacceptable stigmatisation by demeaning supervi-
sors. This emphasises the importance of addressing mental health stigma in the work-
place as one part of the RTW jigsaw.

Dominant leadership styles such as transformational leadership have been criticised
for lacking a clear theoretical definition and operationalisation (Antonakis et al., 2016;
van Knippenberg & Sitkin, 2013). Siangchokyoo et al. (2020) suggested that transforma-
tional leadership leapt prematurely from the nascent to the mature stages of theory devel-
opment. We see the present study as the nascent stage of theory development to develop a
framework for supervisor attitudes and behaviours, which may influence how returned
employees with CMDs experience their RTW journey.
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Implications for practice

Our results provide a nuanced picture of the interventions that may be needed to opti-
mise the supervisor support to returned employees. The indifferent supervisors were
described as lacking the skills and the motivation to support returning employees. In
the study by Alvesson and Sveningsson (2003), leaders reported they had to develop
skills to listen suggesting that indifferent supervisors can learn to become compassionate
managers. Interventions appropriate for the indifferent supervisors would be creating
awareness of mental health issues to increase understanding and skill development to
equip them to sensitively and successfully engage in the difficult conversations about
work and health, particularly with regard to the RTW interview and the ongoing pro-
vision of work adjustments. Previous research has confirmed the effectiveness of
mental health awareness training (Dimoff & Kelloway, 2019).

The demeaning supervisors were described as not only lacking understanding but
treating returned employees like pariahs and as the illness rather than a person. In the
case of the demeaning supervisors, stigmatisation training and education about mental
health issues may be the first step. The primary focus on these supervisors would be to
change attitudes before moving on to developing their skills. In circumstances where
an employee returns under the supervision of a demeaning supervisor, it could be of
great benefit for them to receive additional support from others in the organisation.
Without someone to turn to when they are experiencing difficulties, in the hands of a
demeaning supervisor the organisation is likely to be at risk of exposing the returned
employee to foreseeable harm. Clear signposting to support (for example, from
another manager within the department) is of vital importance.

Interventions to optimise the compassionate supervisors’ support may not focus on
changing supervisors themselves but changing the context they operate in to allow
them to offer appropriate support. Our results point to the importance of flexible
RTW policies that enable supervisors to make suitable work adjustments and subsequent
support to readjust these as time goes on. It is also important that supervisors are allo-
cated discretion to overrule punitive sickness absence policies to accommodate the
fluctuations in mental health states of returned employees. Clear boundaries are required
between senior and line management to avoid senior management interfering negatively
in the support offered by supervisors. Previous research has found that supervisors who
demonstrate a greater commitment to supporting employees’ return had an impact on
the departments’ performance (Nielsen et al., 2018). Transferring this finding to our
study, it suggests that supervisors should be given performance targets that incorporate
support for returned employees and that returned employees should at least for a while
after return not be included in departmental targets until their work functioning
increases to pre-sickness levels. Finally, systems must also be in place to ensure supervi-
sors implement and follow up on work adjustments.

Strengths and limitations

A key strength of our study is the large sample size, way beyond the recommended 12–15
for thematic analysis (Clarke & Braun, 2014) and the comprehensive steps we took to
ensure trustworthiness (for further information see https://doi.org/10.6084/
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m9.figshare.21298398.v1). Our study is not without limitations. One potential limitation
is that the supervisor behaviours may be specific to the UK context. The HSE guidelines
do not specify policies nor guidance for supervisors in the sustainable phase whereas
in other countries such as Germany guidance is in place (https://www.baua.de/EN/
Topics/Work-and-health/Workplace-health-management/Operational-integration-man
agement/Operational-integration-management_node.html) or the Netherlands where
organisations carry the economic burden of workers on sick leave for two years
(https://hrmnetherlands.com/sick-leave/) and thus supervisors may be more motivated
to prevent relapse. It is possible that our findings cannot easily be transferred to these
settings, however, as our findings are somewhat like more universal leadership beha-
viours, we propose that the behaviours may be universal.

Another potential limitation of our study is that we do not triangulate data by includ-
ing supervisors and other key stakeholders. We did interview supervisors but did not
include them in these analyses because the main focus is on the perceptions of employees
on how supervisory attitudes and behaviours of supervisors facilitated or hindered them
staying and thriving at work and because the supervisors we interviewed all portrayed
themselves in a positive light, either because they were unaware of their impact on fol-
lowers (Lee & Carpenter, 2018) or because we only managed to recruit compassionate
supervisors. It could be assumed that indifferent and demeaning supervisors would
take no interest in participating in such as study as this. The lack of inclusion of super-
visors is that we have limited insights into the barriers and facilitators to providing
support supervisors may have experienced.

Conclusion

The contributions of our research study are threefold. First, we contribute to the literature
on supervisors in the RTW journey, focusing on the sustainable phase.We identified three
types of supervisor attitudes and behaviours; the compassionate, the indifferent, and the
demeaning. Our results contribute to the scarce literature on negative supervisory atti-
tudes and behaviours of which we found two types; the indifferent supervisors lack com-
mitment and interest and the demeaning supervisors display stigmatising behaviour.
Second, we contribute to the existing literature, which has failed to consider the stability
of supervisors’ support throughout the RTW journey. We found that returned employees
perceived that supervisors’ attitudes and behaviours remained stable over time, for
example, compassionate supervisors were perceived as compassionate before, during
and after return. Third, focusing on the sustainable RTW phase, post return, our study
contributes to the field of research focused on the support that returned employees may
need in the years post-return. We found that employees who have a history of sickness
absence due to CMDs continued to need support years after return. Flexibility and
ongoing adjustments are needed to accommodate the needs of returned employees, and
that this flexibility seems most forthcoming when compassionate supervisors were
afforded the decision latitude to act in the interests of their returning employees.
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