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Explanation of The Calder Centre’s policy on issuing medical certificates for a 

Sickness Benefit  
 

“If the benefit was a drug, it would not pass the Medsafe…In the past quarter 
almost 60,000 people received the sickness benefit, compared with 46,000 in 
2008. The evidence shows being out of work is not only bad as chain 
smoking, but can also increase the risk of suicide, especially in young men. 
Research into the impact of parental unemployment on children has found 
higher incidence of chronic illness, psychosomatic symptoms, psychological 
distress such as depression, substance abuse and delinquent behaviour, as 
well as increased risk of being out of work when they are adults.” / Dr. David 
Bratt, NZ Doctor Magazine, 01/08/2012/ 

 
 
The form that doctors sign to recommend a patient for a sickness benefit has been 
renamed a ‘Work Capacity Medical Certificate’. This reflects a change of emphasis 
by the Government, WINZ, and doctors from treating you as ‘unable to work’ towards 
assessing whether or not you may be able to work in a restricted capacity or for 
limited hours. 
 
Legally, a Doctor can sign a medical capacity benefit form for up to 4 weeks for the 
first two forms, then a maximum of 13 weeks at a time. Soon, changes will be 
brought in to make every form have a maximum duration of 4 weeks. The Sickness 
Benefit is designed as a short term benefit for people with restricted ability to work 
full time. This type of benefit is not appropriate if your condition is expected to stop 
you from working for at least two years.  
 
The completion and signing of a certificate is at the doctor’s discretion. The 
doctor is signing a legal document, and cannot sign something which they do 
not know to be true. 
 
A doctor’s appointment is required for the doctor to take a history, and he or she may 
need to examine you, to arrange medical investigations, and to have access to your 
previous medical records and reports from specialists. 
 
With this information, and in discussion with you, the doctor will be able to form an 
opinion of your abilities and restrictions, and communicate this to WINZ on the Work 
Capacity Medical Certificate. 
 
At the Calder Centre, the Doctors also aim to plan the likely timescale of your 
recovery (and return to work or transfer to unemployment benefit). By working with 
you, we need to find out the diagnosis, and what effects it has that limit your ability 
to work. We also need to assess what you are able to do and what changes are 
needed in order to help you to return to full work ability. 



WINZ requires that the assessment is not of your ability to gain employment or of 
other factors such as literacy, criminal record, the availability of childcare, or of local 
labour market conditions. The assessment is of your ability to undertake any 
type of work, and not necessarily in the field in which you have previously 
worked. 
 
At the first appointment for assessing a patient for a certificate, we will discuss a 
plan for recovery and return to work, with an expected time-frame. This will be 
recorded in your medical records, and referred to by any doctor who may see you for 
further certificates. 
 
Often the initial assessment can be an on-going process. If we form an opinion that 
we need further information before signing your certificate off for the maximum 
duration permitted by WINZ, we may sign your certificate off for a shorter duration, in 
order to allow time for gathering of the necessary information and review of your 
case. 
 
Please note that if you fail to attend the appointments for the agreed medical 
investigations considered by us to be necessary in order to assess the severity of 
your condition, then we may decline to complete your sickness benefit certificate. 
 
The sickness benefit is not designed to cover illnesses that have a recognised 
treatment if the patient declines to engage in the treatment of these conditions. 
This includes also all diagnoses related to alcohol and other drugs addiction 
problems. If addiction problems are the basis on which you are receiving a 
sickness benefit, you will be required to show evidence of engagement with a 
treatment provider (e.g. on-going counselling at CADS or TRANX, having a 
treatment plan in place with confirmed admission dates for detox (Pitman House or 
Social Detox) and follow-up treatment programmes (e.g. the Bridge Programme, 
Higher Ground, Odyssey House, WINGS Trust, AA, NA, Raukura Hauora). Our 
practice is that the maximum duration for a sickness benefit certificate based on 
addiction problems is 4 weeks.  
 
Back-dating of Sickness Benefit Certificate:  this is not our usual practice. 
Please make sure you book the appointments for review of your medical certificate 
for a sickness benefit before it expires. In a rare occasion we may agree to back-
date a medical certificate if you provide an evidence of having genuine obstacle(s) of 
making an appointment with a doctor on time. 
 


