ABSENTEEISM IN THE WORKPLACE

One of the most common problems facing employers in today’s workplace is employee absenteeism. It is not something that is unique to any particular industry as its costs impacts just about every workplace. This article is a manager’s perspective on the pervasive trend of absenteeism and why it is a huge problem. However, there are increasingly more and more ways to deal with it and help reduce its enormous costs.
In a recent Ipsos-Reid survey conducted with Warren Shepell, Human Resources Professionals Association of Ontario (HRPAO) conference participants – who were mostly managers - indicated that the top causes for and contributors towards absenteeism in the workplace are “depression/anxiety and other mental health disorders” (66%) and “stress” (60%). The other substantial causes included “relationship with supervisor/manager” (approx. 44%), “childcare” (approx. 35%), “conflicts in the workplace” (approx. 28%), “issues with parenting” (approx. 21%), “drug and alcohol abuse issues” (approx. 20%) and “elder care” (approx. 20%). 

Now granted, this was not a scientific survey, but it touched upon the core issues relating to the fundamental concerns arising from this insidious trend of rising rates of employee absenteeism in the workplace. Although these actual statistics may not reflect the problem in its entirety, there is no doubt as to the existence and growing concerns of this.

Absenteeism as the term suggests, is simply a matter of employees not showing up for their scheduled work. The effects of absenteeism in the workplace are also directly proportional to decreased productivity. Unabated, this can also result in the company incurring additional costs to cover for the hiring of temporary staff or paying overtime.

A simple breakdown of the actual cost ramifications of absenteeism are:

• Lost productivity of the absent employee

• Overtime for other employees to fill in.

• The costs incurred hiring temporary help.

• Possible loss of business and/or dissatisfied customers.

• Problems associated with lowered employee morale.

• A substantial decrease in overall productivity. 

Productivity lost as a direct result of absenteeism is nothing to sneeze at. In the United States, the annual cost to employers for time lost due to accidents and/or unscheduled employee absences is estimated to be in the $100 billion. That figure for the Canadian workplace is estimated to be in the $15 billion range. These are staggering numbers that only serve to give an indication of this serious and growing challenge.

But there are the inescapable facts that pertain to legitimate or innocent absenteeism. Employees on legitimate paid or unpaid time off do not and should not affect the productivity grid. There are also the instances where employees are legitimately absent for reasons beyond their control; most commonly due to illness, injury or bereavement time. Those instances are the flip side of what is known as culpable absenteeism.

Now let’s take a deeper look at these two forms of absenteeism in the workplace:
1. Innocent Absenteeism

Innocent absenteeism refers to employees who are absent – as previously mentioned - for reasons beyond their control; such as legitimate illness or injury. Innocent absenteeism is exactly what it means. No culpability can be assigned because it is technically blameless. This means in effect that it cannot be addressed or treated with punitive measures.

2. Culpable Absenteeism

Culpable absenteeism refers to employees who are absent without authorization for reasons which are within their control. For instance, an employee who takes a sick leave even though he or she may not be sick and it can be proven was not sick, is guilty of culpable absenteeism. To be culpable is to be worthy of blame. In a labour relations context, this means that disciplinary action can be applied.

For most employees, the instances of culpable absenteeism are infrequent, and it is the exception rather than the rule when an employee has to be singled out for attendance issues. While an employee guilty of culpable absenteeism may be disciplined accordingly, many employers are now offering counseling services through various employee assistance programs that address the issue before it becomes a serious problem.

The ramifications of culpable absenteeism also may necessitate the following guidelines:

1. Identifying Excessive Absenteeism

Employee attendance records should be reviewed regularly in order to ascertain whether an employee’s sick-leave days is excessive, compared to other employees. There will, however, always be exceptions to this. If a supervisor suspects that an employee is excessively absent, they can review these attendance records.

If all indications demonstrate that an employee is excessively absent, the next step it to gather all information as possible to get a clearer picture of the situation.

2. Individual Communication

After all the pertinent information has been gathered, the manager or supervisor should individually meet with the employee identified as having a higher than average rate of absenteeism. Sometimes face-to-face sessions can clarify and/or remedy situations almost immediately. Keeping the door open to communication is vital.  

Once the parameters for identifying employee absenteeism in the particular workplace have been established, then the employer can initiate plans to have future instances prevented. 

Having specific policies in place to help deter absenteeism in the workplace are essential. Here are some programs and initiatives that have proven to work:

1. Implement an employee-friendly absence policy. An absence policy should set out procedures that foster a willingness to allow for unpaid leaves of absence during non-peak hours of business activity or allow for deductible hours of leave when necessary.

2. Promote healthy living environments. It is imperative that employers be concerned about the overall well-being and health of their employees. Examples of this initiative include subsidized gym memberships, the provisioning of free fruit and healthy snacks, smoking cessation programs, and healthy cafeteria food. This can definitely help improve health and morale and drastically reduce absenteeism.
3. Set-up a program to reward good attendance. A rewards program for staff with good attendance records can also substantially motivate your entire work force.

4. If you do not already have it, invest in business health insurance. Investing in employee health insurance will help attract and retain the best staff for your business.

5. Effectively communicate with your employees so that you can properly gauge where they are at and what their concerns are. Active prevention of problems is the key here.

 The value of implementing an absence policy, however, cannot be underestimated. It is literally a no-brainer when it comes to increasing morale, productivity and profits. 

The important thing to remember is that employees are people – and people by nature, are inculcated to feel the need for respect. Rather than focusing a policy that has not returned any dividends, it is imperative that your absence policy offers creative solutions. Instead of suggesting that people are cheats, malingerers and malcontents, devise a successful approach to the absence policy. It should preferably be a policy that will emphasize care, positive thinking, shared responsibility and concern for all. After all, all employees should not be tarnished with the same brush simply because of the few.
This ties-in with the other side of the absence policy equation: the need to enhance your workplace communication strategies. Effectively communicate to all your employees the policies you have in place. Make sure that your discussions with employees are about their presence as opposed to their absence. The avenues your organization has to help them be well and healthy. Explain what benefits and services you have available, in place or are working on to ensure that it is a win-win situation for all. Whether those come in the form of counseling, job retraining, job sharing or extended sick leaves.

Workplace absenteeism after all, can be traced to other factors like a poor working environment or workers who are not committed to their jobs. If such absences become excessive, they can and will have a serious adverse impact on a company’s operations and, ultimately, its profitability.

The reasons for these workplace factors emanating from a poor environment include:

1. Stress

The pressure in the work environment sometimes takes an undue toll on employees. This stress as a result can have employees “calling in sick” to avoid dealing with it.

2. Work Routine

Doing the same job and routine over and over again can get monotonous. Many employees eventually find these jobs becoming boring. They would much rather take time off from work and do something else.

3. Job Satisfaction

If employees do not find their jobs challenging, then dissatisfaction creeps in. This inevitably leads to more absenteeism in the workplace.

These three scenarios are not by all means representative of all “poor” working environments, but they do lead to many instances culpable absenteeism.

In conclusion, absenteeism in the workplace is here to stay as long as human beings remain on this planet. Fortunately, there are ways and means to better ensure that it does not become chronic and debilitating to the point where your business wonders why your employees are here but not there. 

