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T_'hc purpose of this chapter is to examine the consequences of
absenteeism. Instead of asking what causes absenteeism. we want
to ldentify the causai effects of absenteeism; that 1s, \\;hat effect
absenteeism has on the individual worker, adjacent workers, the
work group, the organization, other sociai organizations,,

society. Ou? goal is to provide a better theoretical
these questions.

and
[ understanding of
t 1s. The literature m this area s quite sparse. While
there are probably thousands of studies examining the determi-
nants f)f absenteeism, there are probably fewer than twenty studies
that dlrectly examine the effects of absenteeism on other criteria
such as productivity, safety, and so on. Therefore, our focus in thl;
chapter is more on understanding the theoretical issues underlying
ng sense of a robust literature.
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This chapter is distinct from others in this book. The first
series of essays (Chapters One, Two, Three, and Four) attempts to
delineate the concept of absenteceism from a theoretical and meth-
odological point of view. These analyses clearly bear on our analy-
sis of the consequences of absenteetsm, but their focus is primarily
on providing a new perspective for thinking about absenteeism as a
concept. The chapter on absenteeism as a form of withdrawal
behavior (Chapter Five) appears similar 1n focus to this chapter.
However, there are some important differences. The literature on
employee withdrawal (for example, Beehr and Gupta, 1978) argues
that there are a variety of forms of withdrawal behavior (such as
absenteeism, lateness, turnover) and attempts to examine the mter-
relationships among these forms of behavior. One assumption
that literature 1s that there are a variety of ways to withdraw and
that different conditions may evoke different withdrawai strategies.
Our focus on consequences of absenteeism 1s different. First, we
want to trace the causal refationship of absenteeism to some other
criterion variable (for example, productivity) rather than look at
the association among withdrawal behaviors. Second, the class of
dependent variables 1n our investigation 1s different. Qur interest 15
in variables such as productivity, quality, grievances, lost-time
accidents, and so on, as opposed to turnover or lateness. The chap-
ter on determinants of absenteeismn (Chapter Six) captures the
modal orientation of most absenteeism research— absenteeism 18
the dependent (or predicted variable) rather than the mdependent
variable. This chapter treats absenteeism as the independent or
predictor variable. Another way to distingush our analysis of con-
sequences of absenteeism 1s to contrast 1t with another area n the
absenteeism literature and in this collection — the area of managing
or controlling absenteeism. An assumption, either 1mplicit or ex-
plicit, 1n that literature 1s that absenteeism 1s dysfunctional for the
organization and needs to be controlled. One major theme in that
literature 15 to identify procedures that will reduce the amount of
absenteeism (Mikalachki and Gandz, 1982). Absenteelsm is typi-
cally considered from the management or organizational perspec-
tive, primarily as a negative factor. The basic position in this essay
1s that absenteelsm has different consequences for different consti-
tuencies and that these consequences may be positive or negative.
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The rationale for studying the consequences of absenteeism
should be obvious. First, there are very few empirical studies trac-
ing the effect of absenteeism on other criterion variables, vet there
are beliefs often articulated by managers on the dysfunctional
effects of absenteeism on productivity and costs. Does absenteeism
really reduce productivity, and, if so, under what conditions? Sec-
ond, the literature in organizational psychology has a tendency to
look 1nto certain single-directional relationships, such as affect—
behavior (for example, job dissatisfaction — absenteeism) and not
explore reciprocal effects, such as behavior—affect or behavior—
behavior relationships. Third, 1t 1s probably fair to say that most
studies on absenteeism umply that it 1s something bad that should
be reduced. This analysts of the consequences of absenteetsm will
highlight the posittve benefits and thus ensure a more balanced
cost-benefit analysis of absenteeism.

To accomplish our objective, a series of theoretical issues
concerning the consequences of absenteeism will be delineated
first. These include the dependent variabie, defining the network of
interrelationships, and establishing the meaning or representation
qf absenteeism. Then, the core of this chapter will examine in more
detail a selected set of variables that absenteeism may affect, In
each case we will (1) review what we know from the literature
(including some new empirical informationfrom our Carnegie-
Mellon research project on absenteeism), (2) delineate the theoreti-
cal process underlying the reiationship between absenteeism and
the criterton variable, and (3) identify some strategic issues 1n
researching these relationships.

Theoretical Issues

Selecting the Dependent Variable

~ Ouwr concern is to understand the effect of absenteeism on
other vari."ables. One task, then, 1s to enumerate the possible depen-
dent or criterton variables. We need some systematic way to deter-
mine or orga_nize the consequences of absenteeism. Gur -strategy is
to borrow the constituency approach from the organizational-
effectiveness literature (Goodman and Pennings, 1977) and orga-
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nize the possible consequences of absenteeism by constituency, The
possible constituencies include the individual who is absent, indi-
vidual co-workers, the work group, the organization, the umion,
other social organizations, such as the family, and aggregate social
units, such as the community and soclety. To each of these consti-
tuencies, absenteeism mmay generate positive or negative conse-
quences. The importance of this exercise 1n categorization is that 1t
will show that: (1) there are many consequences of absenteeism;
(2) these consequences are otk positive and negative; and (3) what
may be a positive consequence to one constituency may be a nega-
tive to another. This section borrows and extends a listing of conse-
quences developed by Mowday, Porter, and Steers (1982).

Table 7.1 lists positive and negative consequences of absen-
teeism by constituency, The list is meant to be representative, not
comprehensive. We recognize that the different outcomes listed in
this table may or may not be relevant to any given situation. The
relevance of any of these outcomes would depend upon individual
characteristics, the structure of the job, and the organization of
work. We also acknowledge that there may be lagged effect between
absence and any of these variables. For example, the effect of
absence on productivity may occur on the day of the absence or sev-
eral days later. We also recognize that the duration of the absence
may differentially affect different outcomes. Lastly, we recognize
that there is a complicated relationship among absenteeism and all
the listed outcomes. We will efaborate on these points 1n the next
section of this chapter.

The positive consequences of absenteetsm, from the individuat
viewpoint, seem relatively straightforward and come from a variety
of sources. There is some research that indirectly indicates that
absenteeism 1s a form of withdrawal from job-stress situations
(Staw and Oldham, 1978). If absence from work reduces stress,
then 1t can be functionai for the individual. In addition, much of
our life is concerned with fulfilling such central nonwork-related
roles as the parent role (when taking care of a sick child) or the
marital role (when reducing marital stress). The valence and utility
for performing many of these nonwork-role activities is likely to be
strong (Naylor, Pritchard, and Ilgen, 1980). Completing these
activities, which may require bemng absent from work, ieads to
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Table 7.1. Consequences of Absenteeism.
Positive Negative
Individual Reduction of job-related Loss of pay

Co-workers

Work group

Orgamzation-
management

Umon-officers

Family

Society

stress

Meeting of nonwork-role
obligations

Benefit from compensatory
nonwork activities

Compliance with norms to
be absent

Job varniety
8kill deveiopment
Overtime pay

Crew knowledge of multiple
jobs

Greater crew flexibility in
responding to
absenteelsm and to
production problems

Greater job knowledge base
n work force

Greater tabor-force
flexibility

Articulated and strengthened
power position

Increased solidarity among
members

Opportunity to deal with
health or illness problems

Opportunity to manage
marital problems

Opportumity to manage
child problems

Maintenance of spouse’s
earnings

Reduction of job siress and
mental health problems
Reduction of marital-related

problermns
Participation in community
political processes

Discipline, formal and
informal

Increased accidents

Altered job perception

Increased work load
Undesired overtime
Increased accidents
Conflict with absent worker

Increased coordination
problems

Decreased productivity

Increased accidents

Decreased productivity
Increased costs

More grievances
Increased accidents

Weakened power position
Increased costs 1n
processing grievances

Less earnings

Decline in work reputation

Aggravated marnage and
child problems

Loss of productivity
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positive benefits for the individual. Not all nonwork activities can
be described easily mn role terms. Some nonwork activities are
mherently rewarding (for example, a hobby, fishing) and will at
times be elected over work activities. In most organizations, norms |
exist that govern absenteeism behavior. In some organizations, in- %

formal norms exist that legitimate certain days of absence although ™

these are scheduled workdays (for example, beginning of deer sea-
son). Taking these days off may be a way to avoid social sanctions;
thus, absence may lead to a beneficial consequence.

The negative consequences of absenteeistn to the individual
are fairly straightforward. They may include toss of pay and disci-
plinary action for the individual. Accidents may occur to the indi-
vidual when he or she returns to a less familiar work situation. A
less obvious negative consequence, which has been suggested by
Johns and Nicholson (1982) and Mowday, Porter, and Steers
(1982), concerns the process of altered job perceptions. When con-
fronted with an absence, even the employee may develop a reason
(attribution) or justification for explaining the absence. The reason
given may or may not correspond to why the empioyee was absent,
If, over time, the justification or reason is rehearsed over other
absence events and not controverted by any other information, we
would expect that justification to become a permanent part of the
individual's belief system. In the case of absenteeism, we would
expect people to attribute the cause more to problems in their envi-
ronment, such as a bad job, bad supervisor, and so on. So, to the
extent that absentecism leads to negative beliefs about the job or
Job environment that are not based on the reality of the situation,
we would say that absenteeism indirectly creates negative conse-
quences for the mndividual.

Positive and negative consequences fall to the co-worker. The
absence of a worker may give co-workers a new opportunity to
work on a different job, which would enhance job varety and skill
development. In addition, if the work area 1s understaffed, there
may be opportunities for overttme pay. On the negative side, the
co-worker may have to do additional work, which is perceived as a
burden, not a benefit. Qvertime may be viewed as negative when it
interferes with nonwork responsibilities. Accidents can occur when
the co-worker 1s confronted with an unfamiliar machine or set of
Job activities. If any of the above negative consequences occur, they
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are likely to lead to conflict with the absent worker on his or her
return. In addition, if the co-worker observes high absenteeism m
the work group, an inferential process may be evoked to explan
this absenteeism. If, as discussed earlier, the attributions are made
about negative environmental conditions, the co-worker might
develop negative beliefs about the work environment although he
or she 15 not absent.

Some of the positive and negative consequences for the work
group are the same consequences as for the co-worker. In this dis-
cussion, we view the group as characterized by task interdependen-
cies among the members. Absenteeism is likely to create job switch-
ing within the group, which leads to a broader knowledge base
among the work group. This knowledge base facilitates a more
effective response to future absenteeism and day-to-day production
problems. If job switching Jeads to a more flexible and productive
group (Goodman, 1979) and absenteeism facilitates job switching,
absenteeism may have positive benefits for the work group. On the
negative side, replacing the absent worker, from either within or
outside of the group, will lead to increased coordination problems.
Productivity may decline in the short run, if the replacement
worker is less skilled than the absent worker. In the area of produc-
tivity, we have made conflicting ciaims about consequences, which
can be reconciled by noting the timing of their impact. If a less skilled
worker replaces the absent worker, productivity should immedi-
ately decrease. If absenteeism increases the job knowledge of group
members and, hence, their flexibility, in the long run we expect this
type of group to be more productive than the crew where each
member can perform only his or her job. In the area of accidents,
we see a parallel. If absenteeisin leads to a replacement who is
unfamiliar with the job, an accident i1s more likely in an interdepen-
dent group. As group members become more familiar with other
Jobs, the effect of absenteeism on accidents will be less pronounced.

The positive and negative consequences for the organization
parallel those for the work group. Some of the differences at this
level include the costs of absenteeism. Hiring, tratming, and paying
additional workers and maintaining records for, administering,
and enforcing an absenteeism program all represent costs to man-
agement of the orgamzation. We have observed in our own research
that a variety of different arrangements or implicit policies develop
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with different classes of workers. The existence of absenteeism and
any forms of absenteeism control policy are likely to generate griev-
ances. Grievances, at least for the management, represent an addi-
tional cost of doing business.

Absenteeismm can have consequences for the union and 1ts
officers. Absenteeism can be a tool for strengthening the power of
the union with respect to management, Encouraging absenteeism
{for example, “blue flu”) can be used to increase management’s
costs and to extract gains for the union leadership and/or members.
To the extent to which the union leadership 1s successful, we would
expect increased solidanty among the members. In this specific
example, absenteeism does not cause increased solidarity. Rather,
1t creates a condition that may facilitate the deveiopment of solidar-
ity. A related scenario 1s one where an increase in absences 1s likely
to create more grievances. To the extent to which the union wins
the grievances, leader power 1s enhanced, and member solidarity
may increase. Absenteeism also has negative consequences for the
union. To the extent to which absences lead to grievances (Katz,
Kochan, and Weber, 1982; Katz, Kochan, and Gobeille, 1982),
costs in processing these grievances represent a negative conse-
quence for the union. Also, if the union 1s unsuccessful in process-
ing absence-related grievances, the power of the leadership is likely
to decrease, as may the solidanty among members.

The constituencies related to absenteeism should not be
solely work related. The family 1s another unit of social analysis that
15 affected by absenteeism. Absenteelsm may be functional for the
family in dealing with health, marital, or child-related problems. If
incomes are rising, absenteeism may represent a way to consume
positive letsure activities together. In the case of dual wage earners,
absenteelsm by one of the partners may be necessary to ensure the
other spouse’s job and earnings. On the negative side, absenteelsm
can lower earnings. Also, frequent absenteeism could lead to a
poor work reputation, which may negatively reflect on family
members. In some cases, absenteeism could aggravate marital and
other family relations. If the absent worker mterferes with the daily
household routine, conflict may result. '

The most common reference to the societal-level analysis 1s
the cost of absenteeism (se¢ Steers and Rhodes, 1978). Typically,
one figures out an average cost per absence and multiplies this by
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the number of days lost per year. The problem with this analysis 1s
that 1t really is drawn from the organizational perspective, not the
national or societal perspective, For example, if absenteeism
reduices job stress and mental-health problems, then there are cer-
tain cost savings to society m the sense of needing fewer mentai-
health facilities. If absenteeism heips minimize marital problerns,
then 1t has certain benefits to society. While we do not have any
evidence to show that increasing absenteeism will reduce the socie-
tal costs for dealing with divorces, it is important in the total cost-
benefit analysis to reflect these savings and not to think about costs
solely from the management perspective. Similarly, absenteeism
may reduce unemployment, which would affect the societal-level
calculation of the costs and benefits of absenteeism. We aiso point
out in Table 7.1 that absenteeism, particularly for workers on shift
work, may provide a means for participating in community and
pohtlcal processes —a less quantifiable benefit to society. We can
conclude this section by noting:

¢ There are many possible consequences of absenteeism.

The consequences are both positive and negative.
Positive consequences come from many sources— avoidance of
stress, fulfillment of role obligation, rewards from work and

nonwork activity, greater skills and flexibility, more power, and
50 on,

Negative consequences come from many sources—ioss of
rewards, disciplinary action, accidents, greater work stress,
lower productivity, greater costs, and so on.

Both negative and positive consequences may exist simulta-
neously.

Consequences to any of the constituencies may vary over time.
Benefits to one constituency may represent negative conse-
quences to another constituency.

A constituency member may be unaware of the costs and bene-
fits of absenteeism for other constituency members.

The purpose of this discussion was to identify possible depen-
dent variables for our analysis of the consequences of absenteeism
using a constituency approach. We have selected five that have
been subject to rescarch and are most common across all the consti-
tuencies: productnnty, accidents, grievances, costs, and attitudes.

Effects of Absenteeism on Individuals & Organizations 285
Network of Interrelationships

The preceding section identified many possible consegquences
of absenteeism. This section expiores the compiex relationship
among the variables. We want to make explicit the complexity of
the relationships as well as to state a strategy for empirically testing
these relationships. Qur analysis thus far has portrayed a simple
relationship between an absence event and some consequences. We
use the word consequence to mean something that follows from
absenteeism, depends upon absenteeism, and is causally related to
absenteeism. It 1s very unlikely that there 1s a simple one-way flow
between absenteeism and the indicators in Table 7.1; therefore, we
have outlined below some characteristics of the relationships.

Rectprocal Causation. One of the major problems with the
absenteetsm literature 15 that it has been grounded on the assump-
tion that job dissatisfaction causes absenteeism. More recently,
some authors have pointed out that the opposite may be true (Staw
and Oldham, 1978; Clegg, 1983). We do not want to fall into this
one-way trap. Many of the factors in Table 7.1 are both conse-
quences of and causes of absenteeism. Absenteeism can cause acci-
dents by creating a condition where a replacement worker 1s less
familiar with the job activities. This 1s an example where absentee-
1sm 18 a necessary but not sufficient condition for accident. Acci-
dents (lost time} 1n turn cause absences, which mn turn can cause
accidents. In some of our research, there are data to suggest that
family and marital problems lead to increased absenteeism. Now,
if the time absent from work 1s used to repair the marnage (through
an employee assistance programy), absenteeism will create a condi-
tion to reduce marital conflict, which 1n turn should reduce absen-
teeism, It would be easy to go through Table 7.1 and illustrate
these reciprocal relationships.

Tiwo-Plus Varable Relattonships. In most cases, we need addi-
tional variables to explam the relationship between absenteeism
and its consequences. For example, the relationship between absen-
teetsm and disciplinary pumshment at the individual level depends
upon whether there is an absenteetsim-control plan, whether the
plan 1s enforced, the individual’s prior absenteeism record, the role
of the union, and so on. Absenteeism can affect productivity, but
other variables need to be considered. Absenteeism may increase
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productivity if the staffing policy normally creates excess slack in
the work group or department. Absenteeisrn may have no affect on
productivity if the job 1s highly motivating and vanation in oper-
ator skill is not related to job performance (Moch and Fitzgibbons,
1982). Absenteeism in a central, highly skilled job may reduce pro-
ductivity if comparably skilled iabor is not available. While this
pomt of identifying other main-effect vaniables and possible inter-
actions appears noncontroversial, it has not generally been acknowl-
edged 1n consequence studies (see Moch and Fitzgibbons, 1982,
and Mowday, Porter, and Steers, 1982, for additional discussion
on this point).

Time Factor of Absenteeism. "Two time dimensions— duration
of absenteeism and lagged effects of absenteeism — complicate the
mterrelationships between absenteeism and possible consequences.
In the first case, the length of absenteeism may differentially affect
the outcome variable under consideration. A short absenteeism
spell may reduce stress, while a longer duration may increase stress.
The effect of the lag structure of absenteeism on the possible conse-
quence variables is another theoretical issue in understanding the
models in this discussion. For example, accidents might occur 1n
the beginning of the absence spell or later, when the replacement
worker may be less vigilant,

Alternative Explanations, Qur focus is on demonstrating the
effect of absences on other variables. We have noted that the causal
connections are complicated, and a careful modei needs to be built
lmkmg absenteeism to any of the consequence variables. While
there Is some theoretical and empirical evidence to suggest that
researching the absence-consequence link is potentially important,
we should acknowledge that other variables may cause variation in
the absenteeism and consequence variables and that these latter
two variables may not be linked. For example, we have said that
absences can cause iost-time accidents and that these accidents can
cause absences. But it is possible for another variable, such as
alcoholism, to cause directly both absences and accidents, and if
the accidents are not iost-time accidents, there would be no connec-
tion between these two variables. In another case, 1t may be that
poor supervision directly contributes to poorer quality and more
absenteeism, without absenteeism and quality betng connected.
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The rationale for these illustrations is that the co-variation between
absenteetsm and accidents or absenteeism and quality may not
signify that they are causally connected, and it is the responsibil-
ity of the researcher to acknowledge the existence of alternative
explanations,

Interrelationships Among the Consequence Variables. The picture
we have drawn about absenteeism and 1ts consequences focuses
on one consequence variable at a time. However, the consequence
variables may be interrelated with each other and with absentee-
ism. This will further complicate our understanding of the absence-
consequence relattonships. Probably the best way to discuss this
point 1s to draw a simple example between absenteeism and two
consequence varables— production and accidents. Figure 7.1
illustrates some possible simple paths. The figure is drawn with
the following format: starting at the bottom of an arrow, increas-
ing that variable will have an effect on the variable at the head of
the arrow, as determuned by the sign. So, working from right to
left, an increase in production should increase the number of acci-
dents, which should increase absenteeism. Increases in absentee-
ism may have a direct effect on increasing accidents or an indirect

Figure 7.1. Possible Relationships Among Absenteeism,
Accidents, and Production.

Accidents

Absenteeism

DN

Replacement
Policy

Production
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effect through the company’s replacement policy; 1 both cases,
accidents go up, which 1n turn should lower production. Increases
in production (by increasing stress) can increase absenteeism, which
can have a positive effect on production, which can mcrease accr-
dents, The pomt of this illustration 1s simply that there are compli-
cated relationships among the consequence variables and absentee-
ism. Note that the relationships in Figure 7.1 would be ntolerably
complicated if we added other consequence variables (attitudes,
grievances) and specified functional relationships.

Meanng or Represeniation of Absenteersm

Two facts seemn to emerge from the absentee literature. First,
we have not done a particularly good job in empirically explaining
variations in absenteeism. Second, there appears to be a trend
toward better specified models; that is, researchers seem to recog-
nize that different types of absenteeism operationalize in terms of
content (for example, contract days, accidents) or frequency (and
duration), which require different types of predictive modeis.
While this move toward a more careful specification of absenteeism
seems appropriate, studies adopting this point of view (for exampie,
Moch and Fitzgibbons, 1982) have not recorded any major break-
through.

In a new and refreshing look at the absenteeism literature,
Johns and Nicholson (1982) go a step further in arguing that
“absence means different things to different peopie in different types
of different situations” (p. 134). Basically, they are arguing for a
more idiographic approach to absenteeism; if we can get a better
phenomenological representation of the person and environment at
a given period, we can develop a better understanding or meaning
of absenteeism at a given time., While there are as yet no studies
that demonstrate the utility of the Johns and Nicholson theoretical
argument, their position seems consistent with what we are learn-
ing from our own data set on absenteeism. We have absenteeism
data on twenty-five organizations in the same industry, all operat-
ing under the same collective bargaining agreement, which mciudes
an absenteeism controi plan. Although it 1s the same industry and
the same contract, the meaning attached to absence categories (for
example, accident, excused, unexcused) differs across the twenty-
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five organizations, The same vartation exists within different orga-
nizations of the same company. At the organization level, we see
marked variations in category codes attached to different individ-
uals with the same frequency and duration of absenteeism. We
think this occurs because the coding of absenteeism by the organi-
zation represents a series of individual negotiations between indi-
vidual workers and management.

The question that has motivated this discussion ts: To what
exient is the meaning or representation of absenteeism important
for understanding the consequences of absenteeism? That 1s, do we
first need to carefully delineate the meaning of absenteeism before
we can understand the consequences? Regarding questions about
reliability of absenteeism or predictability of absenteeism, we believe
that the answer 1s emphatically yes— the meaning or representation
of absenteeistn needs to be determined first. In terms of the conse-
quences of absenteeismn, this central issue of determining the mean-
ing of absenteeism may be less unportant. To tllustrate our conten-
tion that a precise specification of the meaning of absenteeism may
not be as important n studies of consequences of absenteeism, we
will consider a selected set of consequence variables from the orga-
nizational, group, and individual perspectives. There are some
reasons, both theoretical and empirical, to expect absenteeism to
lower productivity. The principal explanatory mechanism ts that
absenteelsm leads to understaffing, in number or skill, which should
lower productivity, To test that assertion, one simply has to know
whether a person 1s at work or not at work — the simplest definition
of absenteeism. Now, anticipating this vacancy clearly will moder-
ate 1ts impact on productivity, simply because we manage the staff-
ing problem more effectively. But anticipating a vacancy is not
absenteeism. Qur argument 1s that knowledge of the individual’s
subjective representation of absenteeism, the identification of
unique patterns of absenteeism from company records, or delineat-
ing the construct of absenteeism does not appear to be essential to
understanding whether the presence or absence of a person has an
impact on productivity, In the analysis of absenteeism and acci-
dents, the same conclusions can be drawn. The basic explanatory
mechamism for accidents i1s whether the mdividual is familiar with
the work and machinery. Unfamiliarity can be caused by absences.
Knowliedge of absence types, frequencies, and subjecttve represen-
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tations of absences does not seem relevant, Basically, we need to
know whether accidents create a level of unfamiliarity in the work-
place. Knowledge of whether someone 1s present or absent seems
suflicient.

At the group level, we indicated that absence could lead to
greater job knowledge and greater group Hexibility as members
switch around to substitute for the absent worker. Whether job
knowledge and group flexibility increase seems tied to whether
absence occurs and to the company’s staffing policy. A detailed
understanding of the meamng of absenteeism does not seemn 1mpot-
tant. It is at the individual level, particularly when the consequence
variables are subjective indicators, that specifying the meaning of
absence may be more important. Consider that absenteeism may
permit the individual to fulfill role obligations, such as taking care
of a sick child. Connecting this consequence to absence 1s very diffi-
cult if we know only whether the person was not at work or the type,
frequency, or duration of absentecism. Identification of the mean-
ing of absenteeism for the individual at a particular time and in a
particular situational context seems necessary. Similarly, absence
can permit the fulfilling of desired nonwork activities (for example,

“a hobby). Understanding the process by which someone decided to

allocate time to nonwork rather than work activities seems a neces-
sary condition before we can link absenteeism and benefits from
nonwork activities.

We have generated a discussion on the meaming or represen-
tation of absenteeism, since it 1s a central theoretical issue in absen-
teeism research. {See Chapter T'wo for more details.) We want to
acknowledge its importance n redirecting our thinking about sotne
questions about absenteeism — particularly the questions about
measurement and exptamning reasons for absenteeism. The essence
of our argument 1s that, in explaining the consequences of absen-
teeism, we may be able to sidestep the specification of the meaning
or representation of absenteeism. That is, we do not need a detailed
delineation of the construct or the subjective representation of
absenteeism to examine its impact on a variety of possible objective
consequence variables, such as productivity or accidents. We did
acknowliedge that delineating the subjective meaning may be impor-
tant 1n examining the impact of absenteeism on certain subjective
indicators,
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Consequence Variables: Data and Theory

In this part of the chapter, we move [rom a general consider-
ation of the theoretical 1ssues about the absenteeism-consequence
relationship to a more detailed consideration of variables that may
be affected by.changes 1 absenteeism. Our strategy 1s to focus pri-
marily on variables that appear common to the constituencies enu-
merated m Table 7.i and about which there 1s some empirical
research. Basically, we are interested 1 three questions: What do
we know about the relationship between absenteelsm and some
consequence variable? What 1s the underlying theoretical relation-
ship among these variables? What 1s the research strategy to test
cach of these theoretical relationships? What motivates this section
1s a need to delineate fruitful research paths to examining the con-
sequences of absenteelsm. There is very little research in this area,
although the problem 1s potentially interesting and policy relevant.
By bringing together what we know and by identifying some re-
search paths, perhaps we can help research 1 this area to grow.

Productioety

What effect does absenteeism have on productvity? Produc-
fundy, 1n this discussion, will be defined as output over labor input.
Also, we distinguish between productivity at the firm level, the
group level, and the individual or job level. Firm-level productivity is
defined in terms of total firm output (quantity and/or quality) over
labor input; groug-level productivity refers to the output of a particular
group or crew over input; and job productiwdty refers to the output-
input relationship for a particular class of job. It is important to dis-
tinguish among these levels, because in different types of technolo-
gies, a particular level of productivity assessment may be more
central mn the production process. For example, i coal mimng,
crew-level productivity may be more central than job-level produc-
tvity.

Empirical Evidence. There are very few studies of the impact of
absenteeism on productivity. We have identified four studies, three
of which are unpublished. Katz, Kochan, and Weber (1982) and
Katz, Kochan, and Gobeille (1982) have developed data sets on
manufacturing plants that include a vartety of industral-relations
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indicators, quality~of-working-iife indicators, and organizational-
effectiveness indicators over a ten-year period. Measures of quality
and direct iabor efficiency are available and can be considered pro-
ductivity measures. The absence measure 1s calculated as a rate per
year at the plant level. It includes days absent, excluding contract
days off, over scheduled working days. Two different data sets are
used in their research program, both drawn from the same com-
pany. They differ in number of plants and measures that are avail-
able. In their first data set (Katz, Kochan, and Weber, 1982; and
Katz, Kochan, and Gobeille, 1982), regression analyses were run
on the influence of variables such as total hours worked, gnevance
rate, absenteeism rate, quality-of-working-life rating, and plant
dummies, on quality and efficiency. A positive significant coeffi-
cient appeared for absenteeism 1n respect to quality, and a nonsig-
nificant refationship appeared for direct labor effictency. In the
second data set, absenteeism was significantly positively related to
quality and negatively related to labor efficiency. The authors
explain the positive relationship between absenteeism and quality
by noting: (1) there was a general increase in both variables over
the time of the study, and (2) cross-sectionally for any given vyear,
the correlation between absenteeism and quality was negative but
not significant.

Moch and Fitzgibbons (1982) also investigated the absentee-
1sm, quality, and quantity relationships. Therr research 1s directly
focused on the consequences of absenteeism on production. Their
basic hypothesis is that absenteersm and plant-level efficiency are
negatively associated when (1) production processes are not highly
automated, (2) those who are absent are central to the production
process, and (3) absences cannot be antictpated. Data for this study
were gathered from a manufacturing plant and cover two one-year

periods. Results from this study are not completely clear. However,

there is some evidence that absenteeism of more central peopie (for
example, maintenance personnel) has negative impacts on produc-
tivity and that less automated production is more vulnerable to the
negative effects of absenteeism.

A study by the Carnegie-Mellon Coal Project (1983a) also
examined the impact of absenteelsm on production., Data were
gathered from an underground coal mine, where the crew or group
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1s the primary production umt. The goal of this research was to
explain variation 1in group performance. The analytical strategy
was first to estimate the basic production function. In the produc-
tion function, tons of coal 1s the dependent variable; the indepen-
dent variables are number of laborers, physical conditions, machine
availability, and a set of control variables. From a series of analyses
it was iearned that (1) a reasonable portion of variance 1n crew-level
production could be explained by the production function R? = 0.53;
(2) there were crew and departmental differences; (3) there were
some significant nonlinear effects; and (4) there were significant
effects due to different technologies. Given this baseline informa-
tion, different measures of crew stability that reflect who worked on
what job on what day in what crew were developed. These indexes
indicate whether workers were present over tiume 1n their crew, job,
and department. When the stability indexes were added imto the
baseline production-function run, they contributed to a significant
increase in the R2. While additional research 1s being conducted on
the stability measure, there is some evidence that the presence of
crew members (versus absence) contributes to production m inter-
dependent work groups.

Staw and Oldham (1978) suggest that the absenteeism-
performance relationship may be positive and negative. Very low
attendance rates may be techmcally dysfunctional and reduce job
performance. Absenteeism, on the other hand, may serve as a
maintenance function and help the worker cope with job stress, in
turn increastng job performance. They test this dual effect of
absenteetsm by examiming the relationship between absenteeism
and performance for those people likely to be experiencing stress on
the job and for those that were not. For those people who were low
in growth satisfaction and probably experiencing more stress at
work, the relationship between total absenteeism and rated perfor-
mance was positive. No relationship between absenteeism and per-
formance appeared for those high in growth satisfaction. While this
finding appears contrary to the results of the other studies, it should
be noted that the other studies used record data (versus self-report
data on production} and used more detailed analytical procedures
to separate out the effect of absenteeism versus other variables.

What conclusions can be drawn from the empirical studies?
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First it i1s amazing that there are so few studies about this relation-
ship. Second, the findings tend to support a negative relationship,
but there are a lot of nonfindings (that 1s, hypothesis not supported).
Third, the idea of a positive impact of absenteeism on production 1s
intriguing. Unfortunately, the design of the Staw and Oldham study
does not permit testing that relationship. We need to look at daily
absenteeism and production, controlling for other variables. Our
guess is that stress would develop over time, leading to a decline in
performance. An absence event should reduce tension, and perfor-
mance should be high on subsequent days, declining again over
time. Unless one can test this cycle of events, it will be difficult to
support the positive effect of absenteeism on production.

Theoretical  Relationships. The direct relationship between
absenteeism and productivity 1s fairly straightforward, Absentee-
1sm means that a job i the production process will be vacant. An
understaffed production process should result 1n some decline 1n
production. The organizational response to a vacant job could be a
replacement. The skill Jevel of the replacement relative to that of
Job mcumbent should explain the amount and direction of the effect
on production. A less skilled replacement would lower production,
and a more skilled worker might improve production. In an over-
staffed situation, if a vacancy occurs, production will probably
remam the same, and labor productivity will increase.

The existence of a vacancy, the staffing policy, and the
replacement policy seem to be the key factors underlying the
absenteeism-production relationship. Of course, other vanables
can help refine the intersection between these variables. Some jobs
are more central to the production process than others. Cenirality
means the degree to which performance on the job or a cluster of
Jobs affects the activities and performance on other jobs. In mining,
the absence of the mine operator will affect all other crew jobs. If a
utility person is absent, that person does not necessarily have to be
repiaced, at least in the short run. In the Moch and Fitzgibbons
study, the mechanic was a key job. Absenteeism of this worker
should affect the production process more than that of an assembly
worker. The degree to which a job is programmed also will bear on
the vacancy-replacement relationships. In highly programmed
Jobs, replacement is easier, and the impact on production should be
less. In high-discretion jobs, replacement will be more difficuit, and
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absenteeism effects should be more pronounced. The existence of a
vacancy, the staffing policy, the replacement policy, the centrality
of the job, and the level of discretion in the job affect the direct rela-
tionship of absenteeism to production. We noted earlier that absen-
teeistn can affect other variables (for example, accidents) that in
turn affect production. The focus here 15 on direct effects. The indi-
rect effects (for exampie, absenteeism-accidents) appear later in
this section.

Strategtes for Research. How should we go about attacking the
absenteeism-production relationships?

1. Begin with a common technology. Studying this question
across different technologies will make the research overly
complex.

2. Study the technology carefully. One needs to identify the pri-
mary production units and to have an intimate knowledge of
Job-skill requirements, the centrality of jobs in different set-
tings, the extent to which jobs are programmed, the replace-
ment strategy for that production unit, and the general staffing
policy.

3. Design a data set that fits the theoretical process between
absenteeism and production. Most of the studies we cited
above (with the exception of the Carmegie-Mellon Coal Proj-
ect) did not have a data set to address the research problem.
When someone is absent, we need to know whether the person
replaced has the skill experience of the replacement, which job
1s involved, and what the indicators of day-to-day production
are. If you know only aggregate imformation (for example,
yearly figures on absenteeism and productivity; Katz, Kochan,
and Weber, 1982, and Katz, Kochan, and Gobeille, 1982) it
will be difficult to shed any light on whether absenteeism causes
changes in productivity and, if so, why that happens,

4.  Develop a baseline model. Variation m production is a func-
tion of many critical variables. These need to be specified so
that we can separate out the effect of absenteeism from other
variables. In our work, we begin with the concept of the pro-
duction function—in which production is a function of land,
labor, and capital. In our miming research, this gets translated
mte physical conditions, number of laborers, and machine
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availability, We think that these are the most critical and most
proximate factors explaining productivity. After the produc-
tion function is estimated, we then ask whether absenteeism
had an additional effect on production variance.

5. FExamine alternative measures of production. Different mea-
sures may require different hypotbeses. Measures of quality
and quantity have been used in some of the studies we cited.
Absenteeistn may have greater effects on quality than on
quantity in programmed jobs. In these jobs, the technology
may drive the number of units but not necessarily the quality.
Downtime 1s an exampie of an mntermediate measure of pro-
duction that should be mvestigated. We mught expect that
absenteelsm may have more of an impact on the duration than
on the incidence of breakdown. The job knowledge of the
replacement 1s, of course, 1important, for the greater the job
knowledge, the shorter the duration of downtime.

6. Pay attention to linearity assumptions and lagged effects. We
suspect that the effect of absenteeism on production does not
have a simple linear form. For example, In coal mining, one
can vary crew size within certain ranges without major tmpacts
on production. However, changing size beyond that range will
affect productivity. Similarly, the effects of absences on pro-
ductivity may or may not be contemporaneous; there may be
lags. For example, 1n coal mining, the total production cycle
includes both a direct and an indirect component. If workers
responsible for the indirect component were absent, produc-
tion could proceed. However, after a point, the indirect work
must be done. In this case, the effect of absenteeism would be
lagged. The point is that the linearty assumption and possible
lagged effects can be understood only if one has an mmtimate
knowledge of the production process.

Accidents

What effect does absenteeism have on the number and
severity of accidents? While many innovations have occurred in the
area of machinery design and training to reduce accidents, there has

been surprisingly little attention given to the relationship between
absenteeism and accidents.
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Empurical Evidence. We have found only a few studies dealing
with the absenteeism-accident relationship. Some of these studies
unfortunately do not address our interest in the effect of absentee-
1sm on accidents. Hill and Trist (1953) studied the relationship
between absenteeism and accidents, but their bastc hypothesis was
that accidents are a form of absenteeism. Some data were presented
that mdicated that accidents are positively motivated forms of
absenteeism. In another study, by Allen (1981), the relationships
between accidents and absenteeism are exarmned, but the focus 15
more on the effect of accidents on absenteeism than the reverse. His
findings indicate that absenteelsm rates are higher in plants with
low wages and high occupational illness; absenteeism 1s a labor-
supply adjustment to wage and employment hazards. While both
of these studies examine the relationship between absenteeism and
accidents, they do not deal with the research question in this chap-
ter. Hill and Trist argue that accidents are one of the many forms
of withdrawal (for example, turnover, tardiness). Allen provides
data to demonstrate that organizations with bad safety records are
likely to experience more absenteeism. Time 1s taken off to com-
pensate for the higher risk of an accident; that 1s, plant accident
rates lead to absenteeism.

The Katz and others study cited earlier (Katz, Kochan, and
Weber, 1982; Katz, Kochan, and Gobeille, 1982) has some mini-
mal data on absenteeism and accidents. Accident measures at the
plant level included cost of sickness and accident benefits, number
of injuries requiring more than minor first aid per 200,000 hours
worked, and number of lost-time accidents divided by total hours
worked. The simple correlations between absenteeism rate and
these accidents showed a positive significant relationship with acci-
dent cost (r=0.29, < 0.001) and with lost-time accidents (r = 0.15,
£<0.05). Unfortunately, there are no multivariate runs that con-
trol for some important plant characteristics that may affect the
absenteeism-accident reiationship. These control variables were 1m-
portant in interpreting the correlation coefficients in the absenteeism-
production discussion.

Some information on absenteeism and accidents appears 1n
the Carnegie-Mellon Coal Project (1983b). Three questions are
addressed: First, are people who are absent more likely to have an
accident when they return to work? Second, if a worker 1s absent, 1s
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his or her replacement more likely to have an accident? Third, if a
person 1s absent, is a worker interdependent with the vacant job or
a repiacement worker more likely to have an accident? Before we
examined the first question, probit analyses were performed on a
variety of accident measures to determine the effect of job and indi-
vidual demographics on accidents. The results suggest that these
demographics play a small role in explaining accidents. To see
whether absences precede accidents, we looked at whether people
were absent prior to an accident. Absence was measured as the day
before, or the amount over the preceding five workdays. The data
indicate that only a small number of accidents were preceded by
absences. However, a large number of accidents were preceded by
nonscheduled days, such as weekends. Further investigation of the
magnitude and significance of these results 15 1n progress.

The second and third questions concern whether the replace-
ment worker or some adjacent worker is more likely to have an
accident. To examine such a question, one needs a detailed data set
that identifies who works on what job on what day and that gives
information on accidents, This permits operationalizing whether
an absence leads to a replacement and whether an accident occurred
and if so, to whom. We are currently analyzing these data from a
single organization, and it 1s not clear that replacements are more
likely to have accidents. Flowever, only preliminary analyses have
been compieted, and this type of analysis needs to be completed
over multiple orgamzations to assess the degree of stability of
the relationships among absences, replacement policy, and accr-
dents. The empirical evidence 1n the literature on the absenteeism-
accident relationship 1s very inconciusive. There are simply not
enough studies with the appropriate data sets to answer the ques-
tions. The evidence on the absenteeism-production relationship 1s
more convincing.

Theoretical Relations, The direct relationship between acci-
dents-and absenteeism follows some of the theoretical rationale for
the absenteeism-production relationship. Absenteeism leads to a
vacancy and, in most work situations, to a condition of understaff-
_ing. In a condition of understaffing, accidents may be more likely,
because workers may have more work to do, experience more
stress, cut more corners, and so on. This scenario 1s based on the
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assumption of no replacement; that is, absenteeism causes a condi-
tion of understaffing, which increases the probability of an accident.

Another explanation in the absentecism-accident relation-
ship concerns the concept of familianty. Familianty tefers to the
knowledge one has of intra- and interjob activities and the work
environment. In the context of coal mining, for example, one can
refer to the knowledge one has about one’s job, equipment, co-
workers, supervisor, and physical conditions. In the dynamic con-
text of the work environment, changes in physical conditions may
call for different job activities, use of equipment, or coordination
activities. Familiarity with these events on a day-to-day basis should
minimize chances for accidents. Unfamiliarity may increase the
chances for accidents. Familiarity can be used to characterize the
knowledge of the absent person or the replacement. In the former
case, the person who was absent returns to work. The tssue is the
degree of familiarity that person has with the job activities or work
environment. If the person has experienced a long absence and is
therefore less familiar with the work, chances for an accident may
increase for the focal individual and for an adjacent worker. In the
fatter case, we need to know the familiarity of the replacement with
the job and work environment. Note that the unfamiliarity of the
replacement worker has implications for that individual as well as
for an interdependent worker. The unfamiliar replacement worker
may cause an accident for the adjacent worker because different
coordination mechanisms are being used. Unfamiliarity for the
replacement worker then has implications for the accident rate of
both that individual and of the adjacent worker.

Another factor that may underiy the absenteeism-accident
relationship 1s the concept of vigilance. Vigilance refers to the degree
to which an individual consciously attends to all aspects of his or
her work activity, Sometimes when driving a car, the work actwvity
{driving) is done almost automatically, with low attention to each of
the sequential actvities. At other times, one pays careful attention
to all the driving activities. In jobs with very low variety and stan-
dard routines, work may be done 1t a low-vigilance manner, while
the opposite may be true in high-variety, unstructured jobs. Absen-
teeism may be functional for low-vigilance activities by “breaking
set.” After an absence, the worker may return to the job with re-
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newed attention to the work activity, which lowers the probabilities
for an accident. In high-variety, stimulating jobs, absence may
be dysfunctional. In this case, after an absence interruption, it
may take time to reach the optimal Jevel of vigilance for the job,
so that the possibility of an accident is increased. Duration of
absence also may be related to vigilance and accidents. Long
duration of absenteetsm may imtially increase vigilance of work.
Long d