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The purpose of this chapter is to examine the consequences of 
absenteeIsm. Instead of asking what causes absenteeism we want 
to identify the causal effects of absenteeISm; that IS, ~hat effect 
absenteeIsm has on the individual worker, adjacent workers the 
work gr th ... . . ' . oup, e organIzatIOn, other social organIzations, and 
society. Our goal is to provide a better theoretical understanding of 
these questIOns. The literature In this area IS qUite sparse. While 
~here are _ probably thousands of studies examimng the determl
_ ants ?f absenteeism, there are probably fewer than twenty studies 

that directly examine the effects of absenteeism on other critena 
~~eh as ProductlVlty, safety, an? so on. Therefore, our focus In thl~ 

,apter IS, more on understandmg the theoretical issues underlying 
thiS questIOn than on making sense of a robust literature. 

d NOli: Support for this chapter was provided by the U.S. Bureau of Mines 
un er COntracts JOI00069, J0328033 and J0123040. 
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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 absenteeism from a theoretical and meth
odological point of view. These analyses dearly bear on our analy
sis of the consequences of absenteeIsm, 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 in 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 vanety of forms of withdrawal behavior (such as 
absenteeIsm, lateness, turnover) and attempts to examine the mter
relatIOnships among these forms of behavIOr. One assumption in 
that literature is that there are a varIety of ways to withdraw and 
that different conditions may evoke different withdrawal strategies. 
Our focus on consequences of absenteeIsm is different. First, we 
want to trace the causal relationship of absenteeIsm to some other 
cntenon variable (for example, productivIty) rather than look at 
the aSSOCIation among withdrawal behaVIors. Second, the class of 
dependent variables In our investigation IS different. Our Interest IS 

In vanables such as productivity, quality, grievances, lost-time 
accidents, and so on, as opposed to turnover or lateness. The chap
ter on determinants of absenteeism (Chapter Six) captures the 
modal orIentation of most absenteeism research - absenteeism is 
the dependent (or predicted variable) rather than the Independent 
variable. This chapter treats absenteeism as the Independent or 
predictor vanable. Another way to distinguISh our analysis of con
sequences of absenteeIsm is to contrast It with another area In the 
absenteeism literature and in this collection - the area of managing 
or controlling absenteeism. An assumption, either Implicit or ex
plicit, In that literature is that absenteeism IS dysfunctional for the 
organization and needs to be controlled. One major theme In that 
literature IS to identify procedures that will reduce the amount of 
absenteeISm (Mikalachki and Gandz, 1982). AbsenteeISm is typi
cally considered from the management or organIzational perspec
tive, primarily as a negative factor. The basic -position in this essay 
is that absenteeIsm 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 cntenon variables, yet there 
are beliefs often articulated by managers on the dysfunctional 
effects of absenteeism on productiVity and costs. Does absenteeism 
really reduce producllvity, and, if so, under what conditIOns? Sec
ond, the literature m orgamzational psychology has a tendency to 
lOOk into certain single-directional relationships, such as affect
behaviOr (for example, Job dissatisfaction-absenteeism) and not 
expiore reciprocal effects, such as behaVIOr-affect or behavior
behavior relationships. Third, It IS probably fair to say that most 
studies on absenteeism Imply that it IS something bad that should 
be reduced. This analysis of the consequences of absenteeism will 
highlight the positive benefits and thus ensure a more balanced 
cost-benefit analysis of absenteeism. 

Ta accomplish OUf objective, a series of theoretical Issues 

concerning the consequences of absenteeism will be delineated 
first. These include the dependent vanable, defining the network of 
interrelationships, and establishing the meaning or representation 
of absenteeism. Then, the core of this chapter will examme m 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 empincal mfonnauoliffrom our Carnegie
Mellon research project on absenteeism), (2) delineate the theoreti
cal process underlying the relatIonship between absenteeism and 
the criterion variable, and (3) identify some strategic issues m 
researching these relatIOnships. 

Theoretical Issues 

Selectmg the Dependmt Variable 

Our concern is to understand the effect of absenteeism on 
other variables. One task, then, IS to enumerate the possible depen
dent or criterion variables. We need some systematic way to deter
mine or organize the consequences of absenteeism. Our strategy is 
to borrow the constituency approach from the organizational
effectiveness literature (Goodman and Pennmgs, 1977) and orga-

"'S IiIII .. man 
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mze the possible consequences of absenteeism by conslltuency. The 
possible constituencIes Include the mdividual who is absent, Indi
vidual co-workers, the work group, the organIzation, the unIon, 
other social organizations, such as the family, and aggregate social 
units, such as the communIty and SocIety. To each of these consti
tuencies, absenteeism may generate positIve or negative conse
quences. The importance of this exercise In categoflzatIOn is that it 
will show that: (1) there are many consequences of absenteeism; 
(2) these consequences are both posillve and negative; and (3) what 
may be a posItive consequence to one constituency may be a nega
tlv~ 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 mayor may not be relevant to any gIven situation. The 
relevance of any of these outcomes would depend upon mdividual 
characteristics, the structure of the job, and the organizatIOn of 
work. We also aCknowledge that there may be Jagged 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 elaborate on these pomts in the next 
sectIOn of this chapter. 

The positive consequences of absenteeIsm, from the tndividual 
Viewpomt, seem reiativeiy straIghtforward and come from a varIety 
of sources. There is some research that mdirectly mdicates that 
absenteeism is a form of withdrawal from Job-stress SItuations 
(Staw and Oldham, 1978). If absence from work reduces stress, 
then it can be functIOnal for the mdividual. 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 mantal stress). The valence and utility 
for performmg many of these nonwork-role activities is likely to be 
strong (Nayior, Pritchard, and Ilgen, 1980). Completmg these 
activities, which may require beIng absent from work, leads to 
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lndividual 

Co-workers 

Work group 

Organlzation
management 

U nian-officers 

Family 

SOCiety 

Absenteeism 

Table 7.1. Consequences of Absenteeism. 

Positive 

ReductIon of job-reiated 
stress 

Meetmg of nonwork-role 
obligatIOns 

Benefit from compensatory 
non work activities 

Compliance with norms to 
be absent 

Job vanety 
Skill deveiopment 
Overtime pay 

Crew knowledge of multi pie 
Jobs 

Greater crew flexibility In 

responding to 
absenteeism and to 
productIOn problems 

Greater job knowledge base 
III work force 

Greater labor-force 
flexibility 

Articulated and strengthened 
power position 

Increased solidanty among 
members 

Opportumty to deal with 
health or illness problems 

Opportumty to manage 
mantal problems 

OpportullIty to manage 
child problems 

Mamtenance of spouse;s 
earnings 

NegailVe 

Loss of pay 
DiSCipline, formal and 

mformal 
Increased accidents 
Altered jOb perception 

Increased work load 
Undesired overtime 
Increased accidents 
Conflict with absent worker 

Increased coordinatlon 
problems 

Decreased productivity 
Increased accidents 

Decreased productivity 
Increased costs 
More grievances 
Increased accidents 

Weakened power position 
Increased costs In 

processmg grievances 

Less earnmgs 
Decline In work reputauon 
Aggravated marnage and 

child problems 

ReductIOn of job stress and Loss of productiVity 
mental health problems 

Reduction of mantal-related 
problems 

PartiCipation m commumty 
political processes 
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pOSitive benefits for the mdividual. Not all nonwork activIties can 
be described easily In 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 absenteei~~ behaVIOr. In some o~ganlzations, m- \ 
formal norms eXist that legitimate certam days of absence although ' 
these are scheduled workdays (for example, begmmng 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 absenteeism to the mdividual 
are fairly straightforward. They may mc1ude loss of pay and diSCI
plinary action for the mdividuaL Accidents may occur to the mdi
vidual when he or she returns to a less familiar work situation. A 
Jess 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 mayor may not correspond to why the employee was absent. 
If, over time, the JustificatlOn or reason IS rehearsed over other 
absence events and not controverted by any other mformation, we 
would expect that Justification to become a pennanent 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 supeIVisor, and so on. So, to the 
extent that absenteeism 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 mdividual. 

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 wouid enhance Job vanety and skill 
development. In additIOn, if the work area is understaffed, there 
may be opportunities for overtime pay. On the negative side, the 
co-worker may have to do additional work, which is perceived as a 
burden, not a benefit. Overtime may be viewed as negative when it 
Interferes with nonwork responsibilities. Accidents can occur when 
the co-worker IS 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 in 
the work group, an inferential process may be evoked to explam 
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 IS 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 leads 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 sbort run, if the replacement 
worker is less skilled than the absent worker. In the area of produc
tivity, we have made conflicting claims about consequences, which 
can be reconciled by noting the timing of their Impact. If a less skilled 
worker replaces tbe 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 absenteeism leads to a replacement who IS 
unfamiliar with the Job, an accident IS 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, traInmg, and paying 
additional workers and maintaining records for, admmistering, 
and enforcing an absenteeIsm program all represent costs to man
agement of the organization. We have observed in our own research 
that a variety of different arrangements or implicit policies develop 
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with different ciasses of workers. The existence of absenteeism and 
any forms of absenteeism control policy are likely to generate griev
ances. Gnevances, at least for the management, represent an addi
tional cost of dOIng business. 

Absenteeism can have consequences for the unzon and Its 
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 mcrease management's 
costs and to extract gains for the union leadership andlor members. 
To the extent to which the umon leadership IS successful, we would 
expect Increased solidanty among the members. In this specific 
example. absenteeism does not cause increased solidarity. Rather, 
it creates a conditIOn that may facilitate the development of solidar
ity. A reiated scenario IS one where an Increase in absences IS likely 
to create more gnevances. To the extent to which the union wms 
the gnevances, leader power IS enhanced, and member solidarity 
may increase. AbsenteeIsm also has negative consequences for the 
union. To the extent to which absences lead to gnevances (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 is 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 is another umt of SOCial analysis that 
IS affected by absenteeism. Absenteeism may be functional for the 
family In dealing with health, marital, or child-related problems. If 
mcomes are rIsmg, absenteeIsm may represent a way to consume 
positive leisure actIvities together. In the case of dual wage earners, 
absenteeism by one of the partners may be necessary to ensure the 
other spouse's Job and earnings. On the negative side, absenteeism 
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 Interferes with the daily 
household routme, conflict may result. 

The most common reference to the sOCletal-level analysis is 
the cost of absenteeism (see 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 prohlem with this analysis is 
that It really is drawn from the organizatIOnal perspectlve, not the 
nationai or societal perspective. For example, if absenteeism 
reduces Job stress and mental-health problems, then there are cer
tain cost savings to society III the sense of needing fewer mental
health facilities. If absenteeism helps mmlmize marital problems, 
then It has certain benefits to sOCiety. While we do not bave 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 savmgs 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 also pomt 
out in Table 7.1 that absenteeism, particularly for workers on shift 
work, may provide a means for particIpating in community and 
political 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 
so on. 
Negative consequences come from many sources-loss 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 
usmg a constituency approach. We have selected five that have 
been subject to research and are most common across all the constI
tuencies: productivity, accidents, grievances, costs, and attitudes. 
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Network qf Interrelatwnships 

The preceding section identified many possible consequences 
of absenteeism. This sectIOn expiores the complex 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. Our 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 IS very unlikely that there is a simple one-way flow 
between absenteeIsm and the Indicators in Table 7.1; therefore, we 
have outlined below some charactensttcs of the reiattonships. 

ReCIprocal Causatwn. One of the major problems with the 
absenteeism literature is that it has been grounded on the assump
tion that Job dissattsfactton 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 mto 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 creattng a condition where a repiacement worker is less 
familiar with the Job actlvltles. This is an example where absentee
Ism IS a necessary but not suffiCIent condition for accident. Acci
dents (lost ttme) In turn cause absences, which In turn can cause 
accidents. In some of our research, there are data to suggest that 
family and marital problems iead to Increased absenteeism. Now, 
if the time absent from work is used to repmr the marnage (through 
an employee assistance program), absenteeism will create a condi
tion to reduce mantal conflict, which In turn should reduce absen
teeism. It wouid be easy to go through Table 7.1 and illustrate 
these reciprocai relationships. 

Two-Plus Variable RelatIOnships. In most cases, we need addi
tional variables to expiain the relationship between absenteeism 
and its consequences. For example, the relationship between absen
teeism and diSCiplinary pUnishment at the mdividuallevel depends 
upon whether there is an absenteelsm-controi pian, whether the 
pian IS enforced, the individual's prior absenteeism record, the role 
of the union, and so on. Absenteeism can affect productivity, but 
other vanables 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. Absenteeism may have no affect on 
productivity if the Job IS highly mOhvating and varlahon m oper
ator skill is not related to Job performance (Moch and Fitzgibbons, 
1982). Absenteeism in a central, highly skilled job may reduce pro
duchvlty if comparably skilled labor is not available. While this 
pomt of identifymg other mam-effect variables and possible inter
actions appears noncontroversiai, it has not generally been acknOWl
edged m consequence studies (see Moch and Fitzgibbons, 1982, 
and Mowday, Porter, and Steers, 1982, for additional discussIon 
on this pomt). 

Time Factor of Absenteezsm. Two time dimensions-duratIOn 
of absenteeIsm and lagged effects of absenteeism - complicate the 
interrelationships between absenteeIsm and possible consequences. 
In the first case, the length of absenteeIsm may differenhally affect 
the outcome variable under consideration. A short absenteeism 
spell may reduce stress, while a longer duration may mcrease 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 exampie, accidents mIght occur III 

the beginning of the absence spell or later, when the replacement 
worker may be less vigilant. 

AlternatIVe ExptanatlOns. Our focus IS on demonstrating the 
effect of absences on other variables. We have noted that the causal 
connections are complicated, and a careful model needs to be built 
linking absenteeism to any of the consequence variables. While 
there is some theorettcal 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 lat~er 
two vanables may not be linked. For example, we have said that 
absences can cause lost-time accidents and that these accidents can 
cause absences. But it IS possible for another variahle, such as 
alcoholism, to cause directly both absences and accidents, and if 
the accidents are not lost-time accidents, there would be no connec
tion between these two variables. In another case, It may be that 
poor supervision directly contributes to poorer quality and more 
absenteeism, without absenteeism and quality being connected. 
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The ratIOnale for these illustrations is that the co-variation between 
absenteeism 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 Varzables. The picture 
we have drawn about absenteeIsm and Its consequences focuses 
on one consequence variable at a time. However, the consequence 
variables may be mterrelated WIth each other and WIth absentee
ISm. This will further complicate our understanding of the absence
consequence relationships. PrObably the best way to discuss this 
point is to draw a simple example between absenteeism and two 
consequence variables - productIOn and accidents. Figure 7.1 
illustrates some possihle simple paths. The figure IS drawn with 
the followmg format: starting at the bottom of an arrow, increas
mg that variable will have an effect on the variable at the head of 
the arrow, as determined 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. 

Absenteeism 

Repiacement 
Policy 

Accidents 

Production 
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effect through the company's replacement policy; m both cases, 
accidents go up, which III turn should lower production. Increases 
in production (by increasing stress) can Increase absenteeIsm, which 
can have a positive effect on production, which can increase aCCI

dents. The pomt of this illustration IS simplY that there are compli
cated relationships among the consequence variables and absentee
Ism. Note that the relatIOnships in Figure 7.1 would be mtolerably 
complicated if we added other consequence varIables (attItudes, 
grievances) and specified functIOnal relatIonships. 

Meaning or RepresenJalion of AbsenteeISm 

Two facts seem to emerge from the absentee literature. First, 
we have not done a particularly good job m empIrically explainmg 
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 m terms of 
content (for example, contract days, accidents) or frequency (and 
duratIOn), which reqUIre different types of predictIve models. 
While this move toward a more careful specification of absenteeism 
seems appropriate, studies adoptmg this pomt of VIew (for example, 
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 m arguing that 
"absence means different things to different people in different types 
of different SItuatIOns" (p. 134). Basically, they are argumg 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
mg from our own data set on absenteeism. We have absenteeism 
data on twenty-five organIzations in the same industry, all operat
mg under the same collective bargaining agreement, which Illdudes 
an absenteeism control plan. Although it IS the same industry and 
the same contract, the meamng attached to absence categories (for 
example, accident, excused, unexcused) differs across the twenty-

., 
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five organizations. The same vanation eXIsts within different orga
nizations of the same company. At the organIzation level, we see 
marked vanations m category codes attached to different mdivid
uals with the same frequency and duration of absenteeism. We 
think this occurs because the coding of absenteeIsm by the organi
zation represents a senes of individual negotiations between indi
vidual workers and management. 

The questIOn that has motivated this discussion IS: To what 
extent is the meaning or representation of absenteeism important 
for understanding the consequences of absenteeism? That is, do we 
first need to carefully delineate the meanmg of absenteeIsm before 
we can understand the consequences? Regarding questions about 
reliability of absenteeism or predictability of absenteeism, we believe 
that the answer IS emphatically yes - the meaning or representation 
of absenteeIsm needs to be determined first. In terms of the conse
quences of absenteeIsm, this central issue of determming the mean
ing of absenteeism may be Jess important. To illustrate our conten
tion that a precise specification of the meaning of absenteeism may 
not be as Important m studies of consequences of absenteeIsm, we 
will consider a selected set of consequence vanables 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 IS that 
absenteeIsm leads to understaffing, III number or skill, which should 
lower productivIty. To test that assertion, one simply has to know 
whether a person is at work or not at work - the SImplest definition 
of absenteeism. Now, antiCIpating this vacancy dearly will moder
ate its impact on productivity, simplY because we manage the staff
ing problem more effectIvely. But antiClpatmg a vacancy is not 
absenteeIsm. Our argument is that knowledge of the individual's 
subjective representatIOn of absenteeism, the identification of 
unique patterns of absenteeism from company records, or delineat
mg 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 
mechanism for accidents is whether the Illdividual is familiar with 
the work and machinery. Unfamiliarity can be caused by absences. 
Knowledge of absence types, frequencies, and SUbjective represen-
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tations of absences does not seem relevant. Basically, we need to 
know whether accidents create a level of unfamiliarity III the work
piace. Knowledge of whether someone 18 present or absent seems 

sufficient. 
At the group level. we indicated that absence could lead to 

greater job knowledge and greater group flexibility as members 
switch around to substitute for the absent worker. Whether Job 
knowiedge and group flexibility increase seems tied to whether 
absence occurs and to the company;s staffing policy. A detailed 
understanding of the meanIng of absenteeism does not seem impor
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 IS very diffi
cult if we know only whether the person was not at work or the type, 
frequency, or duratIon of absenteeism. IdentificatIon of the mean
ing of absenteeIsm for the mdividuai at a partIcular time and in a 
particular situationai 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 meanIng or represen
tation of absenteeism, SInce it is a centrai theoretical issue in absen
teeism research. (See Chapter Two for more details.) We want to 
acknowledge its importance m redirecting our thinking about some 
questions about absenteeism - particularly the questions about 
measurement and expiaining reasons for absenteeism. The essence 
of our argument is 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 
acknowledge that delineatmg the SUbjective meaning may be Impor
tant in examinmg the impact of absenteeism on certam subjective 
indicators. 
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Consequence Variables: Data and Theory 

In thIS part of the chapter, we move from a general consider
ation of the theoretical Issues about the absenteeism-consequence 
relationship to a more detailed consideration of vanables that may 
be affected by changes m absenteeIsm. Our strategy is to focus pri
marily on vanables that appear common to the constituencies enu
merated In Table 7.1 and about which there is some empiricai 
research. Basically, we are interested In three questIOns: What do 
we know about the relationship between absenteelsm and some 
consequence variable? What IS the underiymg theoretIcai relation
ship among these vanables? What is the research strategy to test 
each of these theoretIcal relatIOnshIps? What motivates this sectIon 
IS a need to delineate fruitful research paths to examinmg the con
sequences of absenteeIsm. There is very little research in this area, 
although the problem IS potentIally interestmg and policy relevant. 
By bnnging together what we know and by identifymg some re
search paths, perhaps we can help research m this area to grow. 

Productwlty 

What effect does absenteeism have on productivity? Produc
tWlry, In this discussion, will be defined as output over labor mput. 
Also. we distinguIsh between productIVIty at the firm level, the 
group level, and the mdividual or job level. Firm-Ievei productiVIty IS 
defined in terms of total firm output (quantity and/or quality) over 
labor input; group-Ieve{ productIVIty refers to the output of a particular 
group or crew over mput; and job productwlty 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 in the production process. For example, In coal minIng, 
crew-level productivity may be more central than job-level produc
tivity. 

Empmcal 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 
manufactunng plants that inclUde a vanety of industrial-relations 
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indicators, quality-of-working-life indicators, and organizational
effectIveness Indicators over a ten-year period. Measures of quality 
and direct labor efficIency are available and can be considered pro
ductivIty measures. The absence measure IS calculated as a rate per 
year at -the plant ievel. It includes days absent, excluding contract 
days off, over scheduled working days. Two different data sets are 
us~d in their research program, both drawn from the same com
pany. They differ m 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, grievance 
rate, absenteeIsm rate, quality-of-working-life rating, and plant 
dummies, on quality and efficIency. A posItive significant coeffi
cient appeared for absenteeIsm m respect to quality, and a nonsig
nificant relatIOnship appeared for direct labor efficiency. In the 
second data set, absenteeIsm was significantly positIvely related to 
quality and negatively related to labor efficiency. The. authors 
explam the positive relatIOnship between absenteeIsm and quahty 
by notlllg: (1) there was a general increase III both vanables over 
the time of the study, and (2) cross-sectIOnally for any given year, 
the correlation between absenteeIsm and quality was negative but 
not sIgnificant. 

Moch and Fitzgibbons (1982) also InvestIgated the absentee
Ism, quality, and quantity relatIonships. TheIr research is directly 
focused on the consequences of absenteeism on production. Their 
basIc hypothesIs is that absenteeIsm 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 antIcIpated. Data for this study 
were gathered from a manufacturmg plant and cover two one-year 
periods. Results from this study are not completely dear. However, 
there is some evidence that absenteeism of more central people (for 
example, mamtenance 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 absenteeIsm on production. Data were 
gathered from an underground coal mine, where the crew or group 
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IS the primary productIOn umt. The goal of this research was to 
explaIn variation m group performance. The analytIcal strategy 
was first to estImate the basIC productIOn functIOn. In the produc
tion function, tons of coal IS the dependent vanable; the Indepen
dent vanables are number ofIaborers, physicai conditions, machine 
availability, and a set of control varIables. From a series of analyses 
it was learned that (1) a reasonable portion ofvanance III crew-ievel 
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 mforma
tion; different measures of crew stability that reflect who worked on 
what Job on what day in what crew were developed. These mdexes 
mdicate whether workers were present over tIme In their crew, job, 
and department. When the stability Indexes were added into the 
baseline production-function run, they contributed to a significant 
increase in the R2 While additional research is being conducted on 
the stability measure, there is some evidence that the presence of 
crew members ( versus absence) contributes to production III inter
dependent work groups. 

Staw and Oldham (1978) suggest that the absenteelsm
performance relatIOnship may be positIve and negatIve. Very low 
attendance rates may be technically dysfunctional and reduce job 
performance. Absenteeism, on the other hand. ,may serve as a 
mamtenance function and help the worker cope with jOb stress, in 
turn Increaslllg Job performance. They test this duai effect of 
absenteeism by examinmg the relatIonship between absenteeism 
and performance for those people likely to be expenenclllg stress on 
the Job and for those that were not. For those people who were low 
m growth satisfaction and probably expenencIng 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 vanables. 

What conclusions can be drawn from the empIrIcal studies? 
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First it is 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 non findings (that IS, hypothesis not supported). 
Third, the idea of a positive Impact of absenteeism on production IS 
mtrigumg. 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 vanables. OUf 

guess is that stress would deveiop over time, ieading to a decline In 

performance. An absence event should reduce tension, and perfor
mance should be high on sUbsequent days, declining agam over 
time. Unless one can test this cycle of events, it will be difficult to 
support the pOSitive effect of absenteeism on production. 

Theoretzeal RelatIOnships. The direct relationship between 
absenteeism and producttvity IS fairly straightforward. Absentee
ism means that a Job in the productIOn process will be vacant. An 
understaffed production process should resuit In some decline III 

production. The organizational response to a vacant jOb eQuid be a 
replacement. The skill level of the replacement relative to that of 
Job incumbent 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 sltuallon, if a vacancy occurs, productIOn will probably 
remain 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. Centrality 
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 
replaced, 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 difficult, 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
teeism can affect other vanables (for example, accidents) that In 
turn affect production. The focus here IS on direct effects. The indi
rect effects (for example, absenteeism-accidents) appear later In 

this sectIon. 
Strategies for Research. How should we go about attacking the 

absenteeIsm-production reiatlonships? 

1. Begin wllh a common teChnology. Studying this questIOn 
across different technoiogles 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 umt, 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 Carnegie-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 expenence of the replacement, which Job 
is mvolved, and what the mdicators of day-to-day production 
are. If you know only aggregate Information (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 in 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 produclton is a function ofland, 
labor, and capital. In our mining research, this gets translated 
into phYSIcal conditions, number of laborers, and machine 
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availability. We think that these are the most crittcal and most 
proximate factors explainmg productivity. After the produc
tion function is estimated, we then ask whether absenteeism 
had an additional effect on production variance. 

5. Examine aiternative measures of production. Different mea
sures may requtre different hypotheses. Measures of quality 
and quantity have been used in some of the studies we Cited. 
Absenteeism may have greater effects on quality than on 
quantity m programmed Johs. In these Jobs, the technology 
may drive the number of Untts but not necessarily the quality. 
Downtime is an example of an intermediate measure of pro
duction that should he mvesttgated. We might expect that 
absenteeism may have more of an impact on the duration than 
on the mcidence of breakdown. The Job knowledge of the 
replacement is, of course, Important, 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 simpie linear form. For example, In coal mIllIng, one 
can vary crew size within certaIn ranges without major impacts 
on productIOn. However, changing size beyond that range will 
affect productivity. Similarly, the effects of absences on pro
ductivity mayor may not be contemporaneous; there may be 
lags. For example, m coal mmmg, the total productIOn cycle 
includes both a direct and an mdirect 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 pomt is that the lineartty assumptIOn and possible 
lagged effects can be understood only if one has an intimate 
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 gtven to the relationship between 
absenteeism and accidents. 
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Empmcal Evidence. We have found only a few studies dealing 
with the absenteeism-accident relationship. Some of these studies 
unfortunately do not address our interest m the effect of absentee
Ism on accidents. Hill and Trist (1953) studied the relatIOnship 
between absenteeIsm and accidents, but theIr baSIC hypotheSIS was 
that accidents are a form of absenteeism. Some data were presented 
that indicated that accidents are positively motivated forms of 
absenteeism. In another study, by Allen (1981), the relatIOnships 
between accidents and absenteeism are examined, but the focus is 
more on the effect of accidents on absenteeism than the reverse. His 
findings mdicate that absenteeism rates are higher m plants with 
low wages and high occupatIOnal illness; absenteeIsm is 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 m 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 IS taken off to com
pensate for the higher fIsk of an accident; that IS, 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 induded cost of SIckness and accident benefits, number 
of injuries reqUlrmg more than mmor 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, p< 0.001) and With lost-time accidents (r ~ 0.15, 
p< 0.05). Unfortunately, there are no multlvartate runs that con
trol for some Important plant characterIstics that may affect the 
absenteeIsm-accident relationship. These control variables were Im
portant III Interpreting the correlation coeffiCIents in the absenteeism
production discussion. 

Some information on absenteeism and accidents appears In 
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 is absent, IS 
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his or her replacement more likely to have an accident? Third, if a 
person is absent, is a worker interdependent with the vacant Job or 
a replacement worker more likely to have an accident? Before we 
exammed 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 playa small role in explain10g 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 
10dicate that only a small number of accidents were preceded by 
absences. However, a Jarge number of accidents were preceded by 
nonscheduled days, such as weekends. Further investigation of the 
magnitude and SIgnificance of these results is In progress. 

The second and third questIOns concern whether the replace
ment worker or some adjacent worker is more likeiy 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 
mformation on accidents. This permits operationalizing whether 
an absence leads to a repiacement and whether an accident occurred 
and if so, to whom. We are currently analyz10g these data from a 
single organ1zation, and it IS not dear that replacements are more 
likely to have accidents. However, only preliminary anaiyses have 
been completed, and this type of analysIs needs to be completed 
over multiple orgamzations to assess the degree of stability of 
the reiationships among absences, replacement policy, and acci
dents. The empirical evidence in the literature on the absenteeism
accident relationship is very InconclusIve. There are simply not 
enough studies with the approprIate data sets to answer the ques
tions. The evidence on the absenteeism-productlOn re1atlOnship IS 
more convincmg. 

Theoretical RelatIOns. The direct relatlOnship between acci
dents and absenteeIsm follows some of the theoretical rationale for 
the absenteeism-production reiatlOnship. 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 is based on the 
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assumption of no replacement; that is, absenteeism causes a condi
tion of understaffing, which 10creaseS the probability of an accident. 

Another expianation In the absenteeism-accident relation
ship concerns the concept of familiarity. Familiarzty refers 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 physicai conditions may 
call for different Job actIvities, use of equipment, or coordinatIon 
actIvIties. Familiarity with these events on a day-ta-day basIs should 
mmimize 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 Issue 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 
iatter 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 
coordinatlon mechamsms 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 underly the absenteeism-accident 
relationship is the concept of VIgilance. Vigilance refers to the degree 
to which an mdividual consclOusly attends to all aspects of his or 
her work activity. Sometimes when drIving a car, the work activity 
(drIv1Og) IS done almost automatically, with low attention to each of 
the sequential activities. 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 1n a low-vIgilance manner, while 
the opposIte may be true 10 high-variety, unstructured jobs. Absen
tee1sm may be functionai 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 level of vIgilance for the Job, 
so that the possibility of an accident is mcreased. DuratIOn of 
absence also may be related to vIgilance and accidents. Long 
duration of absenteeism may mitially increase vigilance of work. 
Long duration may make the contrast between nonwork and work 
roles more salient, so that the mltlal vIgilance levels should be 
higher. Also, if the long duratIOn was due to an accident, we would 
expect the worker to be more cautious, an aspect of increased 

vIgilance. 
The concepts of vacancy, familianty, and vlgilatfce should 

be fairly robust in explammg the absenteeism-accident relatIOnship. 
Howe~er, as we mentioned In the discussion of production~ there 
are other variables to mclude in the model. For example, the cen
trality ofthe job is important in explammg the absenteelsm-vacancy
accident chain. When a vacancy occurs In a centra! job, failure to 
find a replacement will increase the number of production prob
lems durIng that period, which may contribute to accidents. If a 
replacement IS found, the degree of familianty of the replacement 
should be associated with the frequency of accidents either for the 
repiacement or for an adjacent worker. In a tess central or penph
eral job, a vacancy will have less effect on the production process, 
and a replacement is less necessary. So centrality affects the proba
bility of a replacement and the number of problems and nsks 
created by a vacancy. The degree to which the Job is structured 
bears on the absenteeism-vIgilance-accident chain. Absence in 
highly routine Jobs may mcrease vIgilance and lower accident rates, 
while the opposite may be true for nonroutme Jobs. We also need to 
recognize that the relatIOnship among these vanables may not be 
linear and that there may be lagged effects among these variables. 
For example, long absence duration may contribute to imtIal vigi
lance, but the degree of vigilance may decline sharply after the first 
few days back at work. 

StrategIes for Research. The following are some key points In 
researching the absenteeism-accident relatIOnship: 

T 
Effects of Absenteeism on Individuals & Organizations 301 

1. Choose the appropnate data set. The theoretIcal discussion of 
the absenteeism-accident link requIres that we be able to trace 
through the effects of absenteeism on vacancies and on replace
ments III specific Jobs and at specific tImes In a particular orga
mzational context. Simply collecting summary data at the firm 
level on absenteeism and accidents IS Inadequate. 

2. Reformulate the meaning of accidents. Most companies record 
accidents and indexes of lost-time accidents and no-lost-time 
accidents. Seventy rates and accident costs are also generated 
from accident reports. The problem with these data IS parallel 
to the problem with data on absenteeIsm. Compames use dif
ferent types of reporting schemes. Within companIes, different 
units adopt different conventIons in labeling accidents. There 
IS a natural bIaS to underreport accidents, since they are socIally 
undesirable. At a more microscopIC level, accidents may have 
different meanings to different people at different tImes in dif
ferent situatIOns. A worker WIth accidents that always occur on 
Fridays has a different accident profile from the worker who 
has the same kind of accidents that are randomly distributed 
over scheduled workdays. The different meanmg ascribed m 
these two cases IS Important. If we want to model the absence
accident relationship, then the meaning we attach to accidents 
must be congruent with our model. One of our explanatIOns is 
that absences cause unfamiliarity, which increases the chance 
of an accident. If our measures of accidents do not reflect our 
underlymg concept of accidents, then predictIOn will be Impos
sible. For example, unfamiliarity should contribute to an acCi
dent. But if our measure of accidents reflects withdrawal 
behaVIOr (Hill and Trist, 1953), we will not be able to predict 
accidents. 

3. Develop a baseline model. The ideas In the diSCUSSIOn on the 
absenteeIsm-productIOn relatIonship fit here as well. Before 
one attacks the absenteeism-accident reiatIOnship, some base
line model of accidents should be constructed. In the production 
analysis, the productIOn functIon formed the baseline model. 
The analogy for accidents is less clear. We have approached 
the baseline in accidents by building an individual- and jOb-
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demographic model for different types of absenteeism. BasI
cally, we want to identify vanables that would affect accidents 
even under perfect attendance. That IS, gIven a common tech
nology, there may be individual (for example, age) and orga
nizational (for example, job shift) factors that affect accidents. 
Once that model has been estimated, one can pursue the anal
YSIS of the absenteeism-accident reiations. That is, we want to 
determine the rdative impact of absenteeism on accidents rela
tive to the baseline model. 

4. Examine alternattve anaiytlcal techniques. Both absenteeism 
and accidents are jaw-frequency events, and this poses analyti
cal problems in examinmg this relatIOnship. In some of our 
data sets, we find that most employees have no accidents, 
those with accidents typically have one, and a very few em
ployees have more than one accident. For example. on average, 
m all of OUf twenty-five data sets, absenteeism may run around 
15 percent for all reasons. The maJonty of the workers (60 per
cent) have no accidents, and those with only one accident con
stItute much of the remaining work force (20-30 percent). 
If we take senously the idea of refinmg the meanmg of accI
idents (for example, m tenns of withdrawal, uncontrollable 
accidents, and so on), then there will be fewer observations to 
study, at least within any common meaning'of accidents. The 
problem IS not only the low frequency of these events; theIr 
distributional qualities are also quite complex. Clearly, there 
are traditional statIstical technIques for dealing with these 
data. We would begin our work by estimating a baseline 
model for accidents and then try to assess the impact of absen
teeism. However, we may need to adopt new methods of study 
for accidents. In our own work, we are moving toward build
ing rich case studies of absenteeism and accident behavIor for 
a given work group. This type of qualitative representatIOn 
captures the total experience of the work group m a given unit 
of time. The researcher can see all the complexitIes of these 
relationships unfolding within a particular social context. This 
more clinical approach may be used m additIOn to more tra
ditional statistical approaches. 
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GrIevances 

Empzncal Evidence. The study by Katz and others (Katz, 
Kochan, and Gobeille, 1982; Katz, Kochan, and Weber, 1982) on 
industrIal relations and economIC mdicators provides some evi
dence about the relationship between absenteeIsm and grIevances. 
Using plant-level data, they reported a correlatIon r~ 0.26 (p< 0.01) 
between absenteeism and grievances. Unfortunately, this type of 
statistic does not speak to the causality of the relationship or what 
other varIables may affect these two varIables. In other related 
analysIs, m a regression format, they report that grIevances may 
have a negative effect on direct labor efficIency, a productivity mea
sure. Unfortunateiy, we have found few other studies that bear 
directly on this relatIonship. There are peripheral studies that 
examine effects of the UnIon on absenteeIsm (Allen, 1981), of the 
collective bargamtng prOVISIOns on absenteeism (Daiton and Perry, 
1981), and of the role of the umon in representmg employee inter
ests on absenteeism (Hammer, Landau, and Stern, 1981), but 
none of these shed any light on the manner in which absenteeIsm 
may affect grievances. 

Theoretzeal Relationships. The effect of absences on the number 
of grievances must be understood In an institutional framework. 
Many collective bargaining agreements have provISIOns that state 
the conditions under which an employee can be dismIssed for absen
teeIsm. The agreement also creates the distinction between legiti
mate absences (for example, holidays) and other kinds of absences. 
Typically, a worker can have a certain number of unexcused days 
before being put on probatIon. Subsequent absenteeIsm is usually 
the cause for diSCIpline or discharge. Since these absenteeism
control plans are often formally part of the contract and one func
tIOn of the gnevance process is to deal with the administration of 
the contract, one would expect absenteeism-related grievances to 
mcrease with the presence of a formal plan and with greater enforce
ment of the plan. The problem is to assess whether the number is 
sIgnificantly larger than some base penod (that IS, than with no 
plan) and how large the mcrease IS. The structure of the relatIOn
ship between absence and grievance is as follows: Absences occur 



304 Absenteeism 

for a variety of reasons. The company counts and classifies the 
absences. If an absenteeism policy exists and the counts exceed a 
certain number, disciplinary actIOn occurs, which creates conflict 
between iabor and management. GrIevances come Into play because 
there are often ambiguities in the system of classifying absences, 
and there are likely to be conflicting precedents regarding how 
absences have been administered In the past. 

A different theoreticai view that may bear on the absenteeism
gnevance relatIOn comes from Hirscbman's (1970) EXIt, Voice, and 

Loyally. His basic argument IS tbat employees dissatIsfied with some 
aspect of work can exit (temporarily or permanently) from tbe 
organization or can use theIr voice (via the unIOn) to express theIr 
dissatisfaction in order to change the state of affaIrs. Employees are 
more likely to exit if tbey have little loyalty or commitment to the 
organization. If loyalty exists and there IS a possibility for change, 
"vOIce" will be used. This framework provides some Interesting 
hypotheses about absenteeism. If loyalty and a mechamsm for 
change eXists, there will be a positive relaltonship between Job 
satisfaction and attendance. That IS, dissatisfactIOn will not Increase 
absenteeIsm, because a mechamsm to address problems exists. A 
belief in the effectiveness of union representatIon also will decrease 
voluntary absenteeism (Hammer, Landau, and Stern, 1981). 

While this framework and these hypotheses do not directly 
expiam whether absenteeIsm causes grievances, they may bear on 
some of the underlying theoretical processes. The belief that the 
umon is an effectIve mechanism for change may decrease certain 
types of absenteeism (Hammer, Landau, and Stern, 1981) that 
might lower the probability of absence-related grievances. This fact 
would not remove the relationship between these two variables, but 
the nature of the relaltonship may be attenuated. On the other 
hand, if the workers' belief that the unIOn is an effectIve mechanIsm 
is connected to a belief that the union will be successful in process
ing gnevances, then the fear of disciplinary actIOn from absentee
ism will decline, and absenteeism and grievances will increase. 
Hammer, Landau, and Stern (1981) do not discuss this possibility. 
OUf dilemma, then, with this theoretical pOSItIon is that there are 
alternative positions about what will happen to absenteeIsm and 
gnevances. The contributIOn of this position IS that It focuses on 
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whether the umon is powerful In effecting change and raises some 
alternative hypotheses about satisfaction and absenteeism relation
Ships. Also, the "exlt-vOlce" position IS not InconsIstent with the 
Institutional position discussed earlier. That pOSitIOn states that, as 
absenteeism mcreases, for whatever reasons, where there is some 
institutional policy about controlling absenteeism, gnevances will 
mcrease in the course of admimstermg the policy. A powerful union 
can both reduce the causes of absenteeIsm, which should decrease 
grIevances, and encourage workers to take margmal absences. 

Another possible explanation IS that gnevances precede 
absenteeism, and not the opposite. The idea IS that grievances are a 
surrogate for Industrial conflict, mdustrial conflict Increases the 
unpleasantness of work, and absence is a way to avoid that unplea
santness. Earlier we noted that there was some empIrical evidence 
that III low-wage/high-accident plants, workers would take more 
absences (Allen, 1981), and absence may be a labor market adjust
ment to low-paymg and unsafe Jobs. While there may be some 
appeal to the gnevance- absenteeIsm reiatIonship, there are a 
number of reasons why it may not be a highly probable or domi
nant relationship. First, grievances may not be as good an mdicator 
of industrial conflict as strikes. Second, the Incidences of grievances 
are not highly VIsible. Gnevances affect the worker filing the actIOn, 
the grievance committee, and certam levels of management. Unless 
a grievance precIpitates a strike, It IS unlikely that the work force III 
general would know the incidence rate, content, and dispOSItion of 
grievances. Since grievance measures may be less visible to the 
work force than mformation about low wages or jost-time aCCI
dents, we would expect that they would have less Impact on aggre
gate absenteeism. 

Another possibility, which we acknowledged earlier in this 
chapter, IS that a third variable may affect gnevances and absentee
ism. For example, the behaVIOr of a supervisor may cause both 
absences (as a way to reduce interpersonal conflict) and grievances 
(by violatlllg certam aspects of the contract). While this alternative 
explanation IS viable, our focus for the rest of this section is on 
examming whether absenteeism causes grievances, the major 
theme of this analYSIS. While we have examined the merits of a 
variety of specificatIOns of the gnevance-absenteeism reiationship, 
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the most viable one, given the context of this chapter, is that absen
teeism precedes andlor leads to grievances. The cntical factors 
seem to be the eXIstence and enforcement of an absenteeism control 
plan and the role of the umon. The stronger the plan and enforce
ment procedures, the more likely it IS that grIevances will occur. If 
the unton reduces sources of absenteeism, the relationship between 
absenteeIsm and grievances may be alternated. If the union is 
powerfui and in conflict with management, the associatIOn between 
these two vanables may be strengthened. 

Strategzes for Research. OUf position is that absences create 
gnevances when there IS an mstitutIOnal policy that specifies limits 
on absence types and related penalties. To examme the relatIOnship 
between absenteeIsm and grIevances, we need to deveiop a system 
for recording grievances. In our current research program on absen
teeism and in other research, we have not found good systems for 
recording first- and second-Ievei grievances. In most plants, later 
stages of the gnevance process are usually recorded, because there 
are specific parties (arbitrators) and costs associated with grievance 
processmg. We have found few examples of good systems that cap
ture all the steps in the gnevance systems. We aiso need to aSSIgn 
meaning to a gnevance. This represents the same problem discussed 
m respect to absenteeism and safety. Grievances are the result of 
a complicated politIcal and negotIation process. Our theoretical 
position is that absenteeism leads to particular types of gnevances 
(absenteeism related), not gnevances m general. The problem IS 
that, when we try to identify grIevances related to absenteeism 
policy, some may be self-evident, but the description of others may 
be masked by some politIcal agenda of labor or management. 

In addition, we need to determIne the existence of an absen
teeIsm policy. The problem faced by the researcher IS to determine 
whether such a plan actually exists. We have found in our research 
that public testimomals about the plan from either management or 
labor tell us little about whether a plan IS actually operatIonal. We 
see the process of recording an absence type or administenng the 
plan as a continual process of negotiation between individuai work
ers and management. Separate deals are often made because of 
speciai circumstances. If this charactenzation IS true, one would 
look for evidence not of a general policy but rather of different poli-
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cles with different classes of workers. The task, then, IS to infer the 
policy from the patterns of absences and the implementation of dis
ciplinary actIOn. A good approach would be to look for people who 
have similar patterns of absence where one has been disciplined 
and the other not. By looking at these contrastmg cases, we may 
mfer the rules governmg the policies. If we can determme the ~XIS
tence of an absenteeIsm control policy, it would be useful to deter
mine the extent to which there IS a smgle rule or multiple rules for 
different workers. The greater the number of rules governmg the 
absenteeism-controi policy, the greater the number of gnevances. 
If there IS one set of rules used by all, there will be lower ambiguity 
m the policy and fewer gnevances. In addition to determining the 
eXistence of a rule and the number of rules, some measure of the 
seventy of the policy should be noted. Severity can be measured in 
terms of the number of people fired because of absenteeIsm over the 
total work force or people on the plan. The time elapsed between 
bemg SUbject to an absenteeIsm-control plan and being fired could 
be another measure of seventy. 

Finally, we should examme the mstitutIonal structure of the 
unIOn and management. The mstitutional structure of the unIon 
and the character of labor-management relatIonships should mod
erate the absenteeIsm-grievance relationship and thus should be 
described. The degree of commitment with which the umon griev
ance committee accepts and processes grievances will affect 
propensity to file grievances. Past success in winmng gnevances, 
position in the union power structure, and the need to reassert 
power or visibility, particuiarly in the time of an eiection, may con
tribute to the propenSIty to file grievances. The general character of 
iabor-management reiations should alsO be important. If unIon and 
management operate primarily in an adversary role, absenteeism 
and grIevances should be highly related; if they operate in a more 
cooperatIve mode, the relationship should be alternated. 

Absentemm Costs 

What effect does absenteeism have on company operating 
costs? It has been estImated that more than 400 million workdays 
are iost because of absenteeism each year. Cost estimates of absen
teeism range from $8.5 to $26 billion (Steers and Rhodes, 1978). 
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Em/mlcal Studies. There are only a few published empirical 
studies that Include costs for absenteeism. Macy and Mirvis (1976) 
estimated the costs of absenteeIsm m a factory as between $55.36 
and $62.49 per mcident over a four·year penod. Total estImated 
absenteeism costs for that firm vaned from $289,360 to $570,453 
per year dunng that period. Mirvis and Lawler (1977) estimated 
the costs of absenteeIsm for tellers m a Midwestern bank. The cost 
per incident was $66.45. While both studies are carefully done, 
they tell us more abou t the process of estimating than the actual 
costs. We would not expect their reported costs to be generalizable 
across industries or occupations. 

TheoretIcal Issues. There IS no well·developed theory on the 
relationship bewteen absenteeism and costs. Work In human
resource accounting provides one tradition m understanding costs 
of human resources (Flamholtz, 1974). The recent mterest m eval· 
uating the effectIveness of quality-of-working-life projects. provides 
another intellectUal tradition in assessing the costs of human 
resources. In both traditIOns, the problem is to find a realistic 
approach to portraymg the costs of absenteeIsm to the firm. 

There are several ways to classify the costs associated with 
absenteeIsm. The aggregate approach estImates the number of 
additional workers hired to offset the effects of absenteeIsm. For 
exa~pl~, a firm may need 100 production workers to produce 
efficlently. However, if a certaIn percentage of these Individuals are 
expected to be absent, the firm may hire an additional pool of 
workers (replacements) to offset absenteeism. The cost of recruit· 
ing, selecting, training, and paying these additional workers repre
sents one way to estimate the costs of absenteeIsm. This aggregate 
approach to estimating absenteeIsm may overstate absenteeism 
costs. It is unlikely, at any period, that the pool of additional work
ers will always be replacmg absent workers. Absenteeism rates are 
not const.ant over time, so there would be days when replacements 
may not be needed. In addition, absenteeIsm does not always lead 
to replacements. Therefore, the pool of the additional workers will 
be, spen~ing part of their time III other productivity activities, and 
thIS needs to be subtracted from costs of absenteeism. 
. . Another approach, more individual in perspective, estImates 

the mcremental costs (or benefits) per day assocIated with a specific 
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absent worker. If a worker is absent and not replaced, tbe firm still 
Incurs fringe-benefit costs. In additIOn, there may be costs incurred 
from lower productivity or greater chances of accidents for other 
workers who work III an understaffed SItuation. If a worker is absent 
and a replacement occurs, the task IS to compare the marginal costs 
(benefits) that would have been mcurred if the worker who was 
absent had come to work with the costs of the replacement worker. 
This enumeration Includes both direct costs (salary, overtime, 
fringe benefits, supervisory costs and cost of recruiting and training 
replacements) and indirect costs (productIvity loss, accidents, 
gnevance costs, and physical overhead). In this approach, It IS also 
Important to recognize that absenteeism does not always lead to a 
replacement, so that direct labor costs may not be mcurred. 

There are a number of interesting theoreticai issues under
lymg the absenteeism-cost relation. One IS that there is a natural 
biaS to assume that absenteeIsm increases costs. Consider the fol
lowmg case: A company hires additional workers to meet staffing 
needs m the face of absenteeism. That represents a cost. On the 
other hand, we have pomted to possible benefits to the company, as 
a functlOn of absenteeism, in terms of short-run improvements in 
productIvity and work group flexibility. This represents a benefit. 
The net effect may be a benefit. The issue is to recognize that the 
net effect of absenteeism is not always a cost. 

_ A se~ond issue c?ocerns assignmg costs to different meanings 
of absenteeIsm. Take the SImplest case. Most collectIve bargaining 
agreements specify holidays and contract days that one may take 
and for which one will be paid. The costs associated with these days 
are costs of domg business. In one sense, they are no different fro~ 
other labor or matenal costs. Many collective bargammg agree· 
ments gIve workers time off for bereavement or National Guard 
duty. Grantmg these days off reflects the firm's aCknowledgment of 
obligations in the nonwork environment and, again, is an accepted 
cost of domg busmess. These types of costs that are agreed upon m 
the labor contract should perhaps be distinguished from absentee· 
Ism costs that are not sanctIoned by the labor contract. 

Another Issue concerns who should be mcluded in the enu
meration of costs of absenteeIsm. Most absenteeism record systems 
concern nonexempt employees. Almost all studies on absenteeism 
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focus on blue- or wbite collar workers. Record data are generally 
not kept on managers. One consideration in considering conse
quences of absenteeIsm, particularly the cost Issue, IS determining 
the appropriate populatlon for mvestigatlOn. 

The last issue concerns the enumeration of categories for 
assessmg costs. Most researchers (for exampie, Macy and Mirvis, 
1976) mclude the Items we have listed 10 the direct and indirect 
costs. A major difference among WrIters in this area concerns how 
to deal with costs such as supervisor tIme, recnnting, seiection, and 
physical overhead. Mirvis and Lawler (1977) include these cate
gories in the assessment of absenteeism costs; Goodman, Atkin, 
and Seabright (1982) do not. Whether to inclUde these costs depends 
on how the orgamzatlOn deals with opportumty costs. That IS, if a 
.supervisor spends some time each day iooking for replacements for 
absentees, should this time be allocated to the cost of absenteeIsm? 
Some argue that while this supervIsory acttvlty IS being performed, 
other productivity actIvities cannot be, so that there is a cost to 
managmg absenteeism. The opposing argument IS that there is 
slack in supervIsory Jobs. If the supervIsor spends time dealing with 
obtammg a replacement, there IS still enough slack within the Job to 
complete other activittes without hurting productivIty. This issue of 
allocating fixed costs appears in other areas, such as overhead 
charges, costs of traming replacement workers, and so on. 

Research Strategy. In developmg a research strategy, the fol
lowmg steps should be taken into account. 

1. Develop new information systerm. Traditional company 
accounting records are not deSIgned to deal with the generai 
issue of determmmg costs of absenteeism. On one Ievei, the 
data may be there, but not in the desired form. For exampie, if 
worker A is absent and replaced by B, this state of affatrs needs 
to be recorded, and then differentiai wages need to be calcu
lated. In other cases, the data will not typically be collected. 
For example, in determining costs of absenteeism, we need to 
know the supervisory time reiated to absenteeism and the 
number of additIOnal workers hired to deal with absenteeism. 
In both of these examples, new data systems would have to be 
created. That IS an expenSIve task and one that companies 
may not cooperate with. 
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2. Estimate direct and Indirect costs. To get the correct picture 
on costs of absenteeism, one must estimate both direct and 
indirect cost. DespIte some of the problems we have mentioned 
in estimatmg direct costs of absenteeism, estimating mdirect 
costs will be even more difficult. One must first estimate whether 
absenteeism Changes productiVity or accidents and then esti
mate the costs for that amount of change. Both estImation 
problems, particularlY the former, make Obtaining reliable 
estimates of indirect costs very difficult. Some strategies for 
estimatmg these mdirect costs appear in this chapter and in 
Goodman (1979) and Goodman, Atkin, and SeabrIght (1982). 

3. Relate costs to meaning of absenteeism. In the theoretical dis
CUSSion, we argued that it was probably better to separate costs 
of absenteeIsm by the types of meanmg of absenteeIsm. 
Perhaps the simplest way of thinking about delineating mean
ing is to examine it from the point of view of the company and 
to dist10guish between absenteeIsm that is paid for and legitI
mized by the company and all other kinds of absenteeIsm. We 
advocate making thIS distmction because the meanmg of these 
permitted absence days IS clear and represents an a priori 
agreement about the number and schedule of workdays. An 
employee may be legItImately absent from work. Other types 
of absences, such as accident days, excused days, and unex
cused days, are not formally legitimated, subject to multiple 
meanings from different constituencies, and should be cos ted 
separately. This discussion of costs IS presented from the point 
of VIew of the firm. Different cost estImates would occur if we 
used different constituencies. 

A.ffectwe Reactzons 

Does absenteeism affect the worker's affective state? Much of 
the absenteeIsm literature assumes the OppOSIte - that negative 
affective states (for exampie, jOb dissatisfaction) can cause absen
teeism. In this section, we want to examine whether absenteeism 
leads to changes 10 affectIve states. The specific hypotheSIS is that 
absenteeism can reduce stress and lead to both positive and nega
tive attitude change. 
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Emlnncal Evidence. There are, unfortunateiy, very few empir
ICal studies dealing with the absentee-affective reactIOn relation
ship. One study, by Staw and Oldham (1978), is mterestmg because 
it links absenteeism, attitudes, and performance. They argue that if 
a person is in an mcompatible Job (higb stress), he or she may 
require some level of absenteeIsm to reduce stress. If a person is in 
a compatible Job (low stress), then absenteeism will not serve the 
same function. They predict a positive reiationship between absen
teeIsm and performance In the Incompatible Jobs. Some empirical 
data are presented to support this differentIal hypotheSIs. While 
this study IS important because it articulates theoretically the need 
to examme the absenteeIsm-attitude relationship and the positive 
consequences of absenteeism, it never directly tests the link between 
absenteeism and attitudes. That relatIOnship IS Inferred from the 
sign of the assocIation between absenteeIsm and performance for 
people in compatible and mcompatible Jobs. 

A recent study by Clegg (1983) addresses the relatIOnship 
between absenteeIsm and organIzational commItment and Job 
satisfaction. A basic thesis in this research IS that researchers have 
focused too much on the attitude- absenteeism relationship rather 
than givmg attentIon to the OppOSIte causal path or some alternatIve 
explanation. Using a longitudinal design, some evidence was pre
sented indicating that absenteeism was negatively related to Job 
satisfaction and that jab satisfaction was negatIvely related to 
absenteeism. 

Theoretical Relationships. Absenteeism may have two effects 
on the individual worker. First, It may decrease or Increase stress. 
Second, It may contribute to positive or negative attitude change. 
These two effects (stress and attitude change) may be expenenced 
by the absent worker, a co-worker ~ or a replacement worker. There 
are many sources of stress at work. One mechamsm for dealing 
with stress is some form of withdrawal, which would include absen
teeism. While only a temporary way to manage stress, absenteeIsm 
may temporarily reduce experIenced stress. This rationale IS con
sistent with the Staw and Oldham (1978) paper. While an absence 
may reduce stress that is work inItiated, prolonged absence may in
crease experienced stress at home. This stress may be caused by 
increased role pressures from family members or from the realiza-
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tion that one IS not fulfilling the work role. Duration of absence 
may have consequences for the employee returning to work. The 
longer the duratIOn, the greater the experIenced stress when return
Ing to work. The mcreased stress may occur because absence should 
lead to some "piling up of work," and activity leveis of work and 
home probably differ, so that one would have to readjust to activity 
ievels at work. This diSCUSSIon of stress has focused on the absent 
worker, not the co-worker. Absence of an employee may mcrease 
role overload or stress for the remaining employees. If replacement 
workers are used, they are likely to experience some ieveis of role 
ambiguity gIven theIr unfamiliarity with the jobs at hand. 

In thIS chapter, we have distinguIshed between work and 
nonwork outcomes. To the extent to which absenteeIsm permits the 
realizatlOn of valued non work outcomes, we wouid expect to see 
pOSItive attitudes III these nonwork areas. Opportunities to be with 
one's family or to enJoy a hobby should lead to posillve attitudes. 
The absent worker also may develop negative attitudes. To the 
extent to whIch workers are diSCIplined by their supervIsor or co
workers for absence, interpersonal conflicts may deveiop, which 
may lead to negative attItudes toward one's supervisor or fellow 
workers. AbsenteeIsm may also affect the attitudes of workers who 
do come to work. If absenteeism creates opportunities for other 
workers to work on different jobs and those jobs offer rewards such 
as greater variety, challenge, and skill development, we would 
expect a shift toward more posItIve attitudes about work in genera1. 
That is, absenteeIsm creates a rewarding opportunity that can 
affect attitudes. The critical issue, of course, is whether the new Job 
activities are rewarding and how often the opportunity occurs. 

Workers who rematn at work may develop negative attitudes 
toward the absent worker or the company for a number of reasons. 
First, if the absent worker causes the work load of the present work
ers to go up, we would expect feelings ofinequity and the develop
ment of negative attitudes toward the absent worker. Second, 
absence may be Viewed by the employees regularly attending work 
as a fonn of inequity. That is, the "contract" is to come to work every 
day, but some workers come Irregularly and still retain their Jobs. 

The above theoretical expianations focus on direct effects 
of absence on attitudes. We discussed earlier that the process of 
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explaming absences by the absent mdividual may lead to attItude 
change. In this case, the person may attribute (correctly or Incor
rectly) the reason for absences to poor Job or environmental condi
tions. The more often these attributIOns get rehearsed (as a functIOn 
of absences), the more likely It IS that they will facilitate the creatIOn 
of attItudes. 

Strategies for Research. Delineatmg the meanIng of absentee
ism is partIcularly Important for understanding the absenteeism
attitude relation for the absent worker. If absenteeIsm represents 
a withdrawal from a stressful situatIOn, we may expect to see a 
reduction in stress. If, on the other hand, absenteeIsm represents a 
planned consumption of nonwork activItIes (for example. fishing). 
we may not expect to see changes in stress, while we may expect to 
see changes m nonwork attItudes. The meaning of absence IS Jess 
important in the analysis of the present workers' altItudes. In that 
case, the opportunIty for working on another job and the character 
of that work are the key, not the reasons for the opportunIty. 

Analyzmg this relatIOnship requires a very detailed data set. 
If we want to examine the relationship among Job stress, absentee
ism, reduction of stress, and changes In attitude, we need frequent 
measures of these varIables over time. If we want to see whether 
working on a new jOb as a result of absenteeism affects worker atti
tudes. we need measures on Job characterIstIcs, need dispositions, 
and job attitude before and after each Job opportumty. While It is 
possible to deveiop such a data set, it differs from data sets typically 
found In the organizational literature. 

Both work and nonwork attitudes should be measured. 
Absenteeism occurs because of work- and nonwork-related factors. 
To the extent that absenteeism creates the opportunity to perform 
vaiued nonwork activities, we would expect changes in attitudes 
about nonwork activIties. Rousseau (1978) has shown that nonwork 
attitudes can affect absenteeism. Our interest IS in demonstrating 
that absenteeism can affect both work and nonwork attitudes. 

Critical Issues 

One of the issues in researching the consequences of absen
teeism IS identifying the set of consequences. We adopted a constI
tuency perspective from the organizational-effectiveness literature 

1 
I 
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and generated a list of posItive and negatIve consequences for con
stituencies. While our analysIs focused primarily on five conse
quences, many of the other varIables mentioned in Table 7.1 are 
either Included under the five consequence variables or are not cen
tral research problems. For example. benefits from compensatory 
nonwork activities, altered Job perceptions, job variety, or skill 
development for co-workers could all be summed under changes m 
affectIve states. Greater crew flexibility or Increased coordination 
problems would fit m the analysis of productIVIty. There are other 
consequences listed In Table 7.1 that are not really major research 
issues. Whether absenteeIsm leads to loss of pay for the absent 
worker or overtIme for the co-worker IS important, but it is hardly a 
Challenging research questton. 

There are, however, important consequences we have not 
exammed in detail. These consequences are found in social orgam
zations outside the organization, such as the family or union. The 
omISSIon of these vanables IS not surprising, since much of our 
research has a managerIal or at least an orgamzatIOn-level bias. 
Table 7.1 acknowledges that there are other socIal organIzations 
that are affected by absenteeIsm. A comprehensIve analysIs should 
develop theoretIcal models and data sets to assess the effects of 
absenteeIsm (posItIve and negalIve) on these SOCIal units. The 
research task appears to be manageable. BaSIcally, It reqUIres that 
we iearn more about other sociai arenas, such as the family, and 
begm to develop data sets to trace through the effects of absenteeism. 

The focus of our discussion has been on absenteeism as an 
mdependent variable. We have mtentionally contrasted this per
spective from the modal literature, which treats absenteeism as the 
dependent variable. However. we do not want to fall mto the trap 
that charactenzes most of the literature on absenteeism - that IS, a 
one-way causai path. Absenteeism IS both a cause of and a conse
quence of certam forces. In Clegg'S research (1983), evidence for 
absenteeIsm as an independent and dependent variable IS pre
sented. In addition, III our theoretical diSCUSSIOns, it was pointed 
out that there are alternatIve varIables that cause both absenteeIsm 
and other varIables that appear to vary with absenteeism as well as 
variables that moderate the absenteeism-consequence relationship. 
The point is rather Simple. The absenteeism-consequence relation
ship is more complicated than we have specified. However, given 
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the amount of theory and research In this area, OUf strategy would 
be to focus on this one-way relationship and carefully study some se
iected relationships before eXamInIng forms of reciprocal causatIOn. 

Another issue IS the populatIOn to be studied. Our discus
sion really focused on occupations where work unfolds in some spe
cific time schedule; we talked about occupations where there are 
some formal expectations about comIng to work at a certain time. 
Indeed, without these expectations, it IS not dear what absence 
means. What about self· employed people whose occupatIOns do 
not have specific expectations about time, such as artists? A verSIOn 

of this same issue 18 that some occupations are somewhat diffuse as 
to where work IS performed. A manager mIght decide to work at 
home for a gIven day. Would that be considered absence? The 
point of this issue is that absenteeism gets defined primarily in ocu
pations where people work In a specific place at a specific tIme. If 
they are not there, then we observe an absence. The bIas In the 
abs~nteeism literature and, to some extent, in this chapter IS that 
we have focused pnmarily on the productIOn worker, tangentIally 
on the manager 1 and not at all on occupations where expectations 
about where and when to work are diffuse. In acknowledgIng this 
limitation, we also are suggestmg some research opportunIties. 
What effect does managenal absenteeism have on the manager's 
productIvity or affective state? What is the relatIonship among 
absenteeism, nonwork satisfaction, and productIvIty for a research 
sCientist or artist? 

If we limit our theorizmg to occupations where data on 
absenteeism are collected, one can still ratse the question of gener
aJizability. That is, do we expect absenteeism, for example, to have 
an impa~t on productivity and accidents across all work settings? 
The answer to that questIon should be evident from the theoretIcal 
analyses presented in this chapter. The argument was never derived 
from a particular work setting (for example, coal-minmg crews). 
Rather, our theoretical focus was on vanables or parameters that 
make a difference. For example, In the productivity analYSIS, the 
centrality of the Job and the amount of discretIon in the Job are 
important in assessIng the Impact of absenteeism on productivity. 
In different work settIngs, we might expect to find different dis tn· 
butions of centrality or distributIOns within jobs and, therefore, dif
ferent relationships between absenteeism and productivity. 
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If we can successfully understand the relatIOnships between 
absenteeIsm and Its consequences, we can _ focus our attention on 
other criterIon varIables. For exampie, much of the orgamzattonal
theory literature IS concerned with determmants of performance. 
Yet we know little about the effect of performance on other vari
ables. How do increases m performance affect absenteeism, aCCI-

. ? dents affective states, and so on? What are the cntIcal moderators. 
Wha; IS the nature of the functIOnal relationship? All these ques· 
tions are important, yet there IS little systematic research address
Illg these questIons. The point IS that the strategy underl~Illg the 
absenteeism-consequence relationship couid be generahzed to 
other variables, such as performance, turnover, or accidents. We 
are not advocating examining the interrelationships among a set of 
criterion vanables, for that has been tned in the effectiveness litera
ture WIth little success (Goodman, Atkin, and Schoorman, 1983). 
Rather, we are advocating a fine-grained anaiysis of varIables that 
are traditIOnally dependent variables m most orgamzattonal re
search. We want to trace out their effects on the individual, work 
group, organization, and other SOCial umts. 

Implications for Practice 

An important theme underlYIllg this chapter IS that absen
teeIsm has positive and negative consequences at the individual, 
group, orgamzattonal, and sOCIetal levels. Unfortunately, many 
managenal approaches to absenteeism assume that ~~senteelsm 
has primarily negative consequences. If one wor~s o~ this. assump
tion of negative consequences, the prImary action imphcatIon IS 
that absenteeism should be reduced. Our analysis of posItIve and 
negative consequences by constituencies indicates that this assump
tion and the implied course of action may not be correct. 

A careful analYSIS of the benefits and costs of absenteeism 
may be a useful managerial actIvIty. A careful analysis of both POSI
tIve and negative effects might uncover an array of latent conse
quences not previously recognIzed by managers. "':'e thi?-k tha~ this 
type of analYSIS will set the stage for different actIOn alte~natIves. 
For example, if one-day absences facilitate Job SWItchIng and 
enhancement of mUltiple Job skills per employee; the organization 
may not want to elimmate this form of absence. On the other hand, 
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if one-day absences do not enhance the acquISItIon of multIple skills 
and serve prImarily to aSSIst m family actIvItIes (for example, child 
care), then action alternatIves such as child-care facilities may be 
appropriate. Identifymg the cause and consequence of absenteeism 
mIght help m selecting more appropriate actIOn alternatives. If 
absenteeism does reduce productivity, then understanding the 
cause of this relationship will have obvIous consequences for prac
tIce. One factor underlymg this negatIve relationship IS the role of 
the vacancy and/or the unfamiliarIty of the replacement in causing 
iower productivity. One remedy for this situation IS trainmg re
placements for specifiCjobs and thus reducmg the amount of unfa
miliarity when a repiacement IS necessary. If absenteeIsm causes 
accidents, then understanding the cause of this relatIOnship will 
have obvIOus consequences for practice. If a worker is absent for a 
periOd and returns to a work sItuatIOn unfamiliar with varIOUS 
aspects of work: the chances for accidents may be increased. One 
remedy, partIcularly for workers experiencing long spells of absen
teeIsm, would be to provide some form of safety traming prIOr to 
returmng to work. Or, if absenteeIsm leads to the repiacement of a 
worker by someone unfamiliar with various aspects of work, then 
some form oftrainmg for the replacement may mInImIZe accidents. 

In our anaLYSIS of grievances, we pOInted out that the exis
tence of an absenteeIsm-control plan probably will increase the fre
quency of grievances. The implicatIOn IS not that one should throw 
out absenteeism-control pians. Rather, our anaiysis of absenteeism 
and grievances indicates that (1) the eXIstence of an absenteelsm
control pian may Increase grievances, a potential cost to the organI
zation and union; (2) it IS difficult to admimster an absenteeism
control program so that all employees are treated equitably; and 
(3) absenteeIsm-control plans are not qUIck soluttons to reducing 
absenteeIsm. If an absenteeIsm-control plan IS Impiemented, a 
major investment m trainmg should be undertaken, and a feedback 
system should be installed to ensure that the program IS working 
equitably over tIme. 

In this chapter, we have shown that absenteeIsm can have a 
vanety of positive and negattve consequences for the mdividual, 
co~workers, and organization. We also believe that some levels of 
absenteeism will exist in any organizatIOn, and, therefore, some 
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consequences that we discussed will follow. It may be possible In 
some cases, however, to alter some of the negative consequences 
through alternative organizatIOnal deSigns. For example, if absen
teeism contributed to accidents and lower productivIty in a work 
group, It may be that redesigning the group mto an autonomous 
work group characterIzed by multlskilled members who are highly 
cooperative and coheSIVe would attenuate the absence-accident 
relationship. That IS, these orgamzationai Interventions will not 
eliminate the consequences of absenteeism but surely will moderate 
theIr negatIve Impact. This example IS suggested to illustrate how 
alternative forms of work orgamzatlon may be Important in under
standing the absenteeIsm-consequence relatIOnship. 
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