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‘Presenteeism’ hits work performance, research finds

Coming to work while ill can lead to more absence in long run 
Claire Churchard 
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Workplaces where staff come to work despite illness are more likely to see lower performance and greater sickness absence, according to research by the Work Foundation and AXA PPP.

The report, Why do employees come to work when ill?, said sickness presence can be an important indicator of employee health and well-being. But employers are “at risk” of underestimating or missing its impact because they focus on absence.

Sickness presence was found to be “significantly” related to manager-assessed performance scores. Employees with higher levels of sickness presence had significantly lower performance scores than people who reported lower levels of sickness presence. Yet sickness absence was not significantly related to this performance measure. 

Sickness presence is “more prevalent than sickness absence”, the report found. It also found there is a “positive correlation” between the two, suggesting that presenteeism could lead to more absence in the long run.

Nearly half of employees (45 per cent) surveyed by researchers reported one or more days of sickness presence compared with 18 per cent taking days off ill in the same period. 

Three factors were “significantly” linked to presenteeism: personal financial difficulties, work-related stress and perceived pressure from managers and colleagues to attend work when unwell. 

Meanwhile, employees who felt pressured by managers and colleagues to work when unwell were also more likely to report that their performance was adversely affected by working when ill.

The report recommended that line managers’ ability to deal with work-related stress and psychological well-being should be prioritised. Employers need to pay attention to how the workplace culture affects and influences absence policy and how it is applied by managers.

Fit notes could provide a “constructive opportunity” to review how managers and teams work together to accommodate ill health.

More than 500 employees from AXA PPP were interviewed and surveyed online for the report.


