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Summary

Researchers in the field of absenteeism and attendance come from very
different backgrounds, which is reflected in the nature of their research.
Absence can be studied from predominantly statistical, medical, sociologi-
cal, economic or psychological angles. Because of these differences research
on absenteeism lacks a unifying theory. Models and theories differ as to
level of explanation of absenteeism behaviour and in the description of the
process that results in absence from work. Also there are differences as to
the level of sophistication of theories.

In the field of absenteeism research in industrial and organizational
psychology there are two fundamentally different research lines that have
a different tradition, method and aim. One line of study is mainly aimed at
the explanation of absenteeism or attendance. The central question is: what
are the causes or determinants of absenteeism? The other line of research
concerns the nrediction of absenteeism. It tries to find answers to such
questions as: how many absences will there be on a certain day or in a
certain period, how long will a person continue to attend work without
absence? Both the explanation and the prediction methods have certain
disadvantages. To summarize, the most important problem of the prediction
approach is that this research method provides little information about how
to influence absenteeism. The explanation approach loses information about
temporal changes in the causes of absenteeism. If we want to get a better
view of the day to day processes that are related to absence statistical
methods may be a useful instrument. The results should be combined with
the results of explanation studies if we want to prevent future high absence
rates. Furthermore, we should not forget that there are other methods than
statistical analyses, which may be used to get a better view of day to day
processes. These methods are the use of idiographic descriptions of
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absentees, or an analysis of the phenomenological meaning attached to
absences. They may be used in combination with other methods to get a
better view of the causes of absenteeism. In addition, these methods may
provide firmer ground for interventions aimed at the reduction of the
number of absences. Therefore, explanation and prediction studies should
not be seen as rivals, but as complementary approaches. Moreover, our
understanding of absenteeism and attendance may be enriched by combining
the results of explanation and prediction studies with the findings of
idiographical analyses of the phenomenological meaning of absenteeism for
individual employees.

1. Introduction

Absenteeism is disadvantageous for employers as well as for employees. The costs of

bad attendance for employers include for example higher risk premiums and benefits

(estimated at approximately 25 billion dollars in the Netherlands alone in 1990!), extra

costs of selection and training of substitutes and the value of production lost through

interruption of work (e.g. Delsen, 1987; Schalk, 1989). Moreover, there are also

indirect costs, caused by lower motivation, satisfaction and morale of employees,

resulting in lower productivity and a decrease in the quality of products and services.

Sometimes employees have a lower income when they are ill (for example in a system

such as in the Netherlands where benefits are not paid during the first days of sick

leave). Absence may further be a signal of disfunctioning of the employee, which may

lead to more harmful effects. Therefore, (organizational) theorists and researchers have

devoted considerable attention to the study of worker absence (George, 1989).

However, the results of research are disappointing (e.g. Johns and Nicholson, 1982,

Schalk, 1989). Theories and models are scarce. They have not as yet "provided a

satisfactory understanding of the phenomena" (Fichman, 1989, page 325). And there

are many differences between the theories.

Absenteeism can be seen from different angles: as a mainly statistical, medical, econo-

mic, sociological or psychological phenomenon. Apart from these differences in
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approach there are also other differences between theories. There are three criteria with

which absenteeism theories can be described (Schalk, 1989). One can look at the level

at which a theory seeks to explain the causes of absenteeism (for example the

biological, psychological, or organizational level). Another criterium takes into account

the description of the process which results in absenteeism. A reported illness may be

seen as the outcome of a decision process, a result of motivation processes or as the

ultimate form of a bad adaptation or adjustment between employee and organization.

The third, a more formal criterium, looks at the level of structure and level of

specificity of absenteeism theories (degree of sophistication).

Contemporary models and theories of absenteeism show many differences in terms of

the above-mentioned criteria. Empirical studies in the field of absenteeism and

attendance research are therefore difficult to compare. There is hardly any systematic

research on the basis of a certain "standard" model and the amount of variance

accounted for is usually rather low, about 10 qo (Schalk, 1989). The cause of this state

of affairs may be the difference in approach (medical, statistical, psychological, etc.).

Another cause has to do with differences in the definition of absenteeism. Absenteeism

has many aspects, and thus there are many absenteeism measures and

operationalizations (e.g. measures of frequency or duration of absence, the distinction

between paid and unpaid absence, certified and uncertified absenteeism, etc.). These

different aspects of absenteeism are related, but have different causes (e.g. Smulders

1980). Furthermore, absence is only one form of withdrawal behaviour; the relationship

between the different forms of withdrawal behaviour is not yet completely understood

(e.g. Rosse and Miller 1984).

A closer look at absenteeism research in the field of industrial and organizational

psychology reveals that also in this field there is no consensus. There are two dominant

and fundamentally different research lines that have a different tradition, method and

aim. One line of study mainly aims at explanation of absenteeism behaviour. The
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central theme is: what are the causes or determinants of absenteeism? The most

elaborated and sophisticated studies of this kind try to formulate and test causal models

in which absenteeism is the dependent variable (e.g. Brooke, 1986; Brooke and Price

1989; Price and Mueller 1986, Steers and Rhodes, 1978). Central questions in

explanation studies are for example: are demographic characteristics, work attitudes,

personal values, job perceptions, non-work factors et cetera related to absenteeism? And

what is the nature of the relationship? (e.g. Blegen et al. 1988; Hackett 1989; Hackett

and Guion, 1985; Ivancevich 1986; Manning and Osland 1989; Martocchio 1989;

Meglino et al. 1989; Zaccaro and Collins 1988).

The other line of research is mainly aimed at predicting absences: how much absences

will there be on a certain day or in a certain period, how long will a person continue

to attend work without an absence (e.g. Harrison and Hulin, 1989, Fichman, 1984,

1989)?

These two different approaches use different research techniques. Moreover, researchers

who conduct prediction studies draw attention to methodological shortcomings of expla-

nation studies. For example Harrison and Hulin state that "distributional and temporal

problems with such analyses weaken the validity of conclusions based on them" (Harri-

son and Hulin, 1989, page 300). I will give a short overview of the characteristics of

the explanation and prediction approaches and will try to show the shortcomings of the

two approaches. The approaches are then evaluated and suggestions are made for future

research.

2. T'he prediction approach

Researchers who try to solve the problem of the prediction of absences usually use

statistical models. The "fit" of a statistical model with empirical absence data is establis-

hed and from a good fit it is concluded that the statistical model is a good model for
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predicting future absenteeism. The research with statistical models has a long tradition.

In 1947 Russell, Whitwell and Ryle introduced the concept of "sickness proneness" in

absence research. Russell et al. compare the empirical distribution of absences with

theoretical distributions (f.e. negative binomial, Poisson). Russell and al. and many

other authors (e.g. Sutherland and Whitwell, 1948; Arbous and Sichel 1954; Fortuin,

1955; Hinkle et al. 1956; Hinkle and Wolff, 1957; Hinkle et al. 1961; Taylor 1976;

Ferguson, 1972; 1973) conclude from a good fit between the theoretical and empirical

distributions that "sickness proneness" or "absence proneness" is an individual

characteristic. However, a good fit between for example the negative binomial and an

empirical distribution does not prove that absence proneness is an individual

characteristic (van Nooten, Draaisma and Ris, 1980).

Other statistical approaches view absence as behaviour that changes over time. An

individual worker may be in either of two states on any given day (i.e. at work or

absent). Absenteeism may then be viewed as "a special case of a remittent disease

process" (Glasser, 1970, page 1937) and analyzed in terms of survival times. Alternati-

vely an absence may be viewed as a state in the event history of an individual (Fich-

man, 1984, 1989; Harrison and Hulin, 1989). "Event history analysis is a general term

for statistical models that describe changes in states over time. These models focus on

the states an individual is in and was in, the time spent in those states, and the rates of

movement from state to state" (Harrison and Hulin, 1989, page 303).

Another statistical approach is the catastrophe approach, based on the work of the

French mathematician René Thom (Structural stability and morphogenesis, 1975). This

mathematical theory tries to explain abrupt changes in a dependent variable induced by

a small change in an independent variable. Such changes, catastrophes, are a

discontinuous change from one state to another. The change occurs as a result of a

small change or of a small stochastic fluctuation in an independent variable. Sheridan

(1985) used a catastrophe model in absence research.
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There is no doubt that certain statistical models provide very promising results in the

problem of accurate predictions of absence behaviour (see, for example, the models of

Fichman, 1989; Harrison and Hulin, 1989). But the reliability of the predictions of

these recently developed methods has not yet been tested. Moreover, these types of

analyses have not as yet been applied in managerial planning (Fichman, 1989; Harrison

and Hulin, 1989). The usefulness in practical situations still has to be established. There

are, however, also more fundamental problems with the prediction approach. Most

statistical prediction models use past absenteeism as a predictor of future absence. This

has two disadvantages:

1. the situation is assumed to be constant. The predictions are accurate for a certain

sample of employees in a certain organizational context. The models do not take

into account turnover of personnel or changes in function, or in the department

or organization as a whole.

2. the predictions provide no suggestions whatsoever of how to improve attendance

behaviour if the number of absences of certain persons or in certain situations

is too high.

Statistical models that do not include past absenteeism use only one or a few (worklnon-

worlc~personal) predictors. To a lesser extent these models have the same disadvantages

as the above mentioned. For example, if a personnel manager can compute with

mathematical models that on Friday 13th a new record of absences in the organization

will be set, measures can be taken to secure the continuation of work activities. He has

no means, however, to prevent future high absence rates.
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3. The explanation approach

"In a typical study of what determines work absences a measure of absence propensity

is created by aggregating the frequency or duration of absences over an arbitrary

period. The measure is then correlated with, or regressed linearly on, one or more

independent variables such as demographic characteristics, work attitudes, or job

perceptions" (Harrison and Hulin, 1989, page 300). The results of the causal analyses

are used to provide answers to the question what the most important determinants of

absenteeism are. The results may be used to develop interventions aimed at the

reduction of the number of absences.

Explanation research is confronted with a number of fundamental problems. The first

problem is that "measures of absence propensity are rarely normally distributed. They

are almost always truncated, discrete, positively skewed, and leptokurtic" (Hamson and

Hulin, page 300). Therefore, as Harrison and Hulin state, "even transformed measures

of absenteeism are often inadmissible as dependent variables in linear regression,

because linear regression assumes normality of the marginal distributions of the de-

pendent variable" (Harrison and Hulin, 1989, page 300). Hammer and Landau (1981)

already pointed out the problems involved in analyzing absences with correlation and

regression.

The second problem concerns the aggregation of absence data over longer time periods.

Aggregation results in only minimal improvements toward normality. Moreover, it may

result in temporal constraints on causal processes (Harrison and Hulin, 1989). "The lon-

ger the aggregation period, the less likely it is that possible determinants of absentee-

ism, measured by the beginning of the period, will affect absence propensity near the

end of the period" (Harrison and Hulin, 1989, page 301).

From the description above one could get the impression that the explanation approach

is more problematic than the prediction approach. However, the problems that are
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mentioned are not insurmountable. The distributional problems may be solved by the

use of analysis methods that are not sensitive to abnormal distributions, for example

Tobit, Probit, or Logit regressions (Hammer and Landau, 1981), and variants of

discriminant methods (for example the Index method; de Jonge 1981; de Jonge and

Oppedijk van Veen, 1982). Grosfeld (1988) applied the Index method and Tobit

analysis in combination with discriminant analysis and multiple linear regression in a

study concerning the predictability of individual absence duration. His results are very

promising. Schalk (1989) applied different regression analysis methods on absenteeism

frequency data (Multiple Liner Regression, Logit, Tobit), finding only minor

differences in results of the different regression methods (magnitude and direction of

regression-coefficients) .

The problem of aggregation over longer periods may be no objection if we assume that

the most important causes of absenteeism are stable. For example, if work design or

working conditions are important causes of absenteeism then temporal constraints are

not important. It is true that we should be aware of the potential effect of not finding

temporal causes, by aggregating over longer periods of time. Correlational analyses are

not without merit, if the (artificial) effects of stable demographic (and organizational)

variables are taken into account (e.g. Harrison and Hulin 1989, page 314).

4. Evaluation

Both the explanation and the prediction methods have certain disadvantages. To

summarize, the most important problem of the prediction approach is that this research

method provides little information about how to influence absenteeism. The explanation

approach loses information about temporal changes in the causes of absenteeism. If we

want to get a better view of the day to day processes that are related to absence

statistical methods may be a useful instrument. The results should be combined with the

results of explanation studies if we want to prevent future high absence rates.
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Furthermore, we should not forget that there are other methods than statistical analyses,

which may be used to get a better view of day to day processes. These methods are the

use of idiographic descriptions of absentees (e.g. Haccoun and Dupont 1988; Hackett

et al. 1989; Morgan and Herman 1976; Nicholson and Payne, 1987), or an analysis of

the phenomenological meaning attached to absences (Johns and Nicholson, 1982,

Schalk, 1989; 1990) These methods may be used in combination with other methods

to get a better view of the causes of absenteeism. In addition, these methods may

provide firmer ground for interventions aimed at the reduction of the number of

absences.
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