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WHAT factors are responsible for high
rates of absenteeism among workers?
What influences stem from the sex

of workers, the size of the department they are
employed in, and so on? To what extent, ac-
cordingly, can absenteeism be controlled by
management action? This article reports the
findings of a recent study which should serve
to throw light on such questions.

The locale of the study was a typical manu-
facturing plant employing approximately 1,000
people. This company, like so many others,
had become disturbed over its '"high" rate of
absenteeism during World War II and the
years following. Production was behind sched-
ule, and new employees were diflicult to obtain.
As might be expected, absenteeism was blamed
for a substantial proportion of production
difficulties. The management decided in 1947
that action of some sort was necessary.

There was some question, however, about
the accuracy of the company's figures on ab-
senteeism. The present study was undertaken
to provide reliable and systematically gathered
information on which action could be based.
At the time of inaugurating the study manage-
ment voiced the hope that the study would
provide a "convenient means for getting rid
of worst offenders, and preventing the hiring
of potential offenders." Somewhat to manage-
tnent's surprise, the findings pointed to man-
agement factors as main causes of absenteeism.

AUTHOR'S NOTE: The writer is indebted to Drs. Milton
Blitni and Max Smith Eor their constructive criticisms of
the manuscript.

'Jerome F. Scott and John B. Fox, Absenteeism: Man-
agement's Problem (Harvard Business School, Division of

Method and Findings

Attendance records were available on all
nonsupervisory time card employees. Tiie
records of all such employees who were on the
June 30, 1947, payroll and who had been with
the company three weeks or more were exam-
ined to obtain the necessary data. A total of
868 employees met this criterion, and their
records for the first half of 1947 were analyzed.

The number of absences per month was
used as the measure of absenteeism. This
measure was used to eliminate the effect of
extreme scores resulting from extended ill-
nesses or operations when the measure is num-
ber of days absent. The former is the same
measure used by Scott and Fox ^ and Mayo
and Lombard ^ in their wartime studies of
absenteeism.

The average number of absences for all in-
dividuals whose records were studied range
from 0 to 6.5 per month. When these absences
were arranged in step intervals of 0.5, the dis-
tribution shown in EXHIBIT I resulted. This
distribution shows a definite tendency of con-
formance to the attendance requirement: scan-
ning from left to right, successively smaller
and smaller percentages of people have larger
and larger numbers of absences per month.

It was felt desirable to examine this trend
more closely, as well as to discuss it with ref-
erence to some standard of satisfactoriness.
Research, Business Research Studies No. 29, 1943).

* Elton Mayo and George F, F. Lombard, Teamtvork
and Labor Turnover in the Aircraft Industry of Suuthem
California (Harvard Business School, Division of Research,
Business Research Studies No. 32, 1944).
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EXHIBIT I. DisrRiBUTioN OF AVERACE ABSENCES

PER MONTH FOR ENTIRE PLANT
(868 Employees)
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To help accomplish these aims, a classification
system was devised to indicate the number of
absences per month of each employee. In set-
ting up this system, it was first decided to place
all employees with one or more absences per
month into a single "poor attendance" class.
The remaining employees, who comprised a
substantial majority of all employees studied,
were then placed in a series of six classes
approximately equal in size. The complete
classification system follows (numerals indicate
absences per month):

Class A
Class B
Class C
Class D
Class E
Class F
Class G

0-.17
.18-.34
-35-51
.52-.68
.69-85
.86-.99

1.00 or more

An example will show how the system
works. Let us assume that Mary Jones was
absent on Wednesday and Thursday of the
second week in May, and again on Monday of
the second week in Jtme. Her total number
of absences would be 2.0. Because she was
employed by the company for the entire
six-month period covered by the study, her
absences per month would be 2/G or .33.
Her record would thus be classified as "B."
If she had been on the payroll for only three
months, her absences per month would be 2/3
or .O7, which would come under the "D"
classification,

Over-All Plant. The distribution of attend-
ance classes for the entire plant (factory and
clerical) appears as EXHIBIT II. Here we see
that starting with Class A, at the extreme left,
the classes diminish in size from 32.1% to
o.G% until we reach Class G, where there is an

abrupt rise. Grouping Classes A-F together,
we find that 75.870 of the people averaged less
than one absence per month, while 24.2%
averaged one or more absences per month. In
other words, three fourtlis of the people
tended toward "good" attendance, while the
remaining fourth were not so inclined.

Dividing Class G, the "poor attendance"
group, into several subclasses gave further in-
formation about it. The subclasses are shown
in EXHIBIT III. Interestingly enough, the
shape of this distribution is the same as that

EXHIBIT 11. BREAKDOWN OF ENTIRE PLANT
INTO AlTENDANCE CLASSES A TO G

(868 Employees)

31.2

B D E P

for the "good attendance" group. Here we
find the largest subgroup (62,5%) falling into
the "least poor" class of 1.0 to 1.49 absences per
month. The second largest subgroup (24.8%)
falls into the "next least poor" class of 1.5 to
1.99 absences per month. Grouping these first
two subgroups together, we find that 87.3% of
the people in Class G had less than two ab-
sences per month. Proceeding to the right we
find that subgroups get continuously smaller
as the nimiber of monthly absences increases.

EXHIBIT III. DISTRIBUTION OF AVERAGE ABSENCES

PER MONTH FOR CLASS G
(aio Employees)

62.5

1.0 1.5 2.0 2.5 3.0 3.5
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Thus we see a pronounced tendency toward
good attendance even in the "poor attend-
ance" group!

In connection with the distribution of Class
G, a check was made of the performance rat-
ings of its members. This step was taken to
confirm or deny a management claim that
poor attendance was associated with poor work
performance. Ratings were available on
82.9% of Class G members. The distribution
of these ratings was as follows:

Highly satisfactory
Satisfactory
Somewhat weak
Unsatisfactory

11.4%
61.0%

9-5%
1-0%

82.9%

In some instances supervisors qualified rat-
ings by stating that the latter would be higher
if not for poor attendance, or that attendance
would have to be improved. And because
the labor market was extremely "tight" at the
time of rating, it can be assumed that there was
probably a tendency toward overrating. In
any event, Class G does not appear to be
loaded with workers whose actual job per-
formance is poor. There must be some other
explanation.

Men versus Women. For quite some time
management had the feeling that absenteeism
was a much more serious problem with
women than with men. As might be expected,
biological reasons were used to explain this
difference. When separate distributions of at-
tendance records were made for men and
women, men were found to have superior at-
tendance records. This superiority can be
seen in EXHIBIT IV, where Class G for men is
only 12.5% compared with 27.3% for women,
a statistically significant difference. Also ap-
parent is the fact that both distributions have
the familiar "U-shape" which was found in the
distribution for men and women combined.
The consistency in the shape of both com-
bined and separate distributions suggests that
whatever factors give rise to such a picture
operate regardless of sex.

Office versus Factory. If it were true that
sex is an important factor in absenteeism, as
suggested in EXHIBIT IV, one could expect the
amount of absenteeism in a group to be re-
lated to the percentage of women in the group.

A quick check of this hypothesis was made by
making separate attendance distributions for
office and factory departments. The office
force was 82.5% female, and the factory force
78.5% female. Here we have two groups dif-
fering only slightly in percentage of female
employees. According to our hypothesis we
would expect the size of Class G to be approxi-
mately the same for both of them. As a matter
of fact, with the percentage of females in the
office being slightly higher (82.5% versus
78.5%), we would expect any difference ob-
tained to be that of a shade higher Class G for
the office. As can be seen in EXHIBIT V, how-
ever, there is a 9% difference in size of Class G
between office and factory (27.2% versus
•8.2%) —a statistically significant difference
— and, in addition, it is in a direction opposite
to that expected.

This finding was the first suggestion in the
study that sex may not be an important factor
in absenteeism. This suggestion was substan-
tiated when the correlation between the size of
Class G and the percentage of women for every
department was found to be nil.

When management was informed of this
finding, a claim was made that the difference
between office and factory absenteeism re-
sulted from age differences — "the office is
loaded with young kids, the factory with old
ladies." This explanation was definitely not
confirmed when the relationship between age
and absenteeism was investigated. Here it was
found that the size of Class G for all age
groups was directly proportional to the num-
ber of people in those groups. It appeared
then that other factors had to be looked for to
explain the results obtained. To do this, a
study was made of individual departments.

Individual Departments. The distribution
of Class G for individual departments is shown
in EXHIBIT VI. The departments were di-
vided, according to size, into four groups:

Group I
Group II
Group III
Group IV

(1-9 people)
(10-19 people)
(20-39 people)
(40 people or more)

In EXHIBIT VI individual departments
within each group have been plotted in order
of their Class G standing. The horizontal line
through each group of departments gives the
average Class G standing for the group. Two
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EXHIBIT IV. BR£AKDOV/N OF MEN AND WOMEN INTO ATTENDANCE CLASSES A TO G

54.

Women (694)

27

A B C D E F G A B C D E F G

EXHIBIT V. BREAKDOWN OF OFFICE AND FACTORY WORKERS INTO ATTENDANCE CLASSES A TO G

A B C D E F A B C D E F

30 -

20 -

10 -

EXHIBIT VI. SIZE OF CLASS G IN 38 PLANT DEPARTMENTS AS PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL WORKERS

IN EACH DEPARTMENT

Group I
(1-9 employees)

Group H
(10-19 employees)

Group M Oroup IV
(20-39 employees) (40 or more

employees)
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findings are immediately apparent. First, the
larger the department, the greater its tendency
toward absenteeism (Group I, 7.9%; Group
II, 14.8%; Group III, 24.6%; Group IV,
30.2%). Secondly, there is considerable over-
lap from group to group, indicating that size
is not the only factor of importance. For ex-
ample, the size of Class G for Department 31,
Group IV, is smaller than that for eight de-
partments — 14, 15, 16, 24, 25, 28, 29, 30 —in
Groups I, II, and III. Not only must the over-
lapping be accounted for by factors other than
size, but it is likely that these factors, -whatever
they may be, do not have equal importance in
every instance.

Discussion of Results

The distributions presented above are all
similar in indicating a predominating tend-
ency toward good attendance rather than ab-
senteeism. Thus conformance to a regulation
rather than nonconformance appears to be the
dominant pattern of response. It is interest-
ing, also, that essentially the same form of dis-
tribution was obtained in the companies
studied by Mayo and Lombard.^ Here we
have good evidence that absenteeism is not a
lawless phenomenon but occurs with sufficient
consistency of pattern to make it readily ame-
nable to research.

Reasons for Women's Higher Absence Rate.
None of the data presented so far in this study
explain why the attendance of men was su-
perior to that of women. It is of interest and
importance to investigate this difference fur-
ther. To assume that biological factors ac-
count for this difference is of course tempting.
But we have previously pointed out that there

•Elton Mayo and George F. F. Lombard, op. dt.

was no relationship between the amount of
absenteeism and the percentage of women in a
department. Also, the fact that 72.7% of all
the women had less than one absence per
month suggests that menstrual discomfort is
not a major factor.

But let us assume that a woman does have
menstrual discomfort on a working day.
Whether or not she comes to work is not only
a biological matter but a psychological one as
well. Just as on days when there are trans-
portation tie-ups, whether or not she comes
depends upon how hard she tries. And her
attitude toward her job determines how hard
she tries.

Another biological factor which might be
considered briefly is muscular fatigue. The
absence records for Department 31, where the
work requires constant standing and is of a
kind not performed by women prior to the
war, are of pertinence here. EXHIBIT VII
shows a very marked superiority of men's at-
tendance over women's in this department.
What is perhaps more striking, however, is
the female distribution which differs markedly
from that of other departments. The fact that
in this particular department the poorest at-
tendance category. Class G, is so large com-
pared with Class A (41.0% versus 4.5%) sug-
gests that the women's production comes at the
expense of good attendance. In other words,
their work may be too difficult for them
physically.

Another factor of possible significance is
that proportionately fewer women tlian men
in this department were the financial main-
stays of their families. This condition could
result in a more detached attitude toward the
job on the part of the women and a greater
tendency to "yield" to biological factors.

EXHIBIT VII. BREAKDOWN OF MEN AND WOMEN OF DEPARTMENT 31 INTO ATTENDANCE CLASSES A TO G

66.8^
Men (48) Women (22)

8.3^

B
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A further factor to consider in explaining
the company-wide superiority of men's attend-
ance over women may be called "female-load-
ing." Results presented in the previous sec-
tion indicate that the larger the department,
the greater the tendency toward absenteeism.
This finding suggests that there might be some
connection between the female tendency
toward poor attendance and the size of the de-
partments in which women worked. EXHIBIT

VIII indicates that this hunch is correct.

EXHIBIT VIII. PERCENTAGE OF COMPANY WOMEN
IN VARIOUS DEPARTMENT GROUPS

Department Groups
Group I (1-9 people)
Group II (10-19 people)
Group III (20-39 people)
Group IV (40 or more people)
Unaliiliated (secretaries, etc.)

Percentage oj Company Women
in This Group

10.570
11.0

16.0
55-6

6.9

The table shows that more than half the
women in the company are in the largest de-
partments. This finding warrants concluding
that the size of the department in which
women are placed is an important factor in
their absenteeism. It might look at first glance
as if the reasoning here should be reversed,
and that the larger departments have more
absenteeism because they are more heavily
loaded with women. Such a possibility is pre-
cluded, however, by the earlier mentioned fact
that no relationship between a department's
absenteeism and its percentage of women was
found. In other words, the women's record re-
flects the higher rate of the larger departments
in which more of them happen to work.

This interpretation might also apply to an-
other investigation of absenteeism. Schenet
found superiority of men's attendance over
women's in most departments of a war plant.
He did not offer any explanation for the sex
difference obtained, bnt the interesting fact is
that he confined his analysis to large depart-
ments only.*

Of course, there are other factors which no
doubt help to account for the superiority of
the men's attendance. One possibility is that
not only are more men than women the main
supporters of their families, but that even
where a woman is the financial mainstay of a

* N. G. Schenet, "An Analysis o£ Absenteeism in One
War Plant." Journal of Applied Psychology, Vol. 29, No. 1
(February 1945), pp. 27-39.

family, she is more likely than a man to be
called off the job to care for a child or relative.
A second possibility is that more women than
men work on jobs of low status and labor
grade. Both of these possibilities, of course,
would require detailed study for substantia-
tion. The fact remains that the higher ab-
sentee rate for women does not seem to be ex-
plained primarily by biological reasons.

Quality of Supervision. The finding that
the larger the department, the greater is the
tendency toward absenteeism is confirmed by
Worthy in his discussion of morale studies at
Sears-Roebuck.'' But is this the whole picture?
In the present study considerable overlap in
absenteeism between the four department
groups was also pointed out. Perhaps through
a study of this overlap we can obtain some clue
as to why, apart from the size factor, some de-
partments have better attendance than others.

First let us consider Department 31. De-
spite the fact that this is a Group IV depart-
ment with a very poor female attendance rec-
ord, its size of Class G is not only the smallest
for Group IV but also smaller than that of
eight departments in Groups I, II, and III. At
first glance this finding seems attributable to
the high percentage of men in the department.
But we learn that this department's men alone
also have an enviable record compared with
the men alone of other departments.

What, then, was responsible for this depart-
ment's successfully counteracting the tendency
toward high absenteeism resulting from its
size? Several factors appear to be involved.
First of all, the supervisor of this department
had long enjoyed the reputation of being the
company's best. He undoubtedly kept the
finest set of individual performance records to
be found anywhere in the company. Also, he
was one of the few supervisors who maintained
his own set of attendance records and talked
with his people individually and regularly
concerning them, as well as showing up favor-
ably in other aspects of his performance not
directly pertaining to the main point of the
study.

A second factor of likely importance is the
work performed by this department. This
work was of a highly skilled nature. Its status

"James G. Worthy, "Factors Influencing Employee
Morale," HARVARD BUSINESS REVIEW, Vol. XXVUI, No. i
(January 1950). pp. 61-73.
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was also highest for all hourly rated jobs, and
it had a well-accepted incentive system.

Now let us look at Departments 16, 25, 30,
and 38, each of which had the poorest attend-
ance in its group:

Department 16 was a new department virtually
running without a supervisor. In actual fact, it
was run by a part-time straw boss who had a long-
estahllshed reputation for high technical skills
and extremely poor human relations skills. A
pertinent sidelight on this department concerns
one of its operators who was temporarily trans-
ferred to another department to receive remedial
instruction because of unsatisfactory job perform-
ance. Only one day after the transfer this oper-
ator's production was 50% greaterl

The supervisor of Department 25 had a long
history of poor relations both with subordinates
and other supervisors. He was tolerated only be-
cause of difficulty in replacing him with someone
having the necessary technical knowledge.

Department go's supervisor had many fine f>er-
sonal qualities but was somewhat effeminate and
lacking in persuasiveness. He apparently was mis-
cast as supervisor of a group comprised mainly of
"bobbysoxers." When subsequently he was re-
placed, attendance improved markedly in a short
time.

Department 38's supervisor was placed in
charge of his group with considerable misgivings.
He was given a supervisory post partly because no
one better was available, and partly to give him
an opportunity to improve himself after military
service. His progress was slow, he was "under
fire" for one difficulty after another, and eventu-
ally he was transferred to nonsupervisory work.

It would seem, then, in this particular plant
at least, that the quality of supervision is of
major significance in influencing the rate of
absenteeism.

Implications for Management
Perhaps the main implication of the present

study is that when any management attempts
to reduce or prevent absenteeism, it should
focus the spotlight on itself as well as on its
workers. The two factors that appeared to be
most closely associated with absenteeism —
size of department and quality of supervision
— are ones that management can do something
about through planning, selection, and train-
ing. Apparently the larger the department.

the greater the need for skilled supervision.
Integrating this point of view with that of
Mayo and Lombard, it would appear that
appropriate combinations of supervisory skill
and department size make for "teamwork."

Several factors coming under the general
category of "nature of work" also appear to
be associated with absenteeism, although
somewhat less convincingly in the present
study at least. These factors are (1) job status,
(2) skill requirements, (3) wages, and (4) physi-
cal aspects of the job. It is quite possible that
the last three of these factors are merely sep-
arate facets or components of job status. It is
interesting to note that these factors are con-
sistent with those which Reynolds and Shister
found in their study of job dissatisfaction and
turnover in an industrial community: human
relations on the job, intrinsic nature of the
job, and adequacy of wages to cover living
costs." These factors, too, lend themselves to
management control.

All in all, the writer looks upon the findings
of this study as enlarging rather than eliminat-
ing traditionally held points of view on ab-
senteeism. Absenteeism can be either manage-
ment-centered (quality of supervision, size of
department, nature of work, etc.) or worker-
centered (sickness, transportation difficulties,
etc.). These centers should not be considered
as being unrelated, however. Even when the
precipitating factor in absenteeism is worker-
centered, the severity of the effect (frequency
and duration of absence) may be influenced
considerably by management-centered factors.

It remains for future investigation to show
what effect a loose labor market would have on
attendance distributions such as those pre-
sented in tliis study. It seems reasonable to
assume, however, that there would be some
tnasking of the tendencies noted in the present
study. In other words, department differences
in absenteeism would probably be reduced.
On the other hand, if conditions conducive to
poor attendance exist in a department, it
seems likely that some symptoms other than
absenteeism, such as grievances, uncoopera-
tiveness, and so on, might also arise or
increase.

*Ltoyd G. Reynolds and Joseph Shister, Job Horizons
(New York, Harper & Brothers, 1949).






