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BRIGHT GUIDES | WORKPLACE FAILS
2. ABSEENTEEISM
Poor Time Keeping at Work
Absenteeism is a broad term that relates to poor time keeping and a lack of engagement at
work. This encompasses a wide range of behaviour, including noticeable absences, above
average sick days, and consistent lateness, to more covert behaviour, such as extended
breaks, leaving early, or increases in displacement activity.
Initially, when first noticed, these actions are often ignored. On their own, they represent
relatively minor infringements. But, if left unchecked, they can have lasting damage on
employees’ efficiencies, team morale and productivity.

This Guide
In this guide we look at poor time keeping and a lack of engagement at work. We
offer 7 practical steps to address absenteeism.
Based on the ongoing work of Rebecca Stevens, Chartered Psychologist, these
Work Brighter Guides are designed to help business owners and managers address
common issues and challenges in the workplace.
Although they contain useful tips and information, it’s always advisable to talk to an
expert to help you understand the deeper causes and plan the right strategy for your
individual business situation.

What to Look Out for
1. Consistent lateness
Look out for those who push any leeway on arrival time to the limit.
2. Leaving early
Pushing the limit on contracted hours. Leaving without finishing work at hand.
3. Presenteeism
Used to describe those present at work, but not actively engaged with work
processes, i.e. present in person, but not present in mind. Look out for extended time
on non-work activities, e.g. making drinks, long breaks, time on their personal phone.
4. Frequent absences
Often associated with suspicious sick days. Look out for vague and inconsistent
reasons when an employee frequently calls sick.
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5. Actively avoiding extra hours of work.
Particularly frustrating in a team situation, working to an important deadline. One
member leaves at the “on-the-dot” leaving time with work incomplete. The rest are
left to continue with their work and the leavers to complete. This can lead to a
potentially disruptive situation and increased resentment.

Causes of Absenteeism
Absenteeism is the first sign of employee disengagement. Employees who exhibit
any of these behaviours for an extended period, have actively disengaged with
their work and also the core goals of their employment.
Causes might be:• A perceived lack of support or appreciation
• Unfulfillment in work
• Lack of appropriate skills for required tasks.
Bear in mind that causes can be complex, and some may be related to home or
social life, not just work.

3 Rules about Dealing with Absenteeism
Rule 1 – Act don’t delay
Now is not the time to look away or “let it off”. Lack of action reinforces bad behaviour and
indicates that bad behaviour has no consequence, either for employees, their co-workers, or
the organisation. If bad behaviour is noticed, it needs to be addressed immediately. The
effect on other workers should also not be overlooked. Frustration and disengagement can
spread from seeing an underperforming person being tolerated within the organisation.
Rule 2 – Be Consistent
Intermittent reinforcement of workplace guidelines leads to confusion and ultimately
disrespect. Your expectations for your employees and their behaviour should be clear from
the outset and consistently upheld. Failure to do this will cause further disengagement from
the core values of the work.
Rule 3 – Understand Your Employees
Dealing with absenteeism requires behaviour modification. It is common in many
organisations to punish poor behaviour without rewarding good behaviour. Human beings
are always exhibiting a behaviour – some good, some bad. Acknowledging this means
actively encouraging and rewarding the good, so they know what to replace the bad
behaviour with.
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Practical Steps for Addressing Absenteeism

7 Simple Steps
1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Start with a Conversation
Balance your Approach
Think Differently
Reward Good Behaviours
Increase Employee Skills
It’s not always Laziness
What are your business needs?

1. Start with a Conversation
Rather than giving a dressing down, which can only make a person defensive, it is
recommended to take a discovery approach asking open, coaching questions.

These types of questions can be helpful to begin the conversation.
• Tell me how it’s going, what are you finding that you enjoy?
By talking
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I do
to view
support
personality), information can be gained about why the situation occurred in a more neutral
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and less
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importance of their behaviour and why workplace guidelines are in place, such as customer
• The impact of that happening was… e.g. I had to delay my first customer
service levels.
meeting, we were unable to manage incoming calls,
• This was bad for us as an organisation because …
Working with outside support at this stage to help you be more confident in these difficult
• It also impacts on your co-workers because they end up with more to do …
conversations with employees can be highly beneficial. For more information about how
• How could I help you prevent that type of incident happening again?
Work Brighter can help you manage your employee conversations, contact us today.
• What could you do to help?

2. Balance Your Approach
Don’t go in like a Sergeant Major!
It’s common to want all your employees to conform to your way of doing things. Being
confronted with someone who acts in the opposite way can be very frustrating. It’s tempting
to let frustration turn into anger, and to want to deal out a good yelling, or a sound telling off.
This might make you feel better, but nine times out of ten it will be counter-productive.
Employees who are showing signs of absenteeism are already in the process of disengaging
with their work. A telling off will simply break any last trust they might have had. The result
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will be that they withdraw from the process and refuse to reveal the reasons behind their
disengagement.
Don’t be too soft!
Absenteeism can’t be brushed under the carpet. An employee who is consistently late, but
who is never challenged in a consistent way, will simply continue in their actions.
They need to understand that their actions have real consequences to organisation.
They also need to acknowledge that they have control of their behaviour. A too soft
approach allows for excuses that are out of their control, such as traffic problems, train
delays or family issues.
By taking a more robust discovery approach, you can begin to address the issues that are
definitely in their control, such as setting their alarm to get up earlier, and explore what the
person can take ownership of.
Focus on what is within their control e.g. “The traffic is bad which makes me late” actually
means the person can control when they travel, but they can’t control for traffic.
It might be that you have to offer support. For example, if they have caring responsibilities,
can their working hours be amended to accommodate that? Could their role be modified?
Could flexible working be introduced?

3. Think Differently
How important is it that someone is at their desk at 9am? Are you really wedded to a 9-5
working day? Or can a flexible approach to working hours be highly beneficial to everyone?
The emphasis for any conversation on absenteeism should be on
“what is the most important outcome for the job?”
If the role demands timeliness e.g. a customer appointment, then the employee must accept
that is part of it.
But, certain jobs, which require flexible, creative natures, attract personality types that are
less rigid on time and see it as a more fluid, than linear.
You may have to find new ways to accommodate your creative person’s flexible view of
time.
Measuring what they do by looking at their output and impact is far more important than
them being present in the office.
Re-engaging someone who is showing absenteeism in its many forms, might be simply
about offering them a more flexible working environment, whilst making sure that their work
remains consistent in its quality and output.
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4. Reward Good Behaviours
Why reward someone simply for turning up on time and doing their job?
Work rewards us in more ways than just monetary remuneration. We enjoy jobs where there
is a sense of belonging, recognition in the world, status, other people to interact with.
Rewarding good behaviour is not just about extra pay. Simple recognition or verbal praise
that an employee has been in on time every day can be highly beneficial.
Your employees may never have been told about time keeping in their lives before. They
may never have made the connection between timeliness and value.
Reinforce what you want to see and reward employees when they act accordingly.
5. Increase Employees Skills
Absenteeism can sometimes be the result of a lack of skills. Helping employees to be more
organised and learning to use their diary better might be beneficial for your organisation in
many ways.
Organisation and Diary Management
Methods such as GTD (Getting Things Done) can be utilised throughout the entire
workplace. These can be included in project management as well as helping
individuals to be more organised.
Morning Stand-up Meetings
The fear of missing out (FOMO) can also be used to encourage timeliness. A
morning daily huddle, or brief stand-up team meeting can be an effective way to
get employees to check in and focus on the day.
Build in rewards for attendance and penalties for absence. Fun-based team
rewards, such as doughnuts or discussions about the next social. In this way, the
person will know that they are missing out by not being there. There is a human
need to be accepted and part of a social group. Missing out on this has to matter.

6. Remember, It’s Not Always Laziness
People can be lazy, we know this. And there are always some people who will make the
most of any opportunity not to work. But lateness and poor timekeeping are not always
disrespectful and can be related to personality type and value systems.
The most important thing to do is understand why a person is showing signs of absenteeism,
rather than simply to write them off as a lazy sort. Laziness is a symptom of a problem and a
lack of interest and engagement, rather than the problem itself.
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7. What are your business needs?
Getting the right employees doing the right jobs is vital.
Do you need a brilliant developer who does amazing things, or do you need someone here
at 9am? Do they need to learn that the 9am start is standard or are your office hours
flexible? Where are the boundaries and how do you fit with the role?
Asking these questions early in the recruitment process means that any employees you take
on understand their roles, the requirements of the job and the consequences for not meeting
those requirements.
Be open about your expectations during the recruitment process. When you brief them as
part of their induction discuss their expectations too. Do not assume they will know what you
expect without telling them what you’re thinking. Everyone has had different life and work
experiences to you and may have worked in a singular culture and work environment.
Work with a Professional
Every team of employees contains a range of personalities. Sometimes people work well in
an environment, sometimes they seem to quickly disengage.
In all work places, a better understanding will help create a better, more productive
environment. Creating a dedicated solution for instances of absenteeism, designed to meet
your needs and led by a professional, can have far reaching positive effects. Not only on
workplace attitudes, but also on company efficiency.
What if your disengaged employee found a new level of confidence and initiative so they
could really step up in the way you need them to?

If you believe you have employees who are disengaged, and you’ve run out of ideas,
get in touch with Work Brighter. We can offer you a deeper psychological insight that
will help you find the right solution for your team.
For more information on creating the right atmosphere in your workplace and
developing your employee’s engagement, contact us today.

Rebecca Stevens, Work Brighter
0161 4100 406
help@workbrighter.co.uk
www.workbrighter.co.uk
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