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INTRODUCTION AND BASIC PROCEDURE. 

During the past three decades or more, the study of 

absenteeism in industry has been carried on in many dif­

ferent ways, by numerous investigators and in a wide 

range of industries. The purpose of such studies has 

varied; sometimes they have been stimulated by purely 

academic interest and have sought to investigate the rela­

tionship between absenteeism and various other measurable 

factors in the work situation such as age, race, sex, length 

of service and wage rates. most studies, however, have 

been prompted by the urgent necessity to determine whether 

an absence problem existed within a specific factory, com­

munity or industry and to discover some effective means of 

dealing with it . most studies have been empirical and 

pragmatic as has befitted their intentions. 

Inevitably, those who have conducted studies of the 

latter type have asked two questions (a) how do the absence 

rates emerg i ng from this investigation compare with those 

from other studies and (b) are they 'normal' or 'abnormal' ? 

In other words, does the data which has been gathered 

indicate the existence of an absence problem? 

The main purpose of this monograph is to demonstrate 

that the Gross Absence Rate is not an effective basis for 

the discovery of answers to either of these questions. 

It will seek, in other words, to demonstrate the truth 

of the following fundamental postulate: 
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THE GROSS ABSENCE RATE IS NOT, IN ITSELF, A SUFFICIENT 
BASIS FOR THE COMPARISON OF THE ABSENCE BEHAVIOUR OF ONE 
GROUP OF WORKERS WITH THAT OF ANOTHER OR WITH A PRE-ESTA­
BLISHED NORM, NOR IS IT AN ADEQUATE INDI CA TOR OF THE 
PRESENCE OR OTHERWISE OF AN ABSENCE PROBLEM AMONG ANY 
GIVEN GROUP OF WORKERS. 

Although this study will include some account of 

investigations into the relationship between absence rates 

and various socio-economic factors, it will do so primarily 

in order to seek support for the above postulate. 

Three propositions are implicit therein: . 

(a ) that the Gross Absence Rate does not provide an adequate 

means by which to compare the absence behaviour of one 

group of workers with that of another; 

(b) that the Gross Absence Rate does not provide an adequate 

means by which to compare the absence behaviour of a given 

group of workers with a pre-established norm; 

(c) that the Gross Absence Rate does not, of itself, in-

dicate the existence or otherwise of an absence problem. 

Before outlining the procedure to be followed in 

arguing the validity of these propositions, some preliminary 

definitions are necessary. By "Absenteeism in Industry" 

is meant , quite simply, the phenomenon (as distinct from 

the problem) of employees failing to attend their place 

of employment. As will be seen later this phenomenon is 

made up of i ndividua l absence incidents, varying in dura-

tion from a fraction of an hour to seve ral weeks. Expressed 

as a human activity it is refe rred to as absence behaviour 

and may be that of an individual employee or a group of 

employees. 
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Absence is measured either in units of time or by a 

tally of incidents. When measured in units of time, the 

hours lost are usually expressed as a percentage of the 

total number of hours which would have been worked by the 

individual or the group had no hours been lost through 

absence. Such percentages in dicate the Gross Absence Rate. 

Separate rates may be calculated for absence of various 

types: for example, absence due to lateness, to sickness 

or for other reasons. Separate rates may also be calcu­

lated for individuals, departments, factories, areas, in­

dustries, or, in fact, for any specific group of workers. 

Absence incidents are measured by means of the Absence 

Freguency Rate which is the average number of absence in­

cidents per employee during a specified period. 

Use is also made of the Absence Severity Rate, which 

indicates the average length of individual absence incidents. 

The formulae used for calculating these absence rates 

are listed in Appendix IV. 

It is important also that the precise limits of the 

definitions of an Absence Problem and a Problem Absentee 

should be noted. For the purposes of this study: 

An Absence Problem is a situation which arises within 

a working group when the cumulative effect of the absence 

behaviour of individual members of that group manifestly 

disorganises the functioning of the group. It is obvious 

that such disorganisation is most likely to occur when 

absence is unanticipated and recurs frequently. In other 
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words, it is the short absence (of a day or two or less) 

without prior permission, that is most likely to give rise 

to such problem situations. This is not to say that 

lengthy absence (e.g . on account of sickness) or shorter 

absences with prior permission, do not, to some extent, 

disturb factory routine. This they most certainly do, 

but to the extent to which they are anticipated or to 

which their duration may be more or less accurately pre­

dicted, the disruption which they cause may be counteracted 

by suitable alternate provision being made for carrying 

on the work of the absentee. 

Problem Absentees are workers who tend frequently to 

stay away from work without valid excuse, generally for 

short periods. Their presence in sufficient numbers in 

any working group is likely to be the cause of an Absence 

Problem within the group. 

BASIC PROCEDURE. 

The study will be introduced by a survey of a number 

of studies already made by other investigators of possible 

relationships between absence rates and other factors in 

the work situation (see Appendix ll). On the basis of these, 

a series of further postulates will be formulated. 

This will be followed by an account of two statis­

tical analyses of absence data, collected from four South 

African Footwear Factories, in which the broad findings 

of the earlier studies are tested by more recent figures. 

This data is original material. 
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It will be shown, firstly by an examination of the 

above-mentioned postulates, that absence is clearly affec­

ted by a considerable variety of factors, and that inasmuch 

as these vary widely from factory to factory, their effect 

upon absence rates is likely to be different in different 

factories. In other words the data emerging from the 

analyses will be used to demonstrate the validity of the 

first two propositions by showing that the Gross ~bsence Rate 

is affected by variations in too many factors to permit 

its use as a valid comparison of absence behaviour in one 

factory with that of another or with that of a so-called 

comprehensive or omnibus norm. 

One of the postulates arising out of the review of 

previous work in the field will relate to the phenomenon 

already mentioned, namely that almost invariably, relatively 

few workers account for the greater part of the absence 

occurring in any factory or department. The data emerging 

from the two analyses will therefore also be used to confirm 

this and to argue there from the validity of the third pro­

position by demonstrating the inadequacy of the Gross Ab­

sence Rate per se as an indicator of the existence of an 

absence problem. This will be done firstly by dividing 

the workers in each of the factories studied, into groups 

according to their contribution to the total amount of 

lost time. All employees in each factory studied will 

be ranked according to the total number of hours lost by 

the individual concerned. They will then be divided into 

ten groups; thus the workers accounting for the greatest 

amount of lost time in each factory will be isolated. 
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This procedure, it is submitted, will isolate those 

workers who, on the basis of a straightforward examination 

of the number of hours lost by any particular group of 

workers, are most likely and hypothetically, to be regarded 

as the causes of the absence problem within the group, on 

the grounds that they contribute most weight to the high 

absence rate. This they most certainly do, but it will 

be seen to be fallacious to argue that they constitute 

therefore . the problem element within the situation. 

An attempt will then be made to determine which workers 

within each group examined may be regarded as problem absen­

tees. 

It will be suggested, that the Frequency Rate is a 

better indicator of problem absenteeism than is the Gross 

Absence Rate, i.e. that the number of absence incidents 

is a better indicator than the amount of time lost through 

absence, because it is obvious tha t frequent short absences 

are far more likely to have a disrupting influence on fac­

tory organisation than single extended absences . 

In the final analysis, the decision as to whether any 

particular absence or any particular absentee is a problem 

cannot, however, be made on the basis of an absence rate 

as such. Neither the Gros s Absence Rate nor the Frequency 

Rate are a sufficient basis, in themselves, for such a 

classification. Other information is always necessary . 

In this investigation, such additional information was not 

readily avai lab le and the decision had to be made purely 

on the basis of the statistical data available. 
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In a 'live' situation, however, it would be relatively 

easy to determine whether or not a particular absence 

incident is to be classified as problem absence; the decision 

will be made partly in the light of the reason for the absence 

and on the basis of whether or not that reason has been accep-

ted as a valid excuse and partly in the light of the amount 

of disorganisation the absence has caused. 

The diagnosis of a particular worker as a problem ab-

santee, requires careful consideration of his absence record 

over an extended period, due regard being taken of the amount 

of time lost, the types of absence, the reasons for absence, 

the frequency and the distribution of absence incidents, 

and the personal characteristics and circumstances of the 

worker. 

Techniques for recording and using absence data in order 

to discover problem absentees within any group of workers 

are fully described elsewhere by the writer of this thesis. (l) 

In this study however, the data available will not 

permit such sophisticated techniques and problem absentees 

will be isolated simply on the basis of their Frequency 

Absence Rates. 

A comparison of the two groups of workers: those 

contributing most to the Gross Absence Ra te and those with 

highest Frequency Rates, will then be used to support the 

(1) Townsend, A.C.: "The Collection and Use of Absence 
Statjsti cs" (L.I.R .I . Research Bulleti n, 383, 1965) 
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third proposition, namely that the Gross Absence Rate is not 

an adequate means whereby to indicate the existence within 

a group of workers of an absence problem situation. 



PART ONE. 

SOmE SOCIOLOGICAL, ECONOmiC AND ENVIRONmENTAL FACTORS 

WHICH OTHER INVESTIGATORS HAVE FOUND TO BE ASSOCIATED 

WITH INDUSTRIAL ABSENTEEISm. 
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PART ONE: SOME SOCIOLOGICAL, ECONOMIC AND ENVIRONMENTAL 
FACTORS WHICH OTHER INVESTIGATORS HAVE FOUND 
TO BE ASSOCIATED WITH INDUSTRIAL ABSENTEEISM. 

The problem of industrial absenteeism is under constant 

investigation. As a background to the present project, fif­

teen such investigations were studied. These are listed in 

Appendix II under the Code Letters A to 0. In further referen­

ces to them in the chapter that follows they are indicated by 

these code letters. The approach generally adopted in such 

studies has been to attempt to relate absence rates to other 

measurable characteristics of the group under investigation. 

The findings of the various studies frequently appear to 

conflict with one another and in this review a selection has 

been made from the more firmly established conclusions and, 

on the basis of these, a series of postulate~ has been drawn 

up as a basis for further investigation. 

These postulates deal with the relationship between the 

absence rate and race, sex, marital status, length of service, 

age, degree of skill required for job, wage rate, amount of 

overtime worked, and amount of time lost through short time. 

A final postulate relates to the distribution of absence 

among the employees in the factory. 

1. THE INFLUENCE OF RACE ON ABSENCE RATES. 

No studies of the influence of the race on variations 

in the absence rate were examined apart from those relating 

to factories in South Africa. moreover, relatively little 

data appeared to be available regarding the Non-European 

female worker. From a comparison of European and Non-European 

male workers it would appear that Europea n workers tend to 
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have lower absence rates than Non-Europeans. 

Mrs. Wh ite, (Studies D, E and I) found that the Gross 

Absence Rates of European workers were generally not very 

different from those for Non-European workers. (l) She found, 

however , that the length of the individual absences of 

European workers tended to be longer than that of Non­

European workers. ( 2 ) 

In Study G, Brooker found that the percentage of European 

males employed in a giv en department appeared to be signifi­

cant in relation to good time-keeping. ( 3) 

As a working hypothesis it is therefore suggested (a) that: 

EUROPEAN WORKERS TEND TO HAVE LOWER ABSENCE RATES THAN 
NON-EUROPEANS. ABSENCES AMONG EUROPEANS TEND TO BE 
OF LONGE R DURATION. 

(1) Study D p. 145 

Study E Tables I, II and IV. 

but compare Study I : Tables IX and X 

(2) Study D : p. 148 

but compare Stu dy E : Table V. 

(3) Study G : pp . 62, 70 
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2 . THE INFLUENCE OF SEX ON ABSENCE RATES. 

Seven of the studies reviewed (A, D, E, F, H, I, J) (1) 

examined the rela tionship between sex and absence rates. 

A total of 117 comparisons between the absence rates of male 

and female workers were made in these studies. In 951a of 

these, female absence r at es were higher than male rates, not 

only for absence in general but also, in the many cases wher~ 

the differentiation was made, for sick absence and for other 

absence separately. 

I n 29% o f the comparisons of the all absence rate, 20% 

of those relating to sick absence and 42% of those relating 

to other absence, female rates were more than twice as 

high as male rates. 

It would appear therefore, that there is ample justifi­

cation for postulating (b) that: 

(1 ) 

ABSENC E RATES FOR FEMA LES ARE ALMOST INVARIABLY 
HIGHER THAN THO SE FO R MALES, PARTICULARLY AS FAR 
AS ABSEN CE FOR REASONS OTHER THAN SICKNESS IS 
CO NCERNED. 

Stud~ A pp. 9' 11 

Stud~ D p. l 45 

Stud~ E Tables I' I I , IV, v a nd VII 

Stud~ F PP· 33, 34, 36 and 37 

Stu d ~ H p. 1 

Stud~ I p p. 23 and 24 

Stud~ J pp. 15 and 16. 
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3. THE INFLUENCE OF mARITAL STATUS ON ABSENCE RATES. 

It would appear that absence rates are influenced by 

the marital status of the worker. The extent of that in-

fluence differs in the case of men and women respectively. 

In their study of certified sickness absence among 

4,542 women, (2,545 married and 1,997 single) Wyatt and 

marriott and their associates found the following compara­

tive absence rates for married and single women. (l) 

TABLE 1 . COmPARATIVE ABSENCE RATES FOR mARRIED AND SINGLE . 
womEN. (After Wyatt and marriott) 

married Single 

Number of Cases of illness 
ear 100 Emelo:tees 

All Sick Absence 98.2 66.3 
Nervous & Fatigue 18.7 9.8 
Accidents at Work 6.0 2.8 
Accidents away 2.2 1.6 

Da:is Lost eer Emeloyee 
during 6 months 

All Sic k Absence 17.45 10.57 
Nervous & Fatigue 3.94 1. 95 
Accidents at Work 1.10 .39 
Accidents away .46 .22 

Average 
Absences 

Length of Individual 

All Sick Absence 17.8 15.9 
Nervous 18.2 17.4 
Fa tigue 26.6 26.2 
Accidents at Work 18.3 13.7 
Accidents away 20.8 13. 8 

(1) Stud:i C pp. 7 and 12 
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It will be noted in the table above that in every in-

stance quoted, the rates for married women exceed those for 

single women. 

The same investigators found, in another study (1) 

that married women lost more time than single women and, as 

a rule, their absences were spread over a greater number of 

we e k s . T h e y tend e::J to h a v e m o r e a b s e n c e s o f g r e a t e r le n g t h 

and fewer short absences than single women. 

The survey of available absence studies failed to provide 

any satisfactory data to indicate that marital status has 

any effect upon the absence behaviour of male workers. No 

satisfactory postulate could be formulated on the basis of 

the data collected by Brooker (Study G). ( 2 ) 

In the report of the survey of absence incide nce con-

ducted by the British Institute of Management (Study H), 

reference is made to an investigation by Shephe rd and Walker( 3 ) 

who f ound that single men and married men with a large number 

of dependents tend to have relatively high absence rates 

as compared with mar ried men with a small number of depen­

dents. ( 4 ) 

(1) Study B : p. 11 

(2) Study G : p. 70 

(3) Shepherd, R.D. and Walker, J: "Absence from Work in 
Relation to Wage Level and Family Responsibility" 
(British Jo urnal of Industrial Medicine. Jan . 1958. 
pp. 52 - 61) 

( 4) stu d y_t!_ : p. 9 
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As a tentative basis for further investigation, there-

fore, it is suggested (c) that: 

MARRIED MALES TEND TO HAVE LOWER ABSENCE RATES 
THAN SINGLE MALES BUT THAT SINGLE FEMALES TEND 
TO HAVE LOWER ABSENCE RATES THAN MARRIED FEMALES. 

4. THE INFLUENCE OF LENGTH OF SERVICE WITH THE FIRM AND 
OF AGE ON ABSENCE RATES. 

It is obvious that there must often, although not neces-

sarily always , be some link between the age of a worker and 

his length of service with the firm. Workers who have served 

a firm for many years will obviously fall into the older 

age groups but it does not follow that all older workers 

have served the same firm for long periods. Each of these 

two factors: age and length of service have been studied 

separately and, because the conclusions to be drawn are so 

much more definite in the latter case (the relationship 

between absence and length of service) this relationship is 

examined first. 

(i) Length of Service: 

Data on this subject has been culled from three studies 

(C, G, I). 

( 1) 
Mrs. White (Study I) presented the following data 

based on an investigation in three Johannesburg footwear 

factories: 

(1) Study I p. 37 
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TABLE 2 . TIME LOST THROUGH ABSENCE IN THREE FACTORIES . 
BY WORKERS WITH VARYING PERIODS OF SERVICE, 
AS A PERCENTAGE OF TOTAL TIME WORKED. 
(After White) 

Employees Length of Service (in years) 

1 - 2 2 - 5 Over 5 

Factory A 120 9.9% 6.0% 4.1% 

B 80 8.1% 11.3% 7.8% 

c 85 3.7% 2.1% 3.1% 

Mrs. White suggests that these figures show that there 

is at least a tendency for the absence rate to decline as 

length of service increases. On the basis of a further 

analysis of her data, she also suggests that: 

1. Absence among young Europeans decreases with length of 
service. 

2. Absence among adult European males decreases with length 
of service. 

3. Absence rates among older European Women and older Non­
European Males are erratic. 

It is doubtful whether the above findings can be regar-

ded as indicative of any relationship between absence and 

length of service. In Study H, however, it was found that 

absence rates tend to decline with length of service with 

the firm. ( 1 ) 

Wyatt and her associates ( Study c)( 2 ) found that women 

who had been employed on munition work since the first year 

of the war had fewer but longer absences than those recruited 

later. They suggest that the special circumstances of war-

(1) Study H 

(2) Study C 

p. 9 

p. 34 
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time may largely have accounted for this, and, in particular, 

that the longer absences may be a reflection of accumulated 

strain and war-weariness. 

Brooker (Study G)(l) analysing a stable working force 

divided into 5-yearly "Length of Service" categories ranging 

from 0 - 5 years to 51 years or more, found a directly pro-

portional relationship between the percentage of people 

with less than 10 years service and the extent of time lost. 

On the basis of the foregoing it would appear possible 

to frame as the next hypothesis (d) that: 

ABSENCE RATES TEND TO BECOmE LOWER AS LENGTH OF 
SERVICE WITH THE ORGANISATION INCREASES. 

(ii) ~: 

Statistical findings from three studies (A, C & D) ( 2 ) 

are considered here: the age groupings differ in each of 

the studies and the results cannot, in consequence, be 

readily combined. moreover different absence rates are 

used in each of the studies. 

(1) Stud:t G: p.?O 

(2) Stud::z:: A : p. 9 

Stud::z:: c: PP· 16 -22 

Stud::z:: D: p. 145 
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TABLE 3 : DAYS LOST PER ANNUM BY MALE AND FEMALE WORKERS 
IN VARIOUS AGE GROUPS (STUDY A) 

Age Group Days lost p. a. 

Males Fema le s 

15 - 24 3.0 4.0 

25 - 44 2.9 4.4 

45 - 50 2.8 5 .0 

TABLE 4 . SICKNESS ABSENCES OF TWO DAYS OR MORE BY . 
WORKERS IN VARIOUS AGE-GROUPS DURING A SIX-
MONTH PERIOD. (STUDY c) • 

Average Never Absent Average Average 

Age Number Absent 3 or more days lost Length 
of % times Absence group Absences % (Days) 

per Group 

15-19 • 57 55 . 2 1.8 9.3 16.3 

20-24 .82 45.6 5.7 13.6 16.5 

25-29 .95 41.6 8.6 13.8 14.5 

30-34 .94 39.8 8.5 16.6 17.6 

35-39 .89 42.2 7.7 16.6 18 . 6 

40-49 .81 49.0 6.6 16.5 20 . 4 

50-59 . 54 62.2 4.5 11.9 22.0 

TABLE 5 : PERCENTAGE HOURS LOST BY EMPLOYEES OVER AND UN-
DER 18 YEARS OF AGE (STUDY D) 

I 

Under 18 Over 18 

European Males 0.20 0.80 

European Females 0.32 3.33 

Non -European Males 0.16 0.70 

Non- European Fe males 0.04 0.01 
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The figures in Table 3 above suggest that Absence Rates 

are lower for male workers in the "middle" age-groups and 

higher for younger and older workers. The figures in Table 4 

indicate exactly the opposite. Lower Rates for young workers 

(in this case, workers under the age of 18 years) are also 

apparent in all groups except Non-European Females in Table 5, 

but the "middle" and older age groups were not separated 

in this study 

In Study B,(l) Wyatt and her associates found that 

younger women (up to 25 years of age) lost more time than 

older women - an inverse relationship between age and absen­

teeism was particularly noticeable among married women. 

In Study G, ( 2 ) Brooker found that the percentage of 

employees over 35 years of age in a given department appeared 

to be significant in relation to good time-keeping. 

Practically all the voluminous collection of sick absence 

data in Study L is broken down according to age of employee. 

Five year intervals are used and the various data are pre­

sented graphically. The variations i n trend which emerge 

demonstrate the impossibility of making anything but the 

most tentative generalisations regarding the relation between 

age and absence rates. 

(1) study B: p.ll 

(2) Study G: p.?O 
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Higher absence rates appear to be characteristic of 

young workers and also of those above the age of forty. 

The high absence rates for workers under twenty may be 

due largely to the fact that such employees have not been 

working long enough for the stabilizing effects of exten-

ded length of service to become apparent. Failing health 

may account for the higher rates among older workers. 

It is postulated, therefore, (e) that: 

ABSENCE RATES TEND TO BE LOWER FOR WORKERS BETWEEN 
THE AGES OF TWENTY-FIVE AND FORTY THAN FOR YOUNGER 
AND OLDER WORKERS. 

5. THE INFLUENCE OF DEGREE OF SKILL DEmANDED AND OF WAGE 
RATES PAID ON ABSENCE RATES. 

Here again two separate but not unconnected factors 

are examined. In theory, wage rates are closely related 

to the degree of skill demanded; in practice it is diffi-

cult to believe that the fine differentiations in wage rates 

are related to equally fine differentiations in the skill 

required to perform the job concerned. Nor can it be accep-

ted as axiomatic that during apprenticeship or learnership, 

skill advances at the same regular rate as does the relevant 

wage rates increase. In other words, the correlation 

between wage levels and the degree of skill required is 

a n "Ideal Type" of the economist's model but need not have 

any empirical reality . A wid e range of a dditio nal fa ctors 

operate outside the purely economic model. 

Th e influence of the wag e rates is a relative one and 

a really valid examination of its extent should take cog-
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nisance of several other social and economic factors such 

as extent of domestic responsibilities, wage rates in other 

industries and the standards of living of the community 

from which the workers are drawn. 

(a) Degree of Skill Required: 

Brooker (Study G)(l) divided the employees covered by 

his study into the following "Grades" -

Journeymen (Grade I) 

Apprentices in final year 

Other Apprentices 

Printers ' Assistants - Grade II 

Printers' Assistants - Grade III 

Labourers 

Don't Know . 

By examining the characteristics of individual depart­

me nts grouped according to their time-keeping performance, 

Brooker found that departments where time-keeping was better 

than average showed higher percentages of Grade I employees 

and also of apprentices. 

He states that an inversely proportional relationship 

seems to exist between percentage of Grade I employees or 

apprentices employed and extent of lost time, and a dire c t­

ly proportional relationship between percentage of labourers 

and extent of time lost. Although many other factors than 

degree of skill required may be involved in the classifica­

tion which Brooker uses it would seem safe to assume that 

journeymen and apprentices would be the most skilled, and 

(1) Study G: p. 70 
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labourers the least skilled, categories of workmen and, in 

consequence, to postulate (f) that: 

THERE IS A TENDENCY, OTHER THINGS BEING EQUAL, FO R 
ABSENCE RATES TO BE HIGHER WHERE LESS SKILL IS 
DEMANDED. 

(b) Wage Rates: 

Very little statistical material was available regarding 

the relationship between absence rates and wage rates. 

wear 

In her study of absenteeism in four Johannesburg foot­

factories, Mrs. White (Study I)(l) presents some data 

relating to the absence rates of individuals within specific 

wage groups . 

Her results, which are also broken down into race, age 

and sex groups , are as follows: 

TABLE 6: ABSENCE RATES OF WORKE RS IN VARIOUS WAGE GROUPS 
(After Mrs. White) 

Weekly Wage Rate 

Up to 37/6 to 60/- to Over 
37/6 60/- 90/- 90/-

Eur. Males under 21 3.7 3.2 2.1 -
Eu r. Mal.es over 21 - 1.0 3.7 2. 3 

Eur. Females under 21 7.8 - 4.6 -
Eur. Females over 21 8.3 2.1 8.2 3.1 

Non-Eur. Males under 21 3.1 4.2 1.6 -

Non-Eur. Females over 21 - 3. 2 3.1 2. 8 

(1) Study I: Based on data in Table XII. 
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Although no precise information is available regarding 

the matter, it is suspected that some of the above catego-

ries comprise a very small number of employees and that 

the data could in consequence, be somewhat distorted. A 

downward trend in the Absence Rate as wages rise does how-

ever appear to be discernible in some of the categories. 

An analysis of the "All Employ ee" absence rates in 

each wage group for each of the factories for two separate 

per i ods reveals the following:-

TABL E 7 . DISTRIBUTION OF ABSENCE RA TES OF WORKERS IN . 
VARIOUS WAGE GROUPS (After IYlrs. White) 

Wage Rate Distribution 

Under 37/6 5 out of 8 Rates were under 5% 
Under 60/- 6 out of 8 Rates were under 5% 
Under 90/- 3 out of 8 Rates were under 5% 
Over 90/- 7 out of 8 Rates were under 5% 

Apart from the completely atypical "Under 90/-" group, 

an i nteresti ng downward trend appears. Although actual 

f i gu res are not given it would appear from other data in 

the study that a dispropo rtionate number of European females 

are employed in the "Under 90/-" group. 

Brooker ( Study G)(l) found that better time- keeping 

departments s howed a highe r t han average percentage of 

employees in the higher ranges of the wsge scal e , a nd that, 

(1) Study G: p . ? 0 
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department by depar tme nt, the re seemed t o be a definite 

inverse pr oportional r elationship between percentage of 

emplo yees in the higher wage r ate groups and the amount of 

lost time. 

On the other hand, a wider stud y of th e li terature 

rela ting to absenteeism would seem to suggest that. under 

so me circumsta nces high absence rates tend to be found among 

workers earning high wages, as well as those earning low 

wages. Verno n f ound that, when there i s no fear of dis-

missal, the worker t e nds to work only sufficiently hard 

to earn enough to maintain a given stan da r d of liv i ng.(!) 

"IYlass Observa tio n" refe rs to the fact that 

"Some highly paid workers, especially. those who 
have been in the same job for many yea rs, set for 
themselves a sort of work-ceiling based on earnings 
(especially in the North) . They knock off after 
attaining a cert a in limit. Some of the most 
skilled men in the heav y industri es, and in for 
instance, glass blowi ng, which is still pa rtly 
a handicraft requiring personal ge nius, preserve 
and highly valu e their a r i s tocratic attitude of 
i n de p e n den c e . •( 2 ) 

The possibility must also be borne in mind that the 

heavy taxation imposed upon incomes above a cer ta in level 

may lead the worker to prize leisure time more highly than 

the net t additional income which longer working ho urs 

will gain for him. 

(1) Quoted by White , I.H .B : Stud'L D: p . 1 62 

(2) 2_ludy N: p. 2 35 
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This collection of conflicting data gives no clear 

lead regarding a suitable working hypothesis. A number of 

studies seem to suggest that absence rates tend to be 

lower among workers in the middle wage groups, thus it 

has been considered wise to postulate (g) that: 

ABSENCE RATES TEND TO BE LOWEST IN THE miDDLE 
WAGE GROUPS. 

6. THE INFLUENCE OF OVERTimE AND SHORT TimE ON ABSENCE 
RATES. 

Although no statistical data is presented to support 

the suggestion, reference is made in Study H (l) to the 

fact that absence increases with the amount of overtime 

worked. To the postulates already stated therefore, the 

following is added: (h) that: 

ABSENCE RATES TEND TO RISE WHEN OVERTimE IS WORKED 
AND TO FALL WHEN SHORT TimE OCCURS. 

7. THE DISTRIBUTION OF ABSENCE. 

The fact that the greater proportion of the overall 

amount of absence in a factory is caused by a relative 

small proportion of employees is a fact so usual and so 

obvious that it is seldom specifically mentioned in absence 

studies. As will be seen later, it is not without consi-

derable relevance in a study of the absence situ ation 

within a factory. 

(1) Study H: p. 10 
I 
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From figures published by Mrs. White (Stu dy D)(l) it 

is possible to derive the following information concerning 

one of the factories in which she conducted an investigation. 

24.7% of Absence was caused by 1. S% of Employees 

46.3% of Absence was caused by 4.9% of Employees 

66.3% of Absence was caused by 11. O% of Employees 

100.0% of Absence was caused by 34.1% of Employees 

Arbous (study 0) found in his study that 75% of Absence 

was caused by 32% of the labour force. 

It is therefore proposed to include the following sup-

plementary postulate among those to be investigated, namely 

(i) that 

A SUBSTANTIAL PROPORTION OF ALL ABSE NC E AMONG ANY 
GROUP OF WORKERS IS GENERALLY ACCOUNTED FOR BY A 
RELATIVELY SMA LL PROPORTION OF TH E MEMBERS OF THE 
GROUP. 

(1) Study 0: Based on Table on p. 148 
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many other factors affecting absenteeism are mentioned 

in the foregoing studies and very much more data concerning 

these and other factors could no doubt be culled from other 

sources. Sufficient has been presented however, to permit 

the setting forth of a series of postulates which it is 

proposed to examine in the light of data collected from 

the factory studies now to be described. These postulates 

are as follows:-

a. EUROPEAN WORKERS TEND TO HAVE LOWER ABSENCE RATES 
THAN NON-EUROPEANS. ABSENCES AmONG EUROPEANS 
TEND TO BE OF LONGER DURATION. 

b. ABSENCE RATES FOR FEmALES ARE ALmOST INVARIABLY 
HIGHER THAN THOSE FOR mALES. PARTICULARLY AS 
FAR AS ABSENCE FOR REASONS OTHER THAN SICKNESS 
IS CONCERNED. 

d, mARRIED mALES TEND TO HAVE LOWER ABSENCE RATES 
THAN SINGLE mAlES, BUT SINGLE FEmALES TEND TO 
HAVE LOWER ABSENCE RATES THAN mARRIED FEmALES. 

d. ABSENCE RATES TEND TO BECOmE LOWER AS LENGTH OF 
SERVICE WITH THE ORGANISATION INCREASES. 

e. ABSENCE RATES TEND TO BE LOWER FOR WORKERS BETWEEN 
THE AGES OF TWENTY-FIVE AND FORTY THAN FOR YOUNGER 
AND OLDER WORKERS. 

f. THERE IS A TENDENCY, OTHER THINGS BEING EQUAL, FOR 
ABSENCE RATES TO 8E HIGHER WHERE LESS SKILL IS 
REQUIRED . 

g. ABSENCE RATES TEND TO BE LOWEST AmONG THOSE IN THE 
miDDLE WAGE GROUPS. 

h . ABSENCE RATES TEND TO RISE WHEN OVERTimE IS WORKED 
AND TO FALL WHEN SHORT TimE OCCURS . 

i. A SUBSTANTIAL PROPORTION OF ALL ABSENCE AmONG ANY 
GROUP OF WORKERS ~S GENERALLY ACC OUNTED FOR BY 
A RELATIVELY smALL PROPORTION OF THE mEmBERS OF 
TH E GROUP. 
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PART TWO: THE FACTORY STUDIES IYIETHODOLOGY 

In order further to test the validity of these postulates 

two separate factory studies were carried out l;jy the writer. 

' 
These constitute original work. 

Study I (Factory "A") consisted of the detailed analysis 

of data drawn fro m the wa9e cards of a single footwear foot­

wear factory over a period Df twelve months . From the data 

derived from these cards, several different absence rates 

were calculated and these were correlated with various measur-

able sociological and economic characteristics of the workers 

emplo yed in the factories. 

Study II (Factories ~. Y, Z) studied specially collected 

abs~~ce data from three separate factories situated in three 

widely separated areas and largely employing different types 

of labour . As was the C?Se in Stud y I, various absence 

rates were calcu lated but, by and large, the methods of 

analysis were different from those adopted in the first study. 

A description of the methodology adopted and an evalua­

tion of th e data collected in each of the two studies follows. 

STUDY I. 

A STUDY OF AB SE NTEEISIYI IN A SOUTH AFR IC AN FOOTWEAR FACTORY 
DURING THE CA LEN DAR YEAR, 1 957 

IYiidway through 1 958 the L. I .R.I. was asked to conduct 

an ad hoc investigation into certain aspects of t he costs 

of benef~ts available to employees in the leather industry 
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through the Sick Benefit Fund administered by the National 

Industrial Council for the Leather Industry. Some pa r ts 

of this investigation necessitated an enquiry into absen­

teeism in general and it was out of this that the study 

presently being described emerged. It was not a planned 

experiment. It depended for its data, upon available his ­

tori~al records rather than upon scientifically designed 

questionaires and provided clear evidence of the limited 

value of such an 'ad hoc' approach to the study of absen­

teeism . 

(a) The Data: 

The data upon which the study was based related to the 

calendar year 1957 . It was drawn from the records of a 

factory which, during the year concerned, employed 982 diffe­

rent workers for periods varying from a week or two to the 

full working year of 48 weeks . The actual weekly labour 

force varied between a maximum of 763 and a minimwm of 430, 

with a weekly average of 621 employees. 

Through the courtesy of the management of the firm 

concerned, the writer was permitted access to the wage records 

for the year . In addition, thpough his involvement in the 

Sick Fund project already referred to, he enjoyed access 

to some of the reco~ds of the Sick Benefit fund of the 

National I ndustrial Council of the Leather Indust~y for 

the same fa c tory, for the same year. 

From th e wage ca r ds it was pos s ible, first of all, to 

complete a personal data sheet in respe c t of each employee 
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included in the group: his full name, age, residentia l a ddre s s, 

marital status, number of years of service with the facto ry, 

his wage rate and his total earnings for the year . Work i ng 

with each department as a separate entity, the next step was 

to complete schedules of straight-time and over-time work ed 

by each employee for each week during which he was emp l oyed. 

From these schedules, by a series of subtractions, it was 

possible to determine the number of hours NOT worked by 

each individual during each week . The factory operated on 

a bonus incentive system . Work, when available, was carried 

on at high pressure, and, in consequence, such high pressu re 

pariods were punctuated by considerable periods of short 

time. The short time records which were made available in ­

dicateq only the amount of short time occurring in the depart ­

ment in general - a figure from which there appeared to be 

considerable individual variation. Thus the actual amount 

of time lost by individual employees due to short time had 

to be estimated rather than ac curately calculated; it wa s 

possible however, to determine by inspection, the amount of 

short time of various groups within the department from week 

to week and it seems safe to regard the resultant figur es 

as sufficiently valid to be used in subsequent stages of the 

analysis. Once determined, individual short time figures 

were subtracted from the total hours not worked (previou sly 

calculated) and t he balance was regarded as hours a bse nt from 

work. 

Use was now made of the re cei pts for si c k pay iss ue d 

by the Sick Fund in order to determine which of these peri ods 

of absence were the results of certified sickness; to the 
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figures thus determined were added certain other periods of 

absence immediately before or after such periods of paid 

sick absence which, in view of the rules under which the 

Sick Fund operated, could legitimately be regarded as 

probable periods of unpaid but nevertheless certifiable 

sick absence. The remaining weekly absence figures were 

then separated into three categories: late absence, part-

day absence and other (i.e. than sick) whole-day absence. 

(b) The Analysis of various Types of Absence. 
I 

The basis upon which this separation was made was as 

follows: 

LATE ABSENCE: All individual weekly absences totalling 1 

hour or less. 

PART-DAY ABSENCE: All individual weekly absences longer 

than 1 hour . but less than 8 hours. 

OTHER WHOLE-DAY ABSENCES: All the remaining absences, i.e. 

individual weekly absences totalling 8 hours or more. 

Obviously such classification is somewhat arbitrary; 

~orne absences classified as Part-day could easily have . con­

sisted of two or more LATE ABSENCES during the same week; 

even the LATE ABSENCES themselves could have been the sum 

of a plurality of Absences during the course of the s ame 

week. OTHER WHOL E-DAY ABSENCES, the dur at ion of which have 

certainly not a lwa ys been multiples of st undoubtedly in-

eluded both LATE and PART-DAY ABSENCES. 
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Each of the three categories, therefore, is likely to 

include some absence which rightly belongs in another. Part­

day absence, for instance, is very likely to include absence 

incidents wh ic h could possibly have been more accurately 

classified as late absence had daily absence records been 

available. Because of this, as will be seen later, little 

or no use was made, in the analytical section of the study, 

of data relating to part-day absence. 

The differentiation between sick absence and other types 

of absence is a commonly accepted one in studies of this 

nature and the reasons for this are obvious. The problems 

which arise from absence on account of sickness are completely 

different in nature and in treatment from those due to ab­

sence for other reasons. 

Although there is a certain tinevitability'about some 

degree of sick absence, it can, under certain circumstante~. 

be prevented. Preventive health measures within the factory 

or in the community at large have often had dramatic results. 

The study and practice of industrial medicine have clearly 

demonstrated the many ways in which, by the improvement of 

factory working conditions, by the introduction of canteen 

facilities or by t he use of prophylactic measures against 

virus and similar infections,absence as a result of ill­

health can be greatly redu ced. Nor must the influence 

of working conditions as a cause of psycho-somatic disorder s 

be overlooked. Fatigue, for instance, caused by physical 

environmental factors such as noise, or psychological fac­

tors such as pressures and tensions of one kind or another, 

is widel y recognised as a major industrial disease. 
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In any assessment of the absence ~ituation, therefore, 

sick absance must always be conside~ed separately from 

other absence. It may be regarded to some extent at least, 

as unavoidable and, generally spaaking, ae excusable. It 

will therefore only in rare instances be classifiable as 

problem absence. At the same time an exceptionally high 

sick absence rate could most certain~y be regarded as in­

dicative of an absence problem; it would, however, be a 

different kind of pro~lem to th~t arising from absence for 

other reasons. 

Normally however, when a worker goes off sick and the 

nature of his illness is known, the likely duration of 

his absence is to some extent at least, predictable and 

adequate provision can be made to fill th~ gap caused by 

his absence. Thus the 'problem' nature of the absence is 

less evident then in absences for reasons other than sick­

ness which tend to be of shorter duration but of gr~ater 

frequency and therefore very much more of a problem. 

The division of other absenca into whole-day and late 

abse"ce is also not uncommon, becaus~ here again both oause 

and effect in the one type of abs~nce is likely to be dif­

ferent from that in the other. Some of the weaknesses in 

th~ data which arise from the ad hoc maMner in which it . 

was collected have already been mentioned. Another s~ch 

weakness is immediately apparent when it is noted that the 

isolation of 'late' absence simply on the grounds of dura­

tion (i.e. less than one hour) means that such absences 

could and probably do include absenca due not to late 
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arrival but to early departure. Unfortunately, the form 

in which the data was available did not permit any distinc-

tion to be made between the two. Nor was it possible here 

or in the figures relating to whole-day absence to differen-

tiate between Absence for which prior permission had been 

granted, absence which had subsequently been excused and 

absence which had not been excused. 

(c) The Individual Record Cards. 

Individual record carQs were now prepared for each 

employee and all available absence and personal data was 

entered on these cards. 

All the employees (apart from a few concerning whom 

data was insufficient or otherwise defective) were now 

grouped into three race/sex groups: 

a) European males 
b) Eu ropean females 

c) Non-European males. 

The last mentioned group comprised almost entirel y of 

coloured workers, the few exceptions being Asiatics. 

The workers in each race/sex group were sub-divided 

according to the departments in which they were employed. 

European supervisors of Non-European departments were not 

included in the survey. Four closely related departments, 

all operating in the same working area were combined as 

a single working group (See 5(a) to 5(d) in the list of 

departments below). 
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As a result of this selective process, the following 

'departments' or 'working groups' emerged as the basis for 

further study. These departments comprised all except 

27 of the 982 employees in the factory. These were mainly 

European males employed in a supervisory capacity. 

EUROPEAN mALES: 1. Clicking Department (41 employees) 

EUROPEAN FEmALES: 2. Closing Preparation (53 II ) 
Department 

(105 ) 3. Closing Department II 

4. Heeling Department ~ ll 
II ) 

5. Shoe Room 94 II ) 

NON-EUROPEAN mALES 1. Patterns Department ~ 17 II ) 
2. Clicking Department 58 II ) 
3. Roughstuff Department~ 77 II ) 
4. Closing Department 83 II ) 
5. A Composite working 

group comprising: 

r) Lasting Department 
b) making Department 
c) Finishing Department 2~6 

d) California Finishing 
and making Departments 

6. Heeling Department (30 employees) 
7. Shoe Room 94 ,, 
8. miscellaneous (36 II 

From the relevant data relating to the individual em-

ployees in each department overall departmental data and, 

where necessary, departmental averages and percentages were 

qalculated, together with the departmental absence rates. 

Two absence rates were calculated, namely the Gross Absence 

Rate and the Severity Rate. 

Each of the rates mentioned was calculat~d separately 

for late absence, part-day absence, sick absence and other 

whole-day absence as well as for all absence. Thus, in 

all, ten separate absence rates were calculated. 

) 
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The a i m o f ~hi s differentiation between the various 

types of absenc e and the use of two separate absence rates 

was to obta i n the wi dest possible view of the absence 

situati on wi th i n t he factory. 

(d) fyal uatio n of th~ t wo types of Absence Rate used: (l) 

The Gross Absen~ e Rate~ Thi s rate represents the amount 

of tims l ost sxpr esssd as a percentage of the time which 

the wo rke rs could hav e worke d had they not been absent at 

a 11 , i • 8 • ,. s h.:; r t t i me 11 i. s s u b t r a c t e d fro m p o s s i b le w o r k i n g 

hours . Th i s i s the most commonly a c cepted measure of 

absenc a. I t s hows clear l y the TOTAL amount of time lost 

as a percentage o f the t i me during which work was available 

and, broken down in t o various types of absence, it shows 

the relat i ve i mpo r tance of each. It is affected by both 

freq uenc y and durat i o n of absence but it does not in itself, 

enable a di s ti~c tio n t o be made between them. Its calcula­

tion necessitate s t he co l lection of detailed and accurate 

info r mat io n regarding t ime worked and time l ost and is 

essent i a l when i n f or ma ti on ls required regarding the rela­

tionship be t wee n absenteei sm a nd output. At the same time, 

as has a l r e ady be an i nd icated, one of the main purposes of 

the presen t s tudy i s to demonstrate the i nadequacy of the 

Gross Ab se nc e Rate per se as a basis for comparing the ab­

sence be hav iour o f one g r oup of wo r kers with that of another. 

(1) See Appendi x I V for for mulae used. 
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The Severity Rate: The severity rate is simply a measure 

in units of time of the average length of individual 

absences. It is used to distinguish between individuals 

or groups where absences are of long duration and those 

where they are o f short duration. It was on the basis 

of the calculation of this rate that the statement on 

page 19 that absences among Europeans tend to be of longer 

duration than those of Non-Europeans, was made. Once again 

detailed information regar ding actual time lost must be 

collected before this ra te can be calculated. The number 

of actual absences must also be known. 

The value of the severity rate is that it highlights 

short absences and since for reasons already suggested, 

these are more likely to be more disruptive of normal 

factory routine, the rate may frequently point to an absence 

problem situation in any group of workers. Where data is 

available only regardi ng absence in general, a low Severity 

rate may a l ert the investigator to the presence of a 

disproportionate amount of lat e and/or part-day absence. 

The frequen cy absenGe rate was used in order to isolate 

problem absentees i n Study II. The nature and value of 

this measure is discussed later. 

(e) The Socio - Economic Characteristics available for 
correlation with the above absence rates. 

In addition to containi ng the statistical information 

necessary to permit the calculation of the absence rates 

referred to above, the following information was available 

regarding each individual worker in the factory: 



(1) Service Categorl(l) 

(2) Hours of Straight Time worked 

(3) Hours of Overtime Worked. 

(4) Work ing hours lost through Short Time 

(5) Years employed before 1957 

(6) Weeks emplo:-Led during 1957 

(7) Age in 1957 

( 8) Age when first engaged 

(9) Operation Cate9or:t 
(2 ) 

(10) IYiarital Status 

(11) Basic Wage Rate 

(12) Total Earnings in respect of Straight Time Worked 

(13) Bonus or Incentive Scheme Earnings 

(14) Earnings from Overtime Worked 

(15) Gross Earnings 

(16) Amount contributed to the Factory Savings Scheme 

(1) Service Category: 
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Employees were classified in the following categories: 

a) Veterans, i .e. employees whose employment by the factory 
commenced before the beginning of 1957 . These were 
sub-divided into: 

i - Surviv i ng Veterans: i.e. those whose employment con­
tinued throughout 1957 . 

ii) Non-Surviving Veterans: i.e. those whose employment 
terminated during the course of 1957 . 

. 
b) New Employees: i.e. employees who were taken on during 

19 57 and who remai ned in t he employ of the Factory until 
the end of t he year. 

c) Trans ients: i .e . e mployees wh ose term of employment 
both began and ended during the course of 1957. 

(2) Operation Category: The actual operation in which the 

worker was employed was also noted from his wage ca rd. 

These operations were divided into three categories: 

skilled, semi-skil led and unskilled. 



Since the proposed correlations we re to be made on a 

departmental basis, it was necessa ry to translate this 

indi vidual information into a farm in which it could be 

used to reflect the diffe re nces in the characteristics 

conce rned fr om d8partment to department. 
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The f'ol low ing departmental characteristics were there-

fore derived from the individual data relating to the 

employees within each department. 

1. Percentage of Surviving Veterans in the Department 

2. Pe rc&n tage of Non-surviving Veterans i n the Department 

3. Perc entage of New Employees in the Department 

4. Pe rcentage of Transients through the Department 

5. Percentage of Skilled Wor ke rs in th e Department 

6. Percentage of Semi-skilled Workers in the Department 

7. Percentage of Unskilled Workers in the Department 

8. Average Age of Employees in each Department 

9. Average Age at Engagement of Employees in each Department 

10. Average Length of Service of Employees in eac h Department 

11. Ave rage Number of Weeks worked by each employee in the 
Departm&nt during 1957 

12. Overtime as a percentage of Possible Working Hours 

13 . Short Time as a percentage of Possible Work i ng Hours 

From the basic wage rate and the number of hours 

straight-time that it would have been possible for the war-

ke rs in the depa rtment t o work i f there had been no short 

t ime, the "possible straight earnings" of the department 

were calculated and this figure was taken as the base for 

a series of furthe~ calculations involving the various 

available items o f data relating to earnings and savi ngs. 
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Savings were also expressed as a percentage of gross earnings. 

These calculations made possible the derivation of the 

following further departmental characteristics: 

14. Gross Earn ings as a percentage of Possible Straight 
Earnings 

15. Average Hourly Wage per Employee 

16. Actual Straight Earnings as percentage of Po ssible 
Straight Earnings 

17. Overtime Earnings as percentage of Possible Straight 
Earnings 

18. Bonus Earnings as percentage of Possible Straight 
Earnings 

19. Savings as percentage of Possible Straight Earnings 

20. Savings as percentage of Gross Earnings 

Attentio n was no w turned to the size of the various 

departments. For this part of the study those depar tm ents 

which had prev i ously been merged into one composite depart-

ment were co nsidered as separate departments and the total 

number of man/weeks worked in each department was divided 

by 48. Thus the next departmental charac teristi c was:-

21. Average Number of Employees per Week in each Department . 

This however, presented only part of the picture , as 

the size of each department changed from week to week; 

in some cases the change was quite considerable and, during 

the course of the year some of the departments fluc tua ted 

between two extremes wh ile some of the others dwindled 

away to a fraction of their original size. Actual labour 

turnover was calculated according to the following formula: 

Number of Leavers x 100 
Average Size of Labour Force 
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In addition . the co-efficient of variation from the 

mean size of the department was calculated. These further 

calculations made possible the derivation of the following 

further departmental characteristics: 

22. Employment Strength during the week ending 11th December 
19 57 as a percentage of Employment Strength during week 
endi ng 16th January, 1957 . 

23. Weekly Deviation from mean Siz e of Department. 

24 . Index of Lab our Turnover for each Department. 

Twent y-four statistically mea surable departmental charac-

teristics were no w available for correlation with eight 

dif f eren t absence rates (!) in four different employee groups: 

Eu ropea n Females (263 emplo yees in 4 departments) 

All Europeans (304 " " 5 " ) 

Non - Eu ropea n ma le s (651 " " 8 II ) 

All Employees (955 " "13 " ) 

A total of 768 correlations were possible. Of these, 

65, were found to be statistically significant at the 5% 

level . 

8 of these related to Part-day Abse nc e and were, in 

cons equence, largely disregarded. The significant corre-

lations are listed in Appe ndix III and will be used as 

part of the argument when the relevant postulates are dis -

cussed. Broadly speaking, they may be summarised as follows: 

(1) The Gross Absence Rat e and the Severi ty Rate for 
late, sick, other wh o le-day and all absence. 
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TABLE 8 . NUMBER OF SIGNIFICANT CORRELAT~ON CO-EFFICIENTS . 
BETWEEN ABSENCE RATES AND THE SOCIO-ECONOMIC 
CHARACTERISTICS INVESTIGATED IN STUDY I 

SOCIO-ECONOMIC CHARAC- SUB-CHARACTER IS- NUMBER OF 
TERISTIC TICS INVESTIGATED SIGNIFICANT 

( S e e A p p a n d i x I t I) CORRELATIONS 

e),Labout' Stability 1 - 7 20 (+ 4)* 

b).Degree of Skill 8 - 10 4 (+ 1)* 

)::).Age of Employee 11 - 12 ll 
~).bvertime/Short Time 13 - 14 7 (+ 1)* 

~).Earnings .1,5 ... 21 13 (+ z)* 

~).Size of Working Group 22 ** 2 

* Brackated f~gures indicate number of significant corre~ 

** 

lations relating to Part-day Absence. No further use 
was made of these. 

Not used further. 

(f) The Analysis of the Distribution of Absence. 
. I 

In addition to the foregoing, one other analysis of 

th~ data was made, a~ follows. The individua+ fecord 

cards for each worker were arranged in order of time lost 

through absence and then divided into ten equal group$, 

in descending volume of absence, classified as Groups I 

to X. It was thus possible to demonstrate the percentage 

of the total absence which ~ad been accounted for by each 

ten per cent of the total labour force, i.e. to show the 

distribution of absence among the labour force. The 

absence rates for each of the ten groups and the contribu-

tion of each group to the total amount of aose~ce occuring 

in the factory were also calculated. 



STUDY TlliO: A STUDY OF ABSENTEEISm IN THREE SOUTH AFRICAN 
FOOTWEAR FACTORIES DURING THE PERIOD OCTOBER, 

1965 TO MAY, 1966 . 

As the first experimental study proceded it became 

increasingly clear that, because of its ad hoc nature, 

its research value was likely to be extremely limited. It 

was therefore decided to institute a second study using 

current data collected from several separate factories. 

Three widely diverse factories in three different centres 
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agreed to participate in the project and a carefully designed 

system of collecting the information was prepared. 

(a) The Participating Factories: 

Factory X: A medium-sized factory (~ 250 employees) in 

one of the smaller shoemaking centres of the Republic, 

employing European males, European females and Non-European 

males. This factory has some unique sociological charac-

teristics of very considerable interest. The workers are 

drawn from a closely-knit community and this undoubtedly 

has a bearing upon the resultant absence behaviour patterns. 

It is also one of the few remaining factories employing 

more than a handful of European male workers. 

Factory Y: A large factory (~ 600 employees) in an impor-

tant shoemaking centre, employing European males, European 

females, Coloured males and Coloured females. 

Factory Z: Another large factory (~BOO employees), in 

another major footwear producing area. Almost the entire 

labour force consists of Non-European males. This factory 

has a well - planned absence control system; after two 
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warnings, unauthorised absentees are dismissed. As a result, 

workers seldom absent themselves without good reason. 

(b) The nature of the data collected and the method by 
which it was gathered. 

In designing the project, the difficulties exper~enced 

in earlier attempts to gather satisfactory absence data 

were constantly borne in mind, and every effort was made 

(i) to ensure that only relevant data, for which an immediate 

and practical use could be foreseen, was collected; (ii)to 

design the proceduresfor collecting the data in such a way 

that information contained in the normal factory records 

could be transferred to them with a minimum of difficultyJ · 

(iii) to ensure as far as possible that participating fac­

tories would be able to submit the required information 

in manageable instalments and would nat be faced with demands 

for a great deal of information at any particular moment; 

and (iv ) to design the pro c edure for processing of the data 

in such a way that it would be possible for there to be an 

immediate feedback of absence information to the three 

participating fa ctories. 

By a nd large, these a i ms were achieved . Very little, 

if an y , of t he data collect ed proved to be redundant, and 

the material no t used in the present report may very well 

be used as the basis for an cilliary publications. It is 

believed that objective (ii) was also swccessfully achieved; 

draft forms were submitted to participating factories and · 

each factory was visited at least once during the course 

of the survey, i n order to iron aut difficulties and/ or 

to assist with the actual collection of data. Except in 
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the case of personal information regarding employees ~ho 

h~d nat been absent at all during the survey period, all 

the data was collected via weekly submissions of returns 

and record cards. All the actual statistical data was 

filled in on a weekly basis and the personal information 

regarding absentee workers was submitted at the end of the 

week during which he or she was first absent. This meant 

firstly that the task of collecting and filling in this 

information was spread throughout the whole period of the 

survey and secondly that each returning absentee, after 

his first absence at anyrate, was subject to an interview. 

It has been suggested elsewhere that the interviewing of 

every returning absentee is, in itself, probably one of 

the most effective means of absence control. Information 

as indicated below was fed back to participating factorie~ 

as quickly as possible throughout the period. 

The following information was called for in the four 

returns which participating firms were asked to complete: 

(i) A weekly return of the number of employees in each 

department of the factory and the amount of over­

time and short-time. 

(ii ) A weekl y return of al l absentees in each depart ­

ment and a record of the time which they had lost 

through each of the following types of abseMce : 

Late withou t valid excuse 

Late with valid excuse 

Certified sick absence 

Other excused absence 

Absence without val i d excuse 

Abs e nce with permission granted in advance 



(iii) A record card indicating the following personal 

details regarding absent individuals: 

Name Marital status 

Dependants 
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Factory Number 

Department 

Occupation 

Race 

Date when current term 
of employment began 

Whether previously em-
ployed by firm 

Sex Wage Rate 
Age 

This record card was submitted once only, on the occa-

sian of the worker's first absence during the period. 

(iv) A notification of the termination of employment of 

any person reported as absent who, at any later 

stage of the survey, severed his connection with 

the company for any reason. 

After the survey period had ended personal information 

was collected regarding those employees who had not been 

absent at all during the period. 

From this data , weekly Departmental Absence Rates were 

calculated for each of the three factories and these, 

together with daily absence rates and various subsidiary 

rates for the different Race/Sex Groups were fed back to 

the participati ng factories either weekly or, in some cases, 

at the end of each of the following eight-week periods into 

which the survey was divided:(!) 

(1) See Appendix VI for examples of forms used for collec­

ting information and transmitting results back to 

the factories concerned. 
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FACTORY F.IRST SECOND THIRD TOTAL 
PERIOD PERIOD PERIOD lUEEKS 

X 26/10/65 18/1/66 12/4/66 
TO TO TO 27 

14/12/65 5/4/66 24/5/66 

y 26/10/65 25/1/66 12/4/66 
TO TO TO 26 

14/12/65 5/4/66 24/5/66 

z 26/10/65 11/1/66 12/4/66 
TO TO TO 25 

7/12/65 5/4/66 24/5/66 

Examples of the kind of information supplied are given 

in Appendix Six. 

In addition to this feed-back of information to the 

factories themselves: individual absence informatioM was 

recorded dn the back of each individual record card. 

The data thus made available was also analysed with 

a view to its use to test the validity of the postulates 

listed on page 35 . 

(i) The data relating to individual absentees was used 

to test the validity of postulates one to five. 

(ii) The data rel~ting to weekly absence, short time and 

overtime was used to test the validity of postulate six. 

(c) The Analysis of the Individual Data: 
5 

From the data recorded on the individual record cards 

it was possible to isolate those workers who had been 

absent most. 
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The very general phrase "had been absent most" has 

been deliberately used here in order to highlight a funda-

mental weakness in much that is said and written about 

excessive absenteeism. 

Excessive absenteeism can mean many things, it may 

mean, for instance (a) A large number of hours lost through 

absenteeism, 

or 

or 

(b) A high percentage of absence among 

a group of workers, 

(c) Over-frequent oc currence of absence 

incidents. 

To what extent are these synonymous with the existence 

of absence problems as defined on page 11 where it was 

suggested that an absence problem exists when the amount 

of unexcused absence occurring in any group of workers is 

sufficiently high to dislocate the functioning of the 

factory, or, for any other reason, to give rise to concern 
) 

on the part of management. 

In order to give a completely sat is factory answer to 

this question, a great deal of i nformatio n would be required. 

Strictly speaking it would be necessary to conduct an 

in~ensive case study into the structure of each of the 

factories concerned, to discover the effect of the absence 

of any particular worker on production, factory morale and 

so on. Such a procedure would be far beyond the sco~e 

of the present study. 
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Instead, therefore, individual frequency rates were 

calculated for each worker in each factory. (l) In addition, 

the average frequency rate for each race/sex group in each 

factory was calculated. The distribution of the individual 

frequency rates and the average frequency rates for the 

groups were then examined and, on the basis of this examina-

tion, it was decided to fix a specific freque ncy rate as 

the dividing line betwe en problem absence and non-pro blem 

absence. The procedure adopted in determining the dividing 

line in each case is described below. 

Justification for this procedure is based on the claim 

made on page 14 of this study that this rate is a reasonable 

although not conclusive indication of those absentees who 

are most likely, by their frequent absence incidents, to 

disrupt factory operations. 

Owing to administrative difficulties, it was not possible 

for Factory Z to submit sufficiently detailed information 

regarding individual absentees and non-absentees to allow 

(1) The frequency absence rate is obtained by counting the 

number of times a worker is absent, irrespective of the 

duration of such absences, and standardising this as so 

many absences during a given fixed period, usually a year. 

In this instance, the period was that covered by the survey 

in the factory concerned. For example, in Factory X the 

frequency absence rate for a worker who was employed con­

tinuously throughout the survey period of 27 weeks was 

simply the nu~ber of times he was absent dur ing that period. 

If he worked for fewer than twenty-seven weeks, the number 

· of times he was absent was divided by the number of weeks 

for which he worked and multiplied by 27, i.e . 

Frequency Absent Rate: 

Number of Times Absent . . 
Number of Weeks worked x Number of weeks 1n Survey Per1od . 
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the inclusion of data from this Factory in this part of the 

study. What follows, therefore, relates only to Factories 

X and Y. 

The total number of employees in Factory X was 289, 

and in Factor y Y, 613. 

The weekly returns furnished by the firms reported 

on the absence of the above workers an a departmental 

basis and thus clearl y indicated the race and sex of each 

worker . The breakdown of the labour force of each factory 

by race and sex was as follows: 

Factory X 

European males 51 

European Females 

Non-European males 

Non-European Females 

TOTAL 

70 

168 

289 

Factory Y 

31 

47 

467 

68 

613 

Personal information regarding each absentee was 

generally reported on the occasion of his or her first 

absence; personal information regarding non-absentees 

was collected at the end of the survey. It was nat possible 

to collect personal information regarding the following 

employees: 

European males 

European Female s 

Non-European males 

Non-European Females 

TOTAL 

Factory X 

6 

5 

29 

40 

Factory Y 

2 

5 

53 

13 

73 
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Thus, the analyses of the rela t ionship between absence 

rates and pe rsona l characteristics other than race and sex, 

were based on a slightly smaller number of workers t han 

those betwee n Abs e nce Rates and race, Abs e nce rates and sex, 

and the analysis of the dis tr i bution of absence. 

Some of the above groups (e.g. European males in . 

Factory Y) a re not large enough to provide data from which 

valid statistical co nclusions can be drawn, but, on the 

other hand, the low pro po rtion of Euro pean workers in this 

factory, approximates to that in the South African Footwear 

Industry as a whole. In Factory X, one of the few footwear 

factories in Sou th Africa where European workers form a 

substantial proportio n of the lab our force, the total 

number of employees is relatively small. 

It wou ld have been quite impossible to have found a 

factory employing sufficient European wo rkers, particularly 

Eu ropean males, to furnish a gro u p of workers large enough 

to provide the data for a meaningful statistical analysis 

of absence behaviour among European wo r kers. 

(d) The basis of the isolation of "Problem Absentee'' groups 
in factories X andY. 

In seeking to establish a dividing line between a 

frequency rate which wa s to be regarded as indicative of 

a problem and that which was not, several difficulties were 

encountered. In the first place the wide variations in 

the overall frequency rates for workers in the respective 

race/sex groups made it essential to adopt a different 

dividing line for each group. This meant that seven 
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separate sets of workers had to be div ided in this way. 

Taking the average frequency rate of each group as 

the starting point, a tentative dividing line was fixed 

at twice the average frequency rate for the group concerned. 

This was adjusted, firstly to the nearest whole num ber, 

and then further adjusted in the light of certai n prac-

tical difficulties arising from the distribution of in-

dividual rates. 

Table 9 shows firstly the average Frequency Rate for 

each of the seven Factory/Race/Sex groups, and secondly, 

the Frequency Rate which was, in each group, fixed as 

the dividing line . between problem and non-problem absentees. 

TABLE 9 : SUMMARY OF THE DATA USED IN DETERMINING THE 
DIVIDI NG LINE BETWEEN PROBLEM ABSE NTEES AND OJHER 
ABSENTEES IN FACTOR IE S X AND Y. 

FACTORY X FACTORY Y 
E. M ~ l) E.F. N. E. M. E.IYl . E. F. N. E.M. N. E.F. 

AVERAGE 
FREQUENCY .79 2.34 1. 46 1. 09 2.31 2.60 3 . 81 
(all em-
ployees) 

DIVIDING 
[.IN E 8£TW E EN 2 5 4.0 3 .0 2.0 4.0 3 .5 5.0 PROBLEM AB-1 . 
SENTEES AND 
OTHER ABSEN-
TEES I 

The proportion of problem absentees to all employees and 

all absentees varied from group to group. This is shown in 

Taple 10. 

(1) E.M. = European Males 
E.F. = European Females 

N.E.M. = Non-European IYlales 
N.E .F. = Non-European Females 
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TABLE 10 . PROBLEM ABSENTEES AS PERCENTAGE OF ALL EMPLOYEES . 
AND A~L ABSENTEES. 
-

FACTORY X FACTORY Y 
' * E.M. E. F. · N.E.M. E. M. E. F. N.E.M. N.E.F. 

PROBLEM 
ABSENTEES 
AS A PERC EN-
TAGE OF:-

ALL EM-
PLOYEES 11.8 18.5 19.1 19.4 23.4 23.7 26.5 

ALL AB-
SE:NTEES 22.2 26.0 33.7 46.2 39.3 38 . 1 36.0 

* See Footnote page 61. 

The proportion pf total hours lost accounted for by 

problem absentees also varied widely from group to group. 

Table 11 indicates these variations, (a) for absence due 

to sickness; (b) for other absence and (c) for absence of 

all kinds. 

TABLE 11 . ABSENCE OF PROBLEM ABSENTEE:S AS PERCENTAGE OF . 
ALL ABSENCE. 

FACTORY X FACTORY Y 
E.M.* E.F'. N·. E. M, E.M. E.F. N.E.M. N.E.F. 

ABSENCE OF 
PROBLEM AB-
SENTEES AS 
A PERCENTAGE 
OF ABSENCE 
OF ALL EM-
PLOYEES 
SICK ABSENCE 5.9 36,3 52.2 84.3 39.5 42.1 44.1 
OTHER AB-

SENCE 58 . 9 60.1 73.0 89.1 68.5 72.9 67.2 
ALL ABSEN- 18.4 ~5.2 60.8 86.6 49. 5 56.7 51.3 CE 

* See Footnote page 61. 
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Having isolated problem absentees in this way, it was 

possible to compare the characteristics of non-absentees, 

all absentees and problem absentees in respect of each 

of the factors associated with absenteeism in the postulates 

upon which the inves t igation was based. The results of 

these comparison s appear in Part Three. 

A similar analysis of t he distribution of absence to 

that made in the first study was also made for Factories 

X and Y and attempt was made to show, once again, that 

the greate r part of the absence in any particular group 

of workers was · accounted for by relatively few individuals. 
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PART THREE ~ THE ...l]CTORY STUDIES RESULTS. 

(SUMMARY OF THE DATA EMERG ING FROM STUDIES ONE AND 
TWO RELATIVE TO THE POSTULATES UNDER EXAMINATION) 

1 . THE INFLUENCE OF RACE AND SEX ON ABSENCE RATES. 

There is no doubt that on& of the most t horough ly 

established facts emerging from th& mass of data gathered 

in studies of inducltrial absenteeism i~ that there is 

6 5. 

a lmos t invariably a marked different1ation between absence 

rates for male and femal e workers. Moreover, absence studies 

in this country have often shown similar marked differen-

tiation between abs&nce rates for European and Non-Euro-

pean wo rkers. Studies of this nature i n t he South African 

Footwear industry have generally tended to show that Gross 

Absence Rates for Euro pean workers have been lower than 

those for Non-Europeans, in the same or similar factories. 

In these studies, the following postulates regarding 

the relationship between Absence Rates and Race and Sex 

were under examination: 

SEX: 

EUROPEAN WORKERS TEND TO HAV E L OW~R ABSENCE RATES 

THAN NON-EUROPEANS. ABSENCES AMONG EUROPEANS TEND 
TO BE OF LO NG ER DURATION. 

ABSENCE RA TES FOR FEMALES ARE ALMOST INVARIABLY 

HIGHER THAN THOSE FOR MALES . PARTI CULARLY AS 
FAR AS ABS ENC E FOR REASONS OTH ER THAN SICKNESS 
I S CONCL:RNED. 

The influence of race and sex on the absence rate 

are both clearly demo nst rated by the following data rela­

ting to the factories studied. 
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TABLE 12 . GROSS ABSENCE RATES FOR ABSENCE OF VARIOUS TYPES . 
FOR EUROPEAN fYlALES, EUROPEAN FEfYlALES, NON-
EUROPEAN fYlALES AND NON-EUROPEAN FEfYlALES 
(FACTORIES A' X AND y) • 

ALL ABSENCE 

fACTORY PERIOD E.fYl. * E. F. N.E . fYl. N.E.F. 

A Jan-Dec,19S7 3.00 6.10 3.70 -
X Oct-Dec,1965 2 0 2 t~ 4.13 1.18 -

Jan-fYlar,1966 1. 57 2 . 8 1. 52 -
Apr-fYlay,1966 1.26 2.41 0.95 -

y Oct-Dec,l96 5 0.86 2.70 1. 99 4.50 
Jan-fYlar,1966 0.82 3.24 1. 61 4 .96 
Apr-fYlay,1966 0.70 5.08 1. 90 5. 14 

LATE ABSENCE 

A Jan-Dec,1957 0.05 0.09 0.12 -
X Oct-Dec,1965 - - 0.04 -

Jan-fYlar,1966 - - 0.02 -
Apr-fYlay,1966 0.01 ... 0.02 -

y Oct-Dec,1965 0. 05 - 0 .08 0.28 
Jan-fYlar,1966 0.01 0.01 0. 07 0 . 10 
Apr- fYlay,1966 ... 0.02 0.07 0.07 

SICK ABSENCE 

A Jan-Dec,1957 1. 90 3 .40 1.90 -
X Oct-Dec,1965 1.65 2.99 0 . 68 -

Jan - fYlar,1966 1. 30 1. 92 0.83 -
Apr-fYlay,1966 0.84 .77 0.72 -

y Oct-Dec,1965 0.25 1. 66 0.98 2.90 
Jan-fYlar,1966 0.47 2.34 0.89 3.87 
Apr-fYlay,l966 0.56 3.09 1.03 3.27 

OTHER ABSENCE 

A Jan-Dec,1957 1. 00 2.60 1.70 -
X Oct-Dec, 1965 0.59 1.14 0. 46 -

Jan- fYl ar,1966 0.27 .97 0.67 -
Apr-fYlay,1966 0.42 1. 64 0.21 -

y Oct-Dec, l965 0. 56 1. 04 0.93 1. 32 
J an-fYlar,l966 0.34 . 89 0.65 0.99 
Apr-fYlay,1966 0.14 1. 97 0.80 1. 80 

* See Foot note page 61. 



67. 

Apart from absence among European males employed in 

Factory X, there is not a single instance where the data 

does not indicate better attendance by males than by females 

and by Europeans than Non-Europeans. 

As will be shown later, the 8uropean male workers in 

most South African footwear factories constitute an elite 

minority of relatively highly-skilled workers, found mainl y 

in the clicking department. In Factory X, however, European 

male workers form an appreciable proportion of the total 

labour force and are to be found in some strength in three 

departments. In other words, instead of forming an elite 

group they are, to a far greater extent, part of the run­

of-the-mill labour force and are engaged not only in high­

grade clicking operations but also in other skilled and 

semi-skilled operations. 

It is clear from the figures quoted that the postulate 

that European workers tend to have lower absence rates than 

Non- European workers and that male workers tend to have 

lower absence rates than female workers must be accepted 

as valid. In the data exami ned, this appeared to be the 

case in respect of absence due to sickness as .well as in 

the case of absence for other reasons. 

The postulate that absence among Europeans tends to 

be of longer duration than among· Non-Europeans is tested 

only in respect of data concerning male workers in Factory 

A. 
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TABLE 13 • AVlRAGE LENGTH OF ABSENCE IN HOURS FOR . 
ABSEI\JLE OF VARIOUS TYPES; EUROPEAN IYIA LES 
AND NON-EUROPEAN IYIALES (FACTORY A) 

Type of Absence Average Length (In Hours) 

Eur. !Ylales Non-Eur. IYlales 

La t e . 53 • 3 5 

Sick 62 . 18 45.49 

Other 15.18 16.46 

All Absence 12.39 6.45 

The postulate appears to ho ld for all absence and for 

late and s ic k absence but other whole-day absence among 

Non-European males is, on average of slightly longer dura-

tion than among European males. 

2. THE INFLUENCE OF IYIARITAL STATUS ON ABSENCE RATES . 

On the basis of the survey of previous studies it has 

been postulated that 

(a) IYIARRIED IYIALES TE ND TO HAVE A LOWER ABSENCE RA TE 

THAN SINGL E IYIALES and 

(b) SINGLE FEIYIALES TEND TO HAVE A LOW ER ABSENCE RATE 

THAN IYIARRI ED FEIYIALES. 

No satisfactory data regarding marita l status was 

forthcoming from the firs t study but in the second study 

relevant information was obtained fro m Factories X and Y. 

(a) Data Relating to !Ylarried and Single !Ylales . 

In Factory Y as a whole, the data for European male 

workers and Non-Europsar, male wo rkers gave contradic to ry 

results. The data for Eu ro pean males was in agreement wi th 

the postulate, that for Non-European males co ntradicted it, 

but neither in the case of European ma les n~ Non-Eu r opean 
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males were the differen ce s in perc entage married men among 

the problem abse ntees as compared with that among the non-

ab~antees very large . 

TABLE 14 . PERCENTAGE MARRIED WORKERS AMONG PROBLEM . 
ABSENTEES AND NON - ABSENTEES (FACTORY Y) 

Probl em Non-
Absentees Absentees 

~uropean Males 83.3 87.5 

Non-European Males 61.7 59.7 

Whether such relationship betwee n marital status and 

absence rates as is indicated by the above figures is at 

all meaningful is open to s erio us question. Several other 

factqrs are involve d. In the first place , married workers 

are likel y to be older and lo nger serving and the latter 

factor, particularly , appears to have considerable inf l uence 

upon the absence rate. 

When anal ysed departmentall y , the percentage married 

men among the no n-abs e ntee group was higher than that among 

the problem absentee group in seve n out of e ight major 

departments in the factory. The excess of married over single 

workers in such departments being above 15% in three out of 

the seven depar tments. 

The corresponding analysis of data from Factory X 

prpduced the following information: 

TABL E 15 . PERCENTAGE MARRIED WORKERS AMONG PROBLEM . 
ABSENTEES AND NON-ABSENTEES (FAC TORY X) 

Problem Non-
Absentees Absentees 

European Males 50.0 88 .9 
Non-European Ma les 21.9 25.0 
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These results, particularly as far as European workers 

are -concerned, are more definite. They are borne out by 

the departmental figures where it was found that in all 

the departments employing Europea n males, the percentage 

married men i n the non-absentee group was equal to or higher 

than that in the problem absentee group. Among the Non­

European departments, the percentage married men among the 

non-absentees was higher than that among the problem ab­

sentees in only two out of the six de partments. 

Thus there would seem to be r~asonable grounds for 

accepti ng a postulate that there is at least some tendency 

fo r married men to have lower absence r ates than singl e 

men. It is strongly suspected however that the influence 

of this factor is not very great and that its effects are 

most likely to be evident in groups where other factors 

li nked with good attendance. e.g. long service, are also 

present. 

(b) Data relat ing to Married and Single Females. 

Among f emale workers, the picture would be expected 

to be completely different. The influence of a man ' s 

marita l status upon his attendance at work is likely to 

be related to such facto rs as the increased stability 

of out look and behaviour consonant with family responsibi­

lities and the added financial commitments which such 

responsibilities may bring . To a woman, however, marriage 

brings about mo re fundamental changes which have far­

reachi ng effects upon her life as a worker . This is most 

obviou sly true when marriage is followed by parenthood but 
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marriage is also likely to produce almost immediate changes 

in her attitude to her work. The weight of the economic 

and social pressures which drive the single woman to work 

tend to be lightened, at least until the family becomes so 

large that it demands that her earnings contribute to 

its support. In the meantime, physical, economic and 

social pressures combine to make her attendance at work 

less necessary and, at times, impossible . (l) Some of the 

factors involved operate differentially on married and single 

women or on European and Non-European women . Age and family 

responsibilities may also effect the situation to a per -

ceptible degree. 

It would seem probable, in the light of such reasoning, 

that the postulated higher absence rate among married female 

workers would be clearly borne out by the statistics emer-

g i n g f r o m t h e p r e s e n t s t u d i e s . T h i s, h o w e v e r , o n 1 y i n f r e q u e n t-

ly is the case. 

Absence data relating to married and single females 

was examined i n three ways: 

i) Comparative absence rates for married and si ngle fe males 

in each race group; 

ii) Percentage married women in the non-absentee and problem-

absentee groups respectively. 

iii) Comparative absence rates in depar tments with the 

highest an d lowest percentage marri ed women among their 

(1) For a detailed analysis of the two different roles 
which married women play, see ffiYrdal, A. and Klein,V: 
"Women's Two Roles" (Routledge and Kagan Paul, 1956) 



absentees. 

i) Comparative Absence Rates for married and Single 

Females: These a re set forth in Table 16: 

TABLE 16 0 COMPARATIVE ABSENCE RATES FOR MARRIED AND . 
SINGLE FEMALES IN EACH RACE GROUP IN FAC-
TORIES X ANDY. 

FACTORY AND ABSENCE RATE ABSENCE RATE 
FOR MARRIED FOR SING LE RACE GROUP. FEMALES FEMALES 

Factorx: X 

Eur. Females 2.95 5.16 

Factor~ Y 
Eur. Females 3.70 3.40 

Non-Eur. Female s 5. 83 2.41 
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In the above Table, only the figures relating to Non-

European Females offer any evide nce in support of the 

postulate that marr i ed females tend to have higher absence 

rates than single females. 

ii) Percentage married Women among Non-absentees and 

Problem-absentees: In Factory X there was only a very slight 

difference between the percentage married women in the Non-

absentee and Problem-absentee groups (86.7% and 85.4%) 

respec t i vel y, i.e. with the greate r percentage among Non-

absentees . The postulate was, however, borne out by the 

f igures from Factory Y whe r e the differences were con-

siderably larger and higher rates among married women were 

indicated. (91.0% of the European wome n in the Prob lem­

absentee group were married as compared with 76 0 9% in the 

Non-absentee group. 55.6% of the Non-E uropean women in the 

Problem-abse ntee group were married as compared with 33.3% 

in the No n-absentee group. 
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iii) Re l at ionship batween De~artmental a~ence rate s and 

the percentage marri ed women in such departments: In Factory 

Y the departments empl oying Non-European females which had 

the two highest and the lowest percentage married women 

among their absentees, showed a lso the two highest and the 

lowest absentee ra tes. 

TABLE 17 - ABSENCE RA TE AND PERCENTAGE IYIARRIED ABSENTEES . 
IN THREE DEPARTMENTS OF FACTORY y 

Department Percentage married Absence Rate 
Women among Absen-

tees. 
a 76.5 8.59 

b 75.0 5.06 

c 20.0 2.25 
= ~ 

Further evidence of the relationship between the absence 

rates and the marita l status of women workers emerged from 

comparison of the following correlation ~o-efficients: 

TABLE 18 ~ COMPARISON BETWEEI\1 CORRELATION CO-EFFICIENTS 
BETWEEN ABSENf:E RATE"S AND AGE.' AI\JD AVERAGE 
LENGTH or- SERVICE WHEN IYlARITA L STATUS IS HELD 
CONSTANT AND WHEN IT IS 1\JOT. 

CORR U .ATION CORRELATION CO-EFFICIE NT CORRELATiON 
BETWEEN AB- CO-EFFICIENT BE TWEEN ABSENCE RATE AND 
SENCE RA TE SA lYlE CHARACTlRISTIC IF 

AND MARITAL STA-,us 15 HELD CON-
STANT. 

AVERAGE AGE + .67 + .10 

AVERAGE LENGTH .76 . 46 OF SERVICE. + + 

The ma r ked drop i n the correl ation co-efficients when 

marita l status is held Lonstgn t would suggest that among 

female workers, this f actor is mare clo sely related to the 

absence rate than age or length of s ervice. 



74. 

Notwithstanding the findings of other investigations, 

and the comments at the beginning of this section, none 

of the foregoing data appears to present sufficient evidence 

upon which to base a claim that the postulate that 

SINGLE FEmALES TEND TO HAVE A LOWER ABSENCE RATE 

THAN mARRIED FEmALES 

can be accepted as valid. 

3. THE INFLUENCE OF LENGTH OF SERVICE ON ABSENCE RATES. 

On the basis of previous studies it was postulated that: 

ABSENCE RATES TEND TO BECO mE LOWER AS LENGTH OF SERVICE 

WI TH THE ORGANISATION INCREASES . 

In investigating the validity of this postulate use was 

made of data drawn from both studies. 

In the first study, the departme ntal variables which 

were correlated with the absence rates included no fewer 

than six which were linked in some way with length of ser­

vice. Four of these were base d u pon a division of the em­

ployees in each department into four categories: 

Category A: Employees whose servi ce began before J anuary 

1957 and which continued thro ug h the year until December. 

Category B: Employees wh ose service began before Januar y 

1957 but terminated be fore the end of the year. 

Category C: Employees who were engaged during 1957 an d 

whose employmen t co ntinued until the end of the year . 

Category 0: Employees who were engaged during 19 57 but 

whose services were terminated befor e t he year ended. 
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The number of employees in each group in each depart­

ment was expressed as a percentage of the total number of 

employees in the department and the relationship between 

these and various absence rates was investigated. 

Six significant correlations emerged. Only one rela-

ted to the Gross Absence Rate: namely a negative correlation 

between the percentage Category A employees (old employees 

whose service continued throughout the year during which 

the survey was conducted) and the amount of other whole 

day absence (- .62). In other words, in departments em­

ploying a larger proportion of established workers, less 

whole day absence for reasons other than sickness occurred 

than in departments where a smaller proportion of such 

workers was employed . This finding serves to confirm the 

postulate under examination. 

Two of the other five significant correlations which 

were disclosed between absence rates and the composition 

of the working group in terms of service category appear 

to support the present argument. These were the negative 

(- . 73) and positive (+ .93) correlations between the 

severity rate for all absence and the per centage Non-European 

male emplo ye es in categories A and D respectively. Ca tegor y 

A comprised old workers who remained in service t hro ughout 

the period of the stu d y (i.e. were the most stable workers 

in the departments concerned) whil e Category D c omprised 

the transients , the least stable workers of all. 

Of far greater importance wer e th e clear an d convin­

cing negative corre l ations between the v a rious absence 
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rates and the average length of service of employees in 

the various departments . The value of these figures is 

increased by the fact that the correlations quoted refer 

to the labour force of the factory as a whole rather than 

to specific race or sex groups. In other words, the 

parameters upon which the calculations are based embrace 

the largest possible number of cases which this particular 

study could provide. 

Significant negative correlations were found between 

the average length of service in the departments and 

their Gross Absence Rates and their severity rates for 

all employees combined, both for all absence and for 

absence due to sickness. 

TABLE 19 0 CORRE LATION CO-EFFICIENTS BETWEEN ABSENCE . 
RATES AND SICK AND ALL ABSENCE. 

GROSS ABSENCE RATE SEVERITY RATE 

Sick Absence - .76 - o?l 

All Absence - .83 - .66 

The nega tive correlatio ns between departmental average 

length of service and the Gross Absence Rate for other 

who le- day absence was also significantly high~ ( - .62)· 

All these clearly demonstrate an inverse relationship 

between long service and the absence rate. 

The six t h departmental variable to be examined i n 

this way related to short-te r m length of service. The 

average length of service in weeks during 19 57 per 

employee in each department was calculated . This was 

probably the least satisfactory measure of the six since 



it made no distinction between longer-serving employees 

who were retrenched during 1957 and those who came and 

went during the year. 

Only two significant correlations emerged from the 

comparisons : both related to the severity rate . These 

were late absence among Eu ropean females (+ .96) and all 

absence among Non-Europeans (- .78). In other words, 

the resul t suggested that, in conditions of labour i nsta­

bility, la te absences among European women tend to b e of 

shorter duration and absences of all kinds among No n­

European men tend on average to be of longer duration . 

77. 

The lat ter statement is in keeping with the postulate under 

review. 

The overall conclusion to be dr awn from the six 

correlations investigated is completely i n keeping with 

the postulate as frame d, namely that the longer the length 

of service of a worker the lo we r his absence rates are 

li ke ly to be. 

In the second study, the validity of the same postu­

l ate was tested i n a completely different way, namely by 

comparing the average length of service of those workers 

who had been classified as problem absentees with that of 

(a) all absentees and (b) non-absentees. 
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TABLE 20 ' AVERAGE LENGTH OF SERVICE IN YEARS OF NON-ABSEN-' 
TEES, ALL ABSENTEES AND PROBLEM ABSENTEES 
(FACTORIES X AND Y) 

Factory/Race/Sex Group Non- All Problem 
absentees Absentees Absentees 

Factor:r X 

Eur. Females 12.4 6 . 8 6,9 
Eur. Males 26 . 6 16.2 17.6 
Non-Eur. Males 6 . 3 5.4 5.8 

Factory Y 

Eur. Females 17.31 6.20 3.66 
Non-Eur . Females 1. 20 1. 50 1. 46 
Eur. Males 20.40 14 .10 12.40 
Non-Eur. Males 9.10 6.00 5 .00 

The above figures would seem generally to indicate that 

long-serving employees are characterised by lower absence 

rates. The average length of service of non-absentees is 

almost always longer than that of either problem absentees 

or absentees in general. The fact that the figures for 

Non-European females in Factory Y do not conform to the 

general pattern is almost certainly due to the fact that 

the factory concerned had only relatively recently begun 

to employ this type of labour and that none of t hes e workers 

had yet had a significantly long period of service. 

I n factory X, the average length of service of all 

absentees is consistently shorter than that of problem 

absentees. This would seem to indicate that the employees 

respons i bl e for pr oblem absenteeism tended to have had 

longer service wit h the fir m than those res pons ible for 

abse nce in general, but because the number of wo rkers in 

the group is often very small, an exam inat ion o f the dis-

tribution of the indi vidual workers according to lengt h 

of service indicates clear ly that it is usually one or 

two atypical individual problem absentees who push up the 

average length of service of the members of the group. 
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This fact is clearly &pparsnt from t he histog r ams (Figures 

(i) = (vi i ) ) and the comments which follow each of them. 
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un o::q, 
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LENGTH OF SERV ICE ( IN YEARS) 

European Females in Factory X ~ The hig h average l ength 

o f service among problem absentees is la r ge!) accounted 

for by one worker with more tha n 19 yea r s of se r vice 

and three with between 11 and 15 . All but one of the 

other 9 workers i n the Gross Absen t ee Group had less 

than 3 years servi c e. 
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LENGTH OF SERVi CE , I N ' EARS) 

European IYla l es in F a c to r y~~ The high a ve .: age le ngth of 

servi ce of t he six prob lem a bsent ees in th is ra ce/sex 

group wa s ac counted f or l a r gel y by two wo r ke rs with mo r e 

than 19 yea r s o f s e r vice eac h . Three o f t he re ma i ni ng 

fou r had l e s s tha n 5 years servlcs . 
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LE NGTH OF SERVICE (IN YEARS) 

Non-European Ma les in Factory X: Half of the Problem 

absentees in this race/sex group had three years ser­

vice or less; all but four had less than eleven years 

service . The high average length of se rv ice was largely 

accounted for by three workers with 17 or more years 

of service. It is also interesting to note that while 

25% of the non-absentees had more than 10 years service, 

onl y 12~% of the problem absentees had served for that 

number of years or longer. 
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LEN GTH OF SE RVI CE ( IN YEARS) 

European Females in Factor~ Yz Her e the differences, 

already proportionately greater than in any of the 

other compariso ns, wou ld have been a goo d deal larger 

had i t not been for o ne employes with longer than fif­

tee n years service with the firm . No ne of the other 

problem absentees in this race/sex group ha d more than 

seven yea rs service, most of them had fewer than three. 
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Non - European Females in Factory Y: Her e the more or 

less even distribution of problem absen tee s and other 

a bsentees in each length o f service category ind i cates 

that the very similar average length of se r vice fo r 

problem absentees an d a ll absentees i s an accu r ate 

statement of the position. It wi l l be noted that no 

employee in this group had served for longer than 2~ 

years . This was because the employment of this type 

of worker was a re la tively recent innovation . 
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Eur opean Males in Factory Y: Non-Absentees appear t o 

be s pread th r oughout the various length of service 

categories , but exactly 50~ of them have had 19 or 

more years serv ice. Absentees and Problem Absentees 

te nd to cluster in the short- term and long- term cate­

gories. The very s ma ll numbers involved make it im­

possi ble to draw any fi rm conclus io ns fr om the data. 
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FI GURE (vii) 

DISTRIBUTION OF NON-EU RO PEAN mALE EmPLOYEES I N 
FACTORY Y ACCORDING TO LE NGTH OF SERVICE. 
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LENGTH OF SERVICE (IN YEARS) 

No n European males in Facto r y Y: Here a small propo r ­

tion of long-serving problem absentees mar kedl y distort 

the average for the group, the greater proportion of 

wh~ch Lomprises emp l oyees with three years servic e or less. 

Taken as a who le, the~jdence provided by both 

ptu~regarding the relationship between Length of 

~ervi~ a nd Abse nce Rates, ~auld appear to establish 

conclusively that abse nce rates a re directly and stronglY 

influenc~ by length of service and that as leng th of 

s ervice inc reases, absence rates tend to fall. 
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4. THE I NFLUENCE OF AGE ON ABSENCE RATES. 

It was considered possible, on the basis of the review 

of earlier abse nc e studies (Part I) to postulate that 

ABSENCE RATES TEND TO BE LOWER FOR WORKERS BETWEEN 
THE AGES OF TWEN TY-FIVE AND FORTY THAN FOR YOUNGER 
AND OLDER WO RKERS. 

Only data from Study II was used in the examination 

of this postulate. On the basis of the division of the 

workers in each race/sex group in factories X and Y into 

non-absentees, all absentees and problem absentees, two 

lines of investigation we re followed: 

(i) The calculation of the average age of the workers 

of each type falling into each factory/race/sex group, 

(Table 21). 

(ii) The proportion of non-absentees, absentees and 

problem absentees falling into each of the three age 

categories : 

Under 25 
25 - 40 

Over 40 

in each such group, (Table 23). 
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(i) Analysis on the basis of Everage Age of Non-absentees, 

All absentees and Problem absentees: 

TABLE 21 . AVERAGE AGE OF NON-ABSENTEES, ALL ABSENTEES . 
AND PROBLE!Yl ABSENTEES (FACTORIES X AND Y) 

Factory/Race/Sex Group Non- All Problem 
absentees Absentees Absentees 

Factory X 

Eur. !Ylales 49.2 36 . 9 34.3 
Eur. Females 40.3 38.2 33.8 
Non-Eur. IYlales 24.9 24.3 23.8 

Facto ry Y 
Eur. !Ylales 47.7 47.1 45.7 
Eur. Females 50.0 41.6 37.4 
Non-Eur. !Ylales 30.2 28.9 29.2 
Non-Eur. Females 23.6 29.9 29.0 

Apart from the Non-European males in Factory Y, the 

average age of each non-absentee group lies within the 

age- range postulated as likely to have a higher absence 

rate. In most cases, the av erage age of the problem-

absentee groups are within the age-range postulated as 

likely to have a l ower absence rate. None of these figures, 

therefore, can be used to support the postulate. 

The figures in Table 21 are repeated in Table 22 

and corresponding data relating to the average leng th of 

service of workers in the various groups is set alongside 

that relating to age. It is immediately apparent that 

absence is far more closel y related to length of service 

than to age. The relationship between Abse nce Rates and 

Length of Service has already been convincingly demonstrated. 

It would therefore seem reasonable to suggest that any 

relationship which may appear to exist between absence 

rates and the age of the workers concerned, is strongly 

influenced by length of service . 
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TABLE 22 0 COMPARISON BETWEEN THE AVERAGE AGE AND THE . 
AVERAGE LENGTH OF SERVICE OF NON- ABSENTEES, AL L 
ABSENTEES AND PROBLE M ABSENTEES (FACTORIES X 
AND Y) 

Non - All Problem 
Absentees Absentees Absentees 

Factory/Rac e/ Av ge . Avge. Avge. Avge. Av ge. Avge. Sex Grou p . Age Length Age Le ngth Age Length 
of of of 

service service service 
(yrs) (yrs) (yrs ) (yrs) (yrs) (yrs) 

factor ::t: X: 
Eur. Males 49.2 26.6 36.9 16 .2 34 .3 17.6 
Eur. Fema l es 40.3 12.4 38.2 6.8 33 . 8 6.9 
Non-Eur . Males 24.9 6.3 24.3 5.4 23 . 8 5.8 

Factory Y: 

Eur. Males 47.7 20.4 47.1 14.1 45.7 12.4 
Eur . Females 50 .0 17. 3 41.6 6.2 37 . 4 3.7 
Non-Eur.Ma les 30.2 9.1 28.9 6.0 29.2 5.0 
Non-Eur . 23.6 1.2 29.9 1.5 29.0 1.5 Females 

(ii) Analysis on the basis of a Divisio n of the Em pl oy ees 

according to age 

The second line of investigation sought to establish 

the proportion of non-absentees, absentees and problem 

absentees fa lling into each of the t hree age categories: 

Under 25, 25 - 40 and over 40 in each factory/race/sex 

group. 

The results are set forth in Table 23 . 
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TABLE 23 . NUmBER OF NON-ABSENTEES, ABSENTEES AND PROBLEm . 
ABSENTEES IN VARIOUS AGE GROUPS, BY RACE AND 

i SEX (FACTORIES X AND Y) 
I 

FACTORY X Under 25 25 - 40 Over 40 

a) Eur. males: 
Non-Absentees 1 2 15 
All Absentees 7 10 10 
Problem Absentees 4 - 2 

b) Eur. Females: 
Non-Absentees 3 3 9 
All Absentees 8 18 24 
Problem Absentees 1 10 2 

I 
c) Non-Eur. IYiales: 

Non-Absentees 25 18 1 
All Absentees 59 :32 4 

t Problem Absentees 21 9 2 1 
l 
' FACTORY y I 
! 

a) Eur. Males 
Non-Absentees - 4 12 
All Absentees 1 2 10 
Problem Absentees 1 - 5 

b) Eur. Females 
Non~Absentees 1 - 12 
All Absentees 3 5 20 
Problem Absentees 2 3 6 

G) Non-Eur. Males 
Non-Absentees .50 64 30 
All Absentees 93 160 ;28 
Problem Absentees 36 64 7 

d) Non-Eur. Females 
Non-Absentees 8 3 1 
All Absentees 17 26 7 
Problem Apsentees 6 10 2 



91. 

In order to support the postulate, it would be neces-

sary for the data to reveal a high proportion of non-absen­

tees and a low proportion of problem absentees in the age 

group 25 - 40. When the data in Table 23 is summerised 

(as is done in Table 24) it is clear that, apart from 

that relating to the European male group, it lends no 

support to the postulate~ 

TABL,E 24 : PERCENTAGE NON~ABSENTEES AND PROBLEM ABSENTEES 
IN THE AGE GROUP 25 - 40 YEARS, BY RACE AND 
SEX (FACTORIES X AND Y) 

Factory/Race/Sex Group Non- Problem 
absentees Absentees 

FACTORY X: 
Eur. Males 16.7% -
Eur. Females 14.2% 47.6% 
Non-Eur. Malee 36.0% 18.0% 

FAC.TORY y: 

Eur. Ma.l.es 66.7% ... 
E:ur. Females - 60.0% 
Non-[ur. Males 28.5% 28.5% 
Non-Eur. Females 10.4% 37.9% 

The over-riding influence of length of service upon 

absenc e rates has already been mentioned. It is very 

likely that this factor is of far greater importance than 

age, and the higher absence rates which some investigators 

have f ound among younger workers are, in all probabil i t y 

due to the fact that their period of service has not 

been long enough for the stabilising effect of long ser­

vice to tak e effect. 

In the same way, marital status and family respon-

sibilities, likely to influence atten dance patterns more 

strongly i n the middle years of a worker's life may a ccount 



for the suggested tendency for absence rates for male 

workers between the ages of 25 and 40 to be low. In the 

case of female workers, family responsibilities could be 

expected to have the opposite effect. (l) 

It would appear therefore, that, in the data in the 

foregoing tables, the relationship between absence and 
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age is obscured by too many other factors to permit its 

use either to prove or di~prOve the postulate under exami­

nation. 

5. INFLUENCE OF THE DEGR~E OF JOB~SKILL DEMANDED ON ABSENCE 
RATES. 

On the basis of the examination of othe~ studies it 

wae postulated that: 

THERE IS A TENDENCY, OTHER THINGS B~ING EQUAL, FOR 
ABSENCE RATES TO BE HIGHER WHEN LESS SKILL IS REQUIRED. 

The relationship between absence rates end the degree 

of job-skill required was examined in the first study when 

absence rates were correlated with the percentage skilled, 

semi-skilled and the unskilled workers in t~ various depart-

mente. 

A negative correlation co-efficient between absence 

rates and the degree of ski~l required would be necessary 

in order to sustain the hypothesis. Only one such co­

(1) Reference has already been made to the work of 

Myrdal and Klein in this connection. See also, 
Weiss, Anna G: "The C~pe Colou~ed Woman". (Unpublished 
M.Soc. Sci Thesis, University of Cape Town, 1950). 
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efficient emerged from the study namely - .71 in the Non­

European male depar tments, when the percentage of skilled 

workers in the department was correlated with the Gross 

Absence Rate for all types of absence combined. 

No i nvestigat io n into the influence of degree of job­

skill demanded upon absence rates was included in the 

second study. 

The evidence in support of the postulate is weak 

and is limited to one case and one characteristic only, 

i.e. the percentage of skilled workers in the Non-European 

male Departments. This is indecisive. 

6. THE INFLUENCE OF WAGE RATES ON ABSENCE RATES. 

The examination of other available studies of absen­

tee ism led to the framing of the postulate that: 

ABSENCE RATES TEND TO BE LOWEST AmONG THOSE IN THE 

miDDLE WAGE GROUPS. 

Although the data gathered in Study I was not suit­

able for use in examini ng the postulate as framed, it is 

of interest to note that when possible correlations between 

absence r ates and wage rates were investigated, two sig­

nifi cant correlation co-efficients emerged, namely those 

between average gross weekly earnings and all absence in 

departments employing European females (-.98) and between 

average hourly wage rates and all absence in departments 

em pl oying European males and females. 
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In other words, (i) the greater the earnings of 

European women, the lower their absence rates and ( i i. ) Euro-

pean males and females who held better-paid jo bs t ended 

to be absent less . 

The above findings were not, however, cor r oborated 

by the data relat i ng to Non-European workers. 

Data emerging from Study II was analysed in t he s ame 

way as was used in examining the relationship between 

absence rates and the age of workers. 

Workers were classified into th re e categori e s a ccor-

ding to their weekly wage rates; the limits of t hes e 

categories varied for each rac e/ sex group. as f ollows : 

TABLE 25 . LI IYliTS TO LOW, IYl iDDL E AND HI GH WAGE GROUPS . 
FOR WORKE RS IN EACH RACE/ SEX GR OUP ( FACTOR I ES 
X AND Y) 

LOW IYliDDL E HIGH 

Eur. IYl ales Under RlO Rl0-1 5 Rl 6 and over 

Eur. Females Under R6 R 6- 8 R 9 a nd ove r 

Non- Eur. IYla l e s Under R9 R 9-11 Rl 2 a nd over 

Non-Eur. Females Under R6 R 6- 8 R 9 and over 

Table 26 se ts f or t h the resul t s of t his a nalysis: 



[ABLE 26 ~ NUmBER OF NON-ABSENTEES AND PROBLEM ABSENTEES IN EACH WAG E CATEGORY BY RACE AND SEX. (FACTORIES X AND Y)_ 

LOW WAGE GROUP MIDDLE WAGE GROUP HIGH WAGE GROUP ALL EM PLOYE ES 
All Non- Pro- Al l Non- Pro- All Non.- Pro- All Non- Pro-

Employees Absen- blem Employees Absen- bl em Emplo yees Ab sen- blem Emp l oyees Abse n- blem 
tees Absen- tees Absen- tees Absen- tees Abs e n-

tees tees tees tees 

t-ACTORY X 

Eur. Males 5 2 - 29 13 5 11 3 1 45 18 6 
Eur. Females 6 1 1 20 5 4 39 9 8 65 15 13 
Non-Eur . males 71 23 18 59 17 13 9 4 1 139 44 32 

- ACTORY y 

Eur . Ma les - - - 20 7 6 9 9 - 29 16 6 
~ur. Females 1 - 1 17 4 7 23 9 3 41 13 11 
~on-Eu r . Males 144 50 39 230 73 59 51 21 9 425 144 107 
~on-Eu r . Females 16 5 4 7 - 3 39 7 11 62 12 18 

-
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Table 27 develops some of the data in Table 26. In 

order to confirm the postulate that Absence Rates tend 

to be lowest in the middle wage groups, the figures in Table 

27 should reflect a high proportion of non-absentees and a 

low proporti on of prob lem absentees in the middle wage 

category for each race/sex gr oup . 

TABLE 27 . PER CENTAGE NON-ABSEN TEES AND PROBLEM ABSENTEES . 
IN THE MIDDLE WAGE-CATEGO RY, BY RACE AND SEX. 

(FACTORIES X AND Y) 

Non-absentees Problem Absentees 

FACTORY X 

Eur. males 72.2% 83.4% 
Eur. Females 33.3~ 34.0% 
Non-Eur . Males 38.6% 40.6% 

FACTORY y 

Eur. males 43.8% 100.0% 
Eur. Females 34.0% 63.6% 
Non-Eur. males 50 . 7% 55.1% 
Non-Eur. Females - 16.7% 

None of these pairs of figures confirm the postulate. 

It would appear therefore that, whatever other investigators 

may have found, the data emerging from this particular 

investigation does not offer any evidence to support t he 

postulate that absence rates tend to be low among workers 

in the middle wage groups. 

Once again, it must be pointed out that facto r s exer-

ting a more positive influence upon the absence ra t e 

prob ably over-ride the influence of the wage rate upon 

good or poor attendance. 
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7. THE INFLUENCE OF PRODUCTION PRESSURES ON ABSENCE RATES. 

Although shoes are in demand throughout the year, there 

are certain periods during which it is necessary for fac­

tories to work overtime in order to meet the requirements 

of the t rade. This is particularly the case with ladies' 

fashion footwear and such items as summer holiday wear 

beach sandals and similar lines. At other times, when 

trade falls off, some factories either lay off part of 

the labour f orc e or, as an alternative, put some or all 

workers on short time. 

The amount of overt i me worked (or short time lost) 

varies from week to week and from factory to factory. Both 

may occur in th~ same factory during the same period because 

one section of the factory may be working overtime while, 

i n another, short time may be the order of the day. Do 

these variations bear any relation to variations in the 

absence rate and if so, do they lend any support to the pos­

t ulate that ab se nce rates tend t o rise when overtime is 

worked and to fall whe n s ho rt t i me occurs? 

In t he first study an jnvestigation was made into the 

possible relationshi ps between the monthly average absence 

rate for each race/s ex group and: -

(a ) The monthly Index of Short Time, and 

(b) The month ly Index of Ov ertime. 

Althoug h longer series of va riables, based upon weekly 

rates, migh t have pr esented a more accurate picture, the 

use of monthly averages had one important advantage. By 

working on a monthly basis it was possible to consolidate 
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the data 80 that the effect of time lags in the influence 

of say, o~e & t~ms, on the absence rates could, at least 

to some extE~t, be smonthed out. 

Significant correlat ions were, however, disappointingly 

;ew i~ n~mbe ~ . Part-day absence among Non-European Males 

a ~ d among Jll employees in general, appeared to increase 

when short-timE illas wor~ed (+.7 5;+ . 73); sick absence and 

all abs&ncE app8ared to i ncrease when overtime was worked 

~+.S9 ; +.69 ) . La~e absenc & appeared to decrease when 

overt ime was worked (- .58). 

These findings are generally consistent with the 

po s tulate t~at absence cends to i ncrease when overtime is 

worked but j o not l end any sup po rt to the suggestion that 

shor t time leads to lower absence r ates. 

In the ~scond study, shcrt time occurred in neither 

Fac tory X nor Factory Y, bu t the weekly overti me rate was 

c alcu l ated for ~ach facto i ~ (Overtime hours worked as a 

pErc e~tag5 of possible nor mal working hours - i.e. number 

of employ6es x 42) . Co r relation co-ef ficients between 

these rates and the absenc e rates for a ll absence, sick 

absen~e and other absenc e we r e c alculated. The results 

are tabulated below: 
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TABLE 28 : RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN OVERTimE AND ABSENCE 
(FACTORIES X AND Y) 

FACTORY RACE/SEX Correlation between Overtime and: 
GROUP 

All Sick Other 
Absence Absence Absence --

X Al l Employees + .26 + .35 + .06 

X Eur. mal es + .4l + .29 + . 30 

X Eur. Females + . 08 + .12 - .02 

X Non-Eur. males + .12 + .14 + .002 
y All Em ployees + .27 - .14 + .08 

None of the above correlation co-efficients are sig-

nificant at the 5% level except that between overtime and 

all absence of European males (+.41). As this is the mast 

highly paid group of employees, it is not surprising to 

fi nd that free time appears to be prized more highly than 

a d d i t i a n a 1 i n c am e and t h at, b e y a n d a g i v e n p a i n t , p e r i a d s 

of overtime may be off set by "voluntary" short time. 

Whether th is conclusio n is a valid one from the dat a before 

us is open t o question . A higher correlation between aver-

time and"ather absence'' wou ld have been more convinci ng. 

Beyon d this, the examination of the data emerging 

from the second study furnishes no evidence in support of 

the postulate under review, namely that absence tends to 

increase when overtime is worked. A more carefwlLy designed 

ex periment, focussing attention o n this relationship alone, 

would appear to be called for before any valid co nclu sio ns 

could be drawn either way. 



8. THE DISTRI BUTION OF ABSENCE ~ 

The final postulate for e xami nation in this section 

relates t o the di s tri butio n of absence; namely that 

A SUBSTANTIAL PROPORTION OF ALL ABS ENCE AMONG 
ANY GROUP OF WORKE RS IS GENERALLY ACCOUNTED FOR 
BY A RCLAT IVELY SMALL PROPORTION OF THE MEMB ERS 
OF THE GROUP. 

100 . 

This wou ld s eem, at first s i ght, to be so obvious as 

to fai l t o merit further examinatio n. 

I t is not , however, the obv io us fa c t which is of 

in terest, so much a s the very impo rtant practical impli-

cat i ons wh ich arise fr om the fact and which will form the 

basis of a good deal of the argument which follows. 

Data from factories A, X and Y was use d to test the 

postulate, the procedure being to arra ng e all the employees, 

in each factory separa tely, in rank order of hours lost, 

t o divide them into deciles and then to calculate the 

percentage of the t otal absence f or the factory accounted 

for by the workers in each dec ile. The results were as follo ws: 

TABLE 29 . D E C I L E A N A L '{ S I S : PERCENTAG E OF TO TA L HOURS . 
LOST THROUGH ALL ABSENCE IN EACH DECIL E. 
(FACTORIES A, X AND Y) 

DECILE PERCENTAG E OF TOTAL HOURS LOS T 

FACTORY A FACTORY X FACT ORY y 

I 43 . 5 60 . 2 61.0 
II 19 . 1 17.8 19 .8 

III 13 . 0 10 .1 10.3 
I V 9 . 2 6 . 1 5.1 
v 6. 5 4.6 3. 0 

VI 4.5 1.4 0.8 
VII 2.8 - 0 . 1 

VIII 1.2 - -
I X 0.2 - -

X 0.01 - -

100 .0 100 .0 100 . 0 
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The above data clearly demonstrates the validity of 

the postulate. In each of the Factories, A, X and Y, at 

least sixty percent of the overall absence is caused by 

twenty percent of the employees; ~nd, in X andY, sixty 

percent of the absence is actually caused by only ten 

percent of the workers. 

The data emerging from this analysis appear to invite 

further examination and comment . In the first place note 

should be taken of the significant difference, between 

Factory A on the one hand and Factories X and Y on the 

other, in the more general distribution of the absence in 

the first-mentioned and its wider 'spread' through the 

entire range of deciles. 

The most probable reason for this is that the figur~s 

referring to Factory A cover a rather longer period 

than those relating to Factories X and Y. The longer the 

period during which absence records are collected, the 

greater the likelihood that individual workers, with hither­

to unbroken attendance, may miss the odd day or part of a 

day, thus lengthening the tail of the ·distribution curve. 

The Gross Absence Rate for the workers in each separa­

te decile also declined progressively through the range 

of deciles. The figures were as follows: 
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TAB LE 30 : DECILE ANALYSIS: GROSS ABSENCE RATE FOR ALL 
ABSENTEES AND PROBLEm ABSENTEES IN EACH DECILE 
(FACTORIES X AND Y\ 

X y 

All Problem All Prob lem 
DECILE Abse ntees Absente es Abs entees Abs e nt ees 

I 11.02 9.17 12.03 10.52 
II 3.02 3.21 3 . 84 3.95 

III 1. 62 1. 73 2.04 2 . 01 
IV 1. 02 1. 38 1.04 1. 22 
v .84 1.15 .62 .64 

VI .02 • 54 .16 .23 
VII - - .02 -

VIII - - - -
IX - - - -

X - - - -

Table 31 indicates the proportion in each decile ac-

counted for by non-problem absentees. It will be noted 

that, even in the upper deciles, nea rl y half the absence 

is accounted for by those whose failure to attend work 

cannot be regarded as the cause of absence problems. 

TABLE 31 . DECILE ANALYSIS: HOURS LO ST BY NON-PROBLEm . 
ABSENTEES AS PERCENTAGE OF AL L HOURS LOST IN 
EACH DECILE (FACTORIES X AND Y) 

DECIL E FACTORY FACTORY 
X y 

I 45.8 42 . 3 
I I 46.9 37.0 

III 71.6 49.9 
IV 85.0 79.2 
v 91.0 85 . 0 

VI 86.2 82.6 
VII 100.0 100.0 

VIII 100.0 100.0 
IX 100.0 100.0 

X 100 .0 100 . 0 

Al l Employees 53.1 44.9 

The se parate exami nation of Sick and Other Absence 

produced the following data:-
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!fABLE 32 0 DECILE ANALYS 1S: HOURS LO ST THROUGH SICK . 
ABSEN CE BY N OI~--, PROB L EIY1 ABSENTEES AS PERCENTAGE 
OF ALL HOUriS luST THROUGH SICK ABSENCE IN EACH 
DEC ILE ~FACTORIES A~ X AND YL 

DECILE PERCENTAGE HOURS LOST -
FACTO R·r· A FACTORY X FACTORY y 

-
I 58 .5 65.5 74.3 

II 17.3 15 .5 17.4 
III 10 .2 1 0 . 5 5.8 

IV 't . 0 5.1 1.6 
v 

- · 0 (J 3.1 0.9 
VI 2 .0 0.3 0 .0 3 

VI I 1.0 - -
VIII -· - -

IX - - -
X - - -

~~ 

lDOo O 100.0 100.0 

--
TABLE 33 : DECILE ANALYS I S: HOU RS LOST THROUGH OTHER 

ABSENCE BY NON-PROB LE IY1 ABSENTEES AS PERCEN TAGE 
OF ALL HOU RS LOST TH ROUGH OTHER ABSENCE IN 
EACH DEC ILE ( FACTO RIES A X AND Y) 

DECILE P~RC~NTAGE HOURS LOST 

FAC TORY A FACTORY X FACTORY y 

I 26. 7 51.2 42.3 
II 2 l .U 21.6 23.2 

III 16.0 9.4 16.7 
IV 11.8 7 .6 10.1 
v 9 . 4 7 . 1 5.9 

VI 7 .3 3. 1 1.8 
VII 4.8 - -

VII I 2.5 - -
IX 0. 5 - -

X 0 •• - -

100 .0 100.0 100.0 

The picture i s not very different to that for all 

absence ( Table 31) except t ha t the per c entage of the 

total amount of sick absence in Factory A accounted for 

by the most frequent l y absent 1 0% of workers approximates 
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much more closely to the corresponding percentages in 

Factories X and Y. Although the d i stribution of "other 

absence" is more widely spread, by far the greater 

propo r tion o f this type of absence is also found in the 

top two or three deciles, and the distribut i on curve 

lacks the Extended tail mentioned in the case of all 

absenceo 

The simil arity of the patte rn s of distribution of 

si ck absence in the t hr e e fa ctories and the greater length 

of the tdil of the distrib ution curve of "other absence" 

in Factory A as c ompared wi th thos e for Factories X and 

Y seem to i ndicate that it was "other absence'' which 

accounted fo r the different shape of the "all absence" 

curve in Factory A as compared with Factories X and Y. 

Th is point is mentioned here to allay the criticism that 

thes e figures (from Factor y A in 1957) should not have 

been used in a survey o f this kind because of the epidemic 

which occurred during the period co vered. 

An examination of t he extent to which the groups of 

employees a ccounting fo r the most absence comprised those 

individuals who had been isolated as prob le m absentees, 

revealed the following: 

TABLE 34 . DECILE Af~ALYSIS . PROBLEm ABSEN TEES AS PER-. . 
CE NTAGE OF ALL EmPLOYEES IN DECILE (FA CTORI ES 
X AND Y) 

DECILE F'ACTORY X FACTORY y 

I 65.5 68.9 
I I 51.7 62.3 

III 27.6 49.2 
IV 13.8 19.7 

\1 10.3 16.4 
VI 6.9 16.4 

VII - -
VI II _j __ - -

IX - -
X - -
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TA BLE 35 . DECILE ANALYS IS : PROBLEM ABSENTEES IN EACH . 
DECILE AS PERCENTAGE OF ALL PROBLEM ABSENTEES 

DECILE FACTORY X FACTORY y 

I 37.3 29.6 
I I 29.4 26.8 

II I 15.7 21.1 
IV 7.8 8. 5 
v 5.9 7.0 

Ill 3.9 7.0 
VII - -

VIII - -
IX - -

X - -

As was to be expected, problem absentees preponderated 

in most frequently absent groups, and those falling into 

such groups formed a large proportion of the total number 

of problem absentees. 

These percentages should not be confused with those 

in Table 36 where the percentage hours lost is under 

consideration . Tab le 35 deals not with hours but with 

people. 

Once again it is important to note (i) the way in which 

the above tables emphasise that much absence may be accoun-

ted fo r by employees other than problem absentees and 

(ii) how far down the scale problem absentees continue 

to appear~ 

The fact that sick absence is not generally regarded 

as problem absence is probably the main reason for this. 

The extent to which sickness accounts for the absence 

occurring in the various deciles is apparent from the 

following tab l e. 
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TABLE 36 . DECILE ANALYS I S: SICK ABSENCE AS A PERCENTAGE . 
OF ALL ABSENCE IN EACH DECILE: FOR ALL ABSEN-
TEES AND PROBLEm ABSENTEES (FACTORIES X AN D Y) 

SICK ABSENCE AS A PERCENTAGE OF ALL ABSENCE 
DECILE Among All Absentees Amo ng Problem Absentees 

·x y X y 

I 6803 71.2 48.5 62.5 
II 54.9 51.4 50.2 30.4 

III 65.1 32.0 48.2 21. 5 
IV 53.3 18.0 17.8 29.0 
v 42.3 16.6 - 9.4 

VI 14.1 1.8 50. 5 -
VII - - - -

VIII - - - -
IX - - - -

X - - - -

All Employees 62.8 58.4 47.8 45.8 

It will be noted that there is a general but by no 

means universal tendency for sick absence to account for 

a greater proportion of all absence in the upper deciles, 

and, in general, t o acc ount for a greater proportion of 

absenc e among all absentees than among problem absentees, 

where , obviously, other forms of absence are in t he escen-

de ncy. 

A fuller examination of the significance of the fore-

going observa tions to the argument which is being developed 

in this thesis will follow in Part Four . 
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PART FOUR~ ARGUmENT AND CO NCLUSIONS. 

The fu ndamental postulate which is being argued in 

thi s dissertation is as follows: 

THE CROSS ABSENCE RATE IS NOT, IN ITSELF, A SUFFICIENT 
BASIS FOR THE COmPAR ISON OF TH E ABSENCE BEHAVIOUR OF 
ONE GR OUP OF WORKERS WITH ANOTHER OR WITH A PRE-ESTA­
BLTSrlED NURm, NOR IS IT AN ADEQUATE INDICATOR OF THE 
PR~SENC£ OR OTHERWISE OF AN ABSENCE PROBLEm AmONG 
ANY GIVEN GROUP OF WORKERS. 

In ao~ition, the dissertation examin es the validity 

o f the nine postulates set forth on page 35 and examined in 

the facto ~ y studies which followed. 

I. THC FUN DAmENTAL POS TUL ATE. 

1he fund amental postulate has been restated i n the 

follom i ng three propositions : 

·a ) th at th e Gross Absence Rate does not provide 

an a d8quate means by which to compare the absence 

bs hav i ou r of one group of workers with that of 

dnother; 

(b) uhat the Gross Absenc e Rate does not prov~de an 

adeqcate means by which to compare the absence 

behaviour of a given group of workers with a pre-

e~tab lished norm; 

(c ) that the Gross Absenc e Rate does not, of itself, 

indiL3te the existence or otherwise of an absence 

problem. 

The validity of these propositions is being argued on 

the fol lowing grounds inferable from the previous material: 



(i) that, because so many different factors can 

be clea rly shown to have an effect upon the ab ­

sence bshaviour of any particular group of worke rs, 

it is not possible to com pare the absence behaviour 

ofons such group with t hat of another, except 

whe£o theiE i s a reasonable degree of homogeneity 

betilleen them i n respect of such factors; 

(ii) that the fac t that a group of worker s may have 

a hi gh Gross Absence Rate doe s not nec essar ily in­

dicate ~hat such absence has been caused by problem 

absentees or has resul ted in an absence problem 

situation. 

The First Li ne of Arg ument: 

109. 

The f i r s t li ne of argument will be deve loped upon an 

examination of the re lationships which have been found to 

exist betwee n the absence rat e a nd other factors in the 

work situ~tion. The findings of the earlier studies 

rev i ewed hav€ be en l drgely corroborated by the studies 

of abser.teel sm conducted as part of the pr ese nt investi­

gatio ~ ( Studies I and II ) and i t is clear both from the 

ear lier and t he current investigations that the absence 

rate for any particular grou p of workers is affected by 

so many factors wh ic h vary from group to gro up an d which 

interact with one another to suc h an extent, that no 

val id co mpa r ison can be made between the absence rate of 

one group and tha t of another except where some degree 

of homogeneity i n respect of these c haracteristi cs exists. 
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In other words, it is not possible to say, from inspection 

of the respective absence rates, that the absence situation 

in Factory "A" is "good" or "bad" in comparison with that 

in Factory "8" unless due consideration has been given to 

differences between the two groups in respect of those 

characteristics which may have influenced the absence rate. 

This line of argument will be extended to show that 

there can be no such thing as a "normal" absence rate 

with which actual rates in specific factories can be com­

pared. In other words, that it is no t possible to state 

that an absence rate of, say 3.0%, is normal and that when 

a group of workers shows an absence rate above that figure 

the situation is to be regarded as abnormal. 

The second line of Argument: 

The second line of argument rests upon the validity 

of the ninth postulate on page 35 namely t ha t most absence 

is accounted for by a relativel y small minority of the total 

labour force. many of these workers who have been res-

ponsible for many hours of absence, it will be shown , 

cannot be regarded as problem absentees. An attempt will 

therefore b~ made to show that a high absence rate is by 

no means always indicative of an absence problem . Ju st as 

there are man y workers who, although they lose a consider­

able number of hours through a bsence, cannot be regarded 

as problem absentees so, in t he same wa y , many problem 

absentees may miss relatively few working hours. I n other 

words, lengthy absences, which often push up the a bsence 

rate, are not necessarily always accountable for by 
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problem absentees and, conversely, a low absentee rate does 

not necessarily indicate a labour force free from problem 

absentees. 

Secause these two lines of argument are being developed 

by the use of the same data, they are to some extent being 

pursued simultaneously. Both depend, in the first instance, 

upon the validity of the postulates which were set forth 

on page 35 . As has already been indicated, the findings 

of Studies I and II have in the main, corroborated these 

postulates. They are summarised in the section which follows. 

2. THE POSTULATES RELATING TO THE INFLUENCE OP VARIOUS 
SOCIO-ECONOMIC FACTORS UPON THE ABSENCE RATES -­
SUMMARY AND INFERENCES. 

From the examination of the data emerging f~om the two 

factory studies rega~ding the relat~onship between Absence 

Rates and the various factors investigated, the fallowing 

inferences may be drawn. 

1. Race: 

POSTULATE: EUROPEAN WORKERS TEND TO HAVE LOWER ABSENCE 
RATES THAN NON-EUROPEANS. ABSENCES AMONG 
EUROPEANS TEND TO BE OF LONGER DURATION. 

Results and Inferences: 

It is indisputably clear from the data e~amined that 

absence rates for European males are lqwer than for any 

other group of workers in the South African Footwear In­

dustry. There is also a tendency, discernable but not 

~s distinctly apparent as in the case of male workers, 

for absence rates for European females to be lower than 

for Non-European f~males. 
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I t is unlikely however, that these differences are 

simply a nd directl y related to race as s uch. Economic and 

soc ial factors ur,doubtedly have a bearing. The pattern 

of employment in t he industry is such that the proportion 

of European mal5 worke r s e ngaged in footwear manufacture 

ha s ateadiLy declined over the past two or thr e e decades 

and their places are baing taken, particularly, by Non­

Europea~ malbs. The consequence is t hat those Europeans 

r emaining 1n the i ndustry, tend to be men of particular 

skill and exparience, occupying supervisory positions or 

working in those dd partments, such as the clicking room 

fo r instanc e , whe~e some measure of craftsmanship is 

demanded. They a re, in other words, a relatively stab le 

group, someth i ng of an elite within the factory, and it 

is these factors, rather than race per se, that is likely 

to accoun t f or their low absence rate. Support for this 

poin t of view may be drawn also from the contrast in the 

Europ&an male absenLe rates in Factories X and Y respec ­

t i ve l y (See Tab l e 12). Those for the former being roughly 

doub le those for the latter. The pro portion of European 

male work grs in Factory Y is approximately 1 in 19 while 

that in Fac t ory X is about 1 in 6. In other words, the 

European malbs in Factrny Y are, to far greater extent 

t han i n Fac tory X, members of an elite minori ty of the 

type desc r ibed abo~ e . 

To the e~tent to wh ic h the data pe rmi tted an examina­

tion of the ~al idity of the second part of the postulate 

(relating to durat~on of absence) it appeared mainly to 

sustain th is . 
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2. Sex: 

POSTULATE g ABSENCE RATES FOR FEMAL ES ARE ALMOST INVARIABLY 
HIGHER THAN THOSE FOR MALES, PARTICULARLY AS 
FAR AS ABSENCE FOR REASONS OTHER THAN SICKNESS 
IS CONCERNED. 

Results and Inferences: 

Female wo r kers . whether European or Non-European, were 

almost invariably found to have higher absence rates than 

male workers. This remained true irrespective of whether 

the absence was on account of sickness or for other reasons. 

In order to find an explanation for this, there is 

no need to look farther than the characteristics of the 

respective sexes themselves, whether those cha r acterist lcs 

be physiological, economic or social. There is little need 

to elaborate a point which has been frequently and adequate l y 

made elsewhere. Even in a day when a large proportion of 

the community 1 s labour force is drawn from among its wome n , 

industry is still ~rgely organised for the emplo yment of 

males rather than females. Whether that organisation could 

be modified in such a way as to allow women more easily to 

play the double role of worker and housewife/mother is beyond 

th e scope of the present discussion. Such modifications 

have been attempted on a limited scale in time s of emergency, 

with varying deg r ees of success. 

What is relevant here is the almost universa l l y 

observab le phenome non of a conside rabl y higher absence rate 

among female workers than among male workers . Th is is clearly 

due to the effect which marriage, homemaking and motherhood 

have upon the attendance at work of the wom an worker. Unde r 

such circumstances it is unreasonable to expect women to 

attend work as regularly as men under prese nt conditions of 

employment. 
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3. Marital Status : 

POSTULATE: (a) MARRIED MA LES TEND TO HAVE A LOWER ABSENCE 
RATE THAN SINGLE MALES; 

(b) SING LE FEMALES TEND TO HAVE A LOWER ABSENCE 
RATE THAN MARRIED FEMALES. 

Results and Inferences: 

The data emerging from the studies indicated that 

there was at least some tendency for married men to have 

lower absence rates than single men, but, in the main, 

they revealed only slight differences between the absence 

rates for single and married women respect ively. 

The probability that married males are better atten-

ders than single males is due, no doubt, to the added economic 

pressures which family responsibilities i mpose upon the 

husband and father, thus making it a more urgent necessity 

for him to maintain his earnings at the highest possible 

level and to be absent only when this is unavoidable. 

The failure of the data to confirm the postulate with 

reference to the comparative absence rate s of married and 

single women is surprising . A possible explanation may 

be tha t the unmar r ied female employees in the factories 

concerned may have been drawn from a relatively unstable 

section of the working' population. 

4. Length of Service: 

POSTULATE: ABSENCE RATES TEND TO BECOME LOWER AS LENGTH 
OF SERVICE WITH THE ORGANISATION INCREASES. 

Results and Inferences: 

The studies provided ample evidence to show that the 

influence of length of service upon absence rates, is strong 

and indisputable. It is not the fact of long service alone 

but also the factors which are associated with it that 
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acco unt for good attendance patterns. Lengthening service 

with the same fi r m may often bring with it an increase i n 

statu s and admi~3ion to a factory elite of a kind similar 

to that already mentioned~ 

5. Age~ 

POSTULATE: AB~lNCL RATES TEND TO BE LOWER FOR WORKERS 
BETWEEN TliE AGES OF TWENTY- FIVE AND FORTY THAN 
FOR YGU N~[R AN D OLDER WORK ERS. 

Results and tnferGnc8s: 

I t was diff i cult to discove r convincing evidence of a 

direct relationship between absence rates an d the age of 

the workers involved. That such a relationship may exist 

is possible but, at the same t ime, it is quite clear tha t 

other factors frsqu2nt l y ove r- ride the influe nce of ag e 

upon attendance ~atterns. 

6. Degree of Skill Demanded: 

POSTULATE: 'fHERE IS A TENDENCY, OTHER THINGS BEING EQUAL, 
FOR ABSENCE RATES TO BE HIG HER WHEN LESS SKI LL 
IS REQUIRED. 

Resul ts and Inferences= 

No conclubi~e e vidence was fort hcoming regarding any 

relationship betwe en abs6nce rates and the degree o f skill 

required but it i s probable, that, generally speaking, those 

holding positi ons demanding a greater measure of job-skill 

are likely also to possess other characteri stics . such as 

some degree of i ndustrial matu rit y, which tend to be related 

to good attendanc e patterns. 



7. Wage Rates: 

POSTULATE: ABSENCE RATES TEND TO BE LOWEST AMONG THOSE 
IN THE MIDDLE WAGE GROUPS. 

Results and Inferences: 

Here, to a greater extent than in any of the other 
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factors examined, it proved difficult to separate the in-

fluence of the specific factor under investigation from 

that of a number of contextual factors and it was not 

possible to use the data emerging from either Study I 

or Study II to sustain the postulate. 

8. Production Pressures: 

POSTULATE: ABSENCE RATES TEND TO RISE WHEN OVERTIME IS 
WORKED AND TO FALL WHEN SHORT TIME OCCURS. 

Results and Inferences: 

Although some of the data emerging from the first 

study, and one of the relationships examined in the second 

study, suggested a possible tendency for absence rates to 

rise as the amount of overtime increased, there is no 

justification for the drawing of firm conclusions from 

the figures available from either study and the postulate 

should, at this stage, be regarded as 11 not proven" as far 

as this investigation is concerned. 

3. THE SUPPLEMTARY POSTU LATE. 

The Distribution of Absence: 

POSTULATE: A SUBSTANTIAL PROPORTION OF AL L ABSENCE AMONG 
ANY GROUP OF WORKERS IS GENERALLY ACCOUNTED 
FOR BY A RELATIVELY SMALL PROPOR TI ON OF THE 
MEMBERS OF THE GROUP. 

Results and Inferences: 

The validity of the postulate was clearly de monstrat ed 

by the data emerging from the studies. Use is made of the 

postulate in the second line of argument and its implications 
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are more fully developed in Appendix One. 

4. CONCLUSIONS FROM THE FIRST LINE OF ARGUMENT. 

Of the eight factors whose association with industrial 

absenteeism has been examined, three have been found, at 

least within the context of the factories studied, to 

have a discernible influence on the absence rate. These 

are race, sex, and length of service. The fact that the 

particular. studies reported here do not confirm the other 

postulates which were suggested by an examination of 

other studies certainly does not invalidate their findings. 

It is clear that industrial absence is an extremely 

complex phenomenon and that many -different factors are 

likely to influence the individual decisions whether or 

not to go to work on any particular morning. In the final 

analysis, a decision of this nature lies behind every 

specific absence incident and, ultimately such decisions 

determine whether the absence rate for any particular group 

of workers wil l be high or low. 

This is not to deny that absenteeism is not, in a 

sense, a group phenomenon. This it may frequently be and, 

one of the aims of the techniques for keeping absence 

statistics described in the publication already referred 

to (l) is in order to discover absence areas in the factory. 

(1) Townsend, A.C.: "The Collection and Use of Absence 

Statistics" (L.I.R.I. Research Bulletin 383, 1965) 
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Some factors as s ociated wi th high absence rates then a r e, 

purely indiv i dua l , others l argely soc i a l . The writer describes 

the adverse effec t upon attendance patte r ns of a poo r human 

relations climats elsewhere. (l) 

To return to those factors which fall more specifically 

within the scope of this investigation, the t hing which 

is important here i s not the ~ in which these various 

factors may influence the absence r ate but the fact that 

they do influence absence behaviour. However desi r ab l e i t 

may be, in other contexts, to be able to use known f a c ts 

about the compos ition of a gr oup of workers, (fac ts such 

as the race and sex composition, the age distribut i on or 

the service distr i bution) to be able to predict the level 

of absenteeism wi thin the group, this is not the point at 

issue here. All that is relevant at the moment is that 

there are fac tors wi thin the group which have an intrinsic 

effect upon att e ndan c e performance and therefore upon the 

absence r at e. Bec ause this is so, any compa ri sons of the 

attendance pe rfo r man c e of two groups of workers wh i ch does 

not take i nto acc ount dif ferences in their composit i on, 

is not strict l y va l id. 

The Gross Ab s ence Rate, although i t indicates the 

attendance level of the group of wo r kers conce r ned over 

a specific period of tim e, does no more than that. It in-

eludes i n a single figure a n ex treme l y wi de range of in-

dividu al ab se nce scores. Two identical Gross Abse nce 

(1) Towns encL ~c.: "Ca uses of Ab senteei sm in the Field 
o f Human R e J, a tjm" ( L . I . R. , I • Res a arc h B u 11 e t i n 3 7 5 , 
1965) 
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Rates therefore may reflect ranges of absence scores so 

completely different as to make nonsense of any suggestion 

that the absence behaviour of the respective groups is in 

any way similar. 

The above paragraph is not just a restatement of the 

fundamental weaknesses inherent in the use of statistical 

means. True, such inherent weaknesses affect the situation 

but, added to them, are those specific to the present situa­

tion . The value of the arithmetical mean as a measure of 

the characteristics of a group depends to a very great 

extent upon the homogeneity of the individuals comprising 

the respective groups. 

In the case of a complex phenomenon such as absenteeism, 

such homogeneity does not readily occur. Not only may the 

range of the individual scores within each group differ so 

widely that, as has already been suggested, the Gross Ab­

sence Rate fails to give a meaningful picture of the 

absence behaviour of the group as a whole but also the 

groups which a re being compared may differ so widely in 

character, particularly i n respect of factors known to be 

associated with good or bad attendance, that to co mpar e 

their respective absence rates for any purpose except to 

demonstrate the influence of such factors , would be quite 

meani ngless. 

Co nv entional in-factory absence studies are usually 

conducted wit h a view to determining how absence perfor­

mance i n such factories compares with oth er factories in 

t he community or in the in du stry as a wh ole. Some times 
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such comparisons are made between one factory and another; 

sometimes they are made between the factory concerned and 

the average absence rate for a group of factories. In 

either case, they are valueless except where all the 

factories concerned have highly similar labour forces. 

Even under such circumstances they are of little more than 

general interest . 

. It follows from what has just been said that there 

can be no such thing as a ·· "normal" absence rate against 

which the absence rates of individual factories or depart-

ments can be measured . It may be possible, as has been 

suggested elsewhere , for a factory, over a period to set 

some sort of normal or expected level of absence, but this 

can be done only when at least the proportion of workers 

of each race and sex in the group remains relatively con­

stant. (l) 

5. CONCLUSIONS FROM THE SECOND LINE OF ARGUMENT . 

If, as has just been indicated, it is only possible 

to postulate the existence of a 'normal' absence rate under 

very specific circumstances, it follows that the Gross 

Abse nce Rate cannot readily be used to indicate the exis-

tence of a n absence problem within a given group of workers. 

Even where these particular circumstances obtain, an 'ab-

normally high' absence rate can never be regarded as any-

thing more than the most t entative preliminary indicator 

that an absence problem situation may possibly exist. 

( 1) Townsend, A. C .. "The Collection and Use of Absence 
Statistics", L.I.R.I. Research Bulletin 383, 1965 
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Problem absence as defined on page 11, is unexcused 

absence occurring. in amounts sufficiently high to cause 

dislocation of the factory organisation. In other words, 

absence for which there is a va~id excuse, e.g. absence 

which is the result of lengthy certifiable sickness or 

which has been anticipated and for which it has been possible 

to make suitable provision, is not regarqed as a problem 

absence. This means, obviously, that not all absence is 

problem absence and that not all long-term absentaes are 

problem absentees. 

Although so obvious, this fact is generally overlooked 

by those seeking a short-cut method to determine whether 

or not an absence problem exists in a particular organisa­

tion; the method, that is, of assuming that a high Gross 

Absence Rate is a prima facie indicator of the existence 

of an absence problem. 

As has been indicated earlier in this study, two groups 

of absentees were isolated in each of the two Factories X 

and Y. The first comprised those workers whos~ absence 

appeared, from an inspection of their individual absence 

records, to be a problem to the firm for whom they worked, 

and the second, those who, on the basis of the same records, 

appeared to contribute most heavily to the total number of 

hours lost through absenteeism during the period. 

The first group comprised those workers who, in the 

preceding pages, have been described as 'problem absentees' 

and the second group comprised those who fell into the 

upper deciles of the dec i le analysis. 
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It is o bvious fr om what has already been said that 

these groups were not co mposed of the same people. The 

extent to which the composition differed is indicated more 

specifical l y by the figures appearing in Table 34 where 

it is seen f irstl y that one- third of the workers in the 

group account ing f o r the most absence in each of the two 

factories were not problem absentees and secondly that 

problem absentees continued to form part of each absentee 

group, including the gr oup a c counting for the least amount 

of absence during the period covered by the survey, into 

which absen tees were divided. From Table 35 it will be 

seen that betwe en forty and fifty percent of the absence 

in the two g roups o f absentees accounting for the most 

absence is accounted for by non-prob l em absentees. 

In Tab le 30 the Gross Absence Rate for all the workers 

in each decile is c ompa red with that for the problem ab-

sentees in the same decile. It i s interesting to note 

that for worke rs in Decile I in each of the two factories, 

the Gross Absence Rate for problem absentees is lo wer than 

that fo r al l ab sentees. Problem Absence, in other words, 

is not necessarily lengthy absence . In fact the r everse 

tends to be the case. 

From Tab le 36 it will be noted that among problem 

absentees, on l y 47.8% of the absence in Factory X and 

only 45.8% o f the a bsence in Factory Y is on account of 

sickness, wh ereas among abse ntees i n general, the respec­

tive percentages are 62.8% and 58.4~ In ather words, a 

good dea l mare abse nce for r easons other than sickness 

is to be found among pro bl em a bsen tees t han amo ng absen-
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tees in ge reral. 

It is also i nte res t i ng to note, in passing, that the 

pro po rtio n of prob lem absence to non-problem absence varies 

from factory to fa c t ory. 

To summa rise the f or egoing: worke r s who may be clas­

si f isd as prob lem ab s entees and worke r s who, by reason of 

the number of hours wh i ch th sy have been away fr om work, 

have contributed most heav i l y to the Gross Absence Rate, 

are seldom like l y to be t he same people . 

In Study I I it was f ou nd that:-

(1) The group of workers c ont ributing most to the 

Gross Absence Rate incl ud e d many non-pro blem absentees; 

(2) Prob lem absentees continued to appear in groups 

contribut ing relatively li tt le to the Gross Absence 

Rate . 

(3) Even among the workers who were absent most 

(i.e. in De c i le I in ea c h fac to ry) the Gross Absence 

Rate for problem absentees was lower than that for 

all the absentees in the deci le . 

It fol l ows the refore that t hose workers who have l ost 

the most time through absence and those who may be classified 

as prob lem absent ees a re not necessaril y the s ame peop l e. 

Nor is the amou nt of abse nce accoun t ed for by probl e m a b­

sentees apparent f r om the Gross Absence Rate. It is there­

fore not possib le to us e t he Gr os s Absence Rate as an in ­

dicato r of th e existence o f a n absence proble m. A high 

Gross Absentee Rate does NOT necessarily indicate th e presen­

ce bf su c h a problem. In fa c t an a bsence prob lem could 
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conceivably even occur in a factory where the Gross Absent 

Rate was relatively l ow. 

6. SUmmARY OF THE CONCLUSIONS FROm THE FIRST AND SECOND 
LINES OF ARGUmENT . 

The argument, thus far, has sought to show that the 

most commonly used measure of industrial absence, the 

Gross Absence Rate, is i nadequate. 

(a) as a basis for inter-factory comparisons of 

absence behaviour; 

(b) as a basis for the comparison of the absence 

behaviour in any given organisation with that of 

the average absence rate for a group of organisations 

or with any other so-called "norm" of absence behaviour; 

and (c) as an indicator of the existence and extent of 

an absence problem in any particular organisation. 

The argument has been based firstly on the fact that, 

industrial absenteeism is related to so many other factors 

in the industria l situation and is affected to such an 

extent by the composition of the labour force concerned, 

that very few groups of workers are sufficiently similar 

to permit a valid comparison of their absence behaviour 

to be made on the basis of the Gross Absence Rate alone. 

This being so, it is not possible to set up, except 

under very specific circumstances, a standard or norm 

against which the absence performance of specific groups 

of workers can be co mpa red with a view to determining 

whether such performance is 'normal' or otherwise. 
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Because this is so, it is obviously not possible to 

usa the Gross Absence Rate as an indicator of the presence 

or otherwise of an absence problem in any group of workers. 

In fact, it is not even permissible to use the Gross Ab­

sence Rate of the ind~vidual worker as prima facie evidence 

that he is a problem absentee. The reason for his absences, 

their frequency and the duration of individual absence 

i~cidents must all be taken into consideration before a 

worker may be thus labelled. If the Gross Absence Rate, 

per ee, is not a satisfactory indicator of the existence 

of an absence problem in an individual, still less is it 

an adequate indicator of the existence of such a problem 

within a whole factory. 

Industrial absenteeism is far too complex a phenomenon 

to be studied, by such an unsophisticated rule-of-thumb 

technique as the calculation of a single all-embracive 

index of the occurrence of absence within the organisation. 

Much more than this is required in order to make a diagnosis 

sufficiently accurate to permit the application of satis­

factory therapeutic techniques. 
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ONE: SOME EMPIRICAL CONCLUSIONS. 

The primary aim of this study, we have said, has been 

an attempt to prove two things: 

(1) that the Gross Absence Rate does not provide a valid basis 

for the comparison of the absence behaviour of one group 

of workers with that of another nor for the comparison of 

such behaviour with a pre-established norm; and 

(2) that it does not, in itself, indicate the presence or 

otherwise on an absence problem in any group of workers. 

It is submitted that these aims have been successfully 

achieved and that the inadequacy of the Gross Absence 

Rate, by itself, as a measure of absence has been clearly 

demonstrated. 

This is not to say that the Gross Absence Rate is 

of no value whatever as a measure of absence. Our aim has 

not been to discredit the rate entirely but to show its 

limitations and to warn against some of the ways in which, 

frequently, it is misused. Some such instances of misuse 

are implicit in the hypothesis itself. 

(1) THE USE OF THE GROSS ABSENCE RATE AS A BASIS 
FOR THE COMPARISON OF THE ABSENCE BEHAVIOUR OF 
ONE GROUP OF WORKERS WITH THAT OF ANO TH ER. 

Manageri al discussion of absenteeism generally begins 

here. The Absence Rate of Firm A or Department X is co m-

pared with that of Fi rm B or Department Y and the group 

achieving the better score, i .e. the lower absence rate, 

is regarded as the bette r performer. Differences i n the 

composition of the respective labour forces, or in the 
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nature and distribution of absence, are frequently over-

looked . As has already been clearly shown, these mUST be 

taken into consideration if valid comparisons are to be 

made. 

Similarly, in the case of comparisons with a so-

called "norm". Unless the labour fo rc e under review i s 

similar in composition to that constituting the norm, any 

such comparison is quite meaningless. moreover, a labour 

force comprising workers drawn from a single race/sex group 

is the exception rather than the rule in the South African 

Footwear Industry; the proportionate contribution of 

each group to the total labour force varies from factory 

to factory and it would be extremely difficult therefore, 

to establish a norm in which adequate allowance was made 

for these variat ions . 

(2) THE US E OF THE GROSS ABSENCE RATE AS AN 
INDICATOR OF THE PRESENCE OF AN ABSENCE 
PROBLEm. 

Sufficient has already been said to make it quite 

clear that the Gross Absence Rate, of itself, is not an 

adequate indicator of the existence of an absence problem. 

Even if a norm of the kind referred to in the previous 

paragraph could be established, it would not follow that 

an absence problem existed in any particular group because 

its absence rate exceeded that norm. 

An abse nce pro blem situation is said to exist when 

the occurrence of unexcused absence is sufficiently high 

t o cause dislocation of t he factory organisation . Such 

absence is almost i nvariably accounted for by workers which, 

in this study, have been referred to as problem absentees . 



129. 

As has already been shown, a high Gross Absence Rate does 

not necessarily indicate the presence of problem absentees, 

nor does a low rate indicate that none are to be found 

in the working group. moreover, given two groups with the 

same Gross Absence Rate, i t is quite conceivable that in 

the one there may be a serious absence problem and, in 

the other, no prob lem at all. 

In short, while the Gross Absence Rate may, under 

certain circumstances furnish a preliminary indica tion 

of the poss ible existence of an absence problem situation, 

such an indication is of limited practical value because 

of its lack of certaintl and because of its lack of 

accuracy in locating the problem . mo reover, for reasons 

which have been stated earlier, in t he discussion regarding 

the unsuitability of the Gross Absence Rate as a means 

whereby to compare absence rates with pre-determined norms, 

this rate does not give a satisfactory indication of the 

seriousness of any absence problem to wh ich it may point. 

Other, far more sophisticated, techniques are required 

to discover and evaluate problem absentees and absence 

problem situations. 

As was pointed out at the beginning of this appendix, 

the intention here is not to discredit the Gross Absence 

Rate entirely. That the rate has its uses cannot be gain­

said but, in view of its frequent current mis-use, a re­

appraisal of its true purpose and value seems to be called 

for. 
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To what useful pu r pose, therefore, may the Gross Ab-

sence Rate be put? We suggest that, providing due recog-

nition is given to its limitations, it may be used in 

(a) absenteeis m research (b) in controlled comparative 

investigations and (c) as a preliminary indicator of the 

existence of absence problem situations. 

(a) THE USE OF THE GROSS ABSENCE RATE IN ABSENCE RESEARCH : 

The chief danger i nherent in the use of the Gross 

Absence Rate l ies in the possibility that the statistically 

uninitiated may read into it more than is warranted. 

In other words, to be of real value, it must be supplemented 

by other information such as that regarding the ilispersion 

of individual cases within the group or separa te rates 

for different sub-groups and for different types of absence. 

Gross Abse nce Rates may also be of value where the data 

itself has been collected under controlled circumstances 

such as ob tain when a specific experiment is set up. 

Even under these circumstances, however, its value is 

limited. Any effective study of absenteeism must begin 

with the iso lation of i nd iv idual problem absentees. 

(b) THE USE OF THE GROSS ABSENCE RATE IN CONTROLLED COm­
PARATIVE INVESTIGATIONS: 

As has already been i ndicated, the comparison of the 

Gross Abse nce Rate of one group of workers with that of 

another is fraught with many pe rils. Thi~ however, is 

the use which management most fr equently seeks to make 

of it. Comparisons are made with rates for other firms, 
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other departments of their own firms and so on. Of the 

dangers of this no more need to be said. Unless the most 

rigorous controls are exercised, it is possible to compare 

the absence rates only of groups of practically the same 

composition, or differing only in one respect, length of 

service f o r instance, where it is desired to ascertain the 

influence of the variable under examination. In actual 

fact this happy s i tuation is seldom achievable; its 

attainment is strenuously sought after in the research 

situation but even there it is seldom com pletely reached. 

In the live factory situation it is even more difficult 

to attain. 

In view of all that has already been said there is 

no need to further itemize non-comparable situations. It 

may however be of value to mention one or two further 

instances where, provided reasonable cars is exercised, 

comparisons of two o r more absence rates may prove to be 

of value: 

(i) The c omparison of the absence rate for the same group 

of workers, at different per io rnof time~ weekly, monthly 

and qua1terly variations in absence rate for instance. 

Even here however care must be exercised. Absence rates 

may be affected by production pressures, by the imminence 

of hol iday periods such as Easter and Christmas, or in 

their wake' or by other changes i n circumstances wh ich 

may occur with the passage of time. An upward trend in the 

Absence Rate may be due , not to the emergence of a problem 

situation but to seasonal variations in the ' working 

climate ' . 
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In addition to being affected by these environmental 

factors, pecul~rities within a given set of absence data 

may make it undesirable t o compare it with ather absence 

data. A lengthy absence by one individual, for instance, 

may lead to a completely disto r ted Gr oss Absence Rate. 

(ii) The comparison of t he absence rates of two groups 

of workers where · all but one variable are the same or are 

for the purpose of the investigation, held constant. 

A possible use of this procedure would be to compare the 

rates of twa sub-departments highly similar in composition 

and occupation (in a large factory with twa closing roams, 

for instance)to see whether the absence rate is affected 

by the quality of supervision. 

(c) THE USE OF THE GROSS ABSENCE RATE AS A PRELimiNARY 
INDICATOR OF THE PRESENCE oR· OTHERWISE OF AN ABSENCE 
PROBLEm IN ANY GROUP OF WORKERS. 

The level of the Gross Absence Rate cannot, of itself, 

be regarded as an adequate indicator of the existence or 

otherwise of an absence problem within a group of workers. 

It can, however, be used under certain circumstances, as 

a preliminary indicator that an absence problem situation 

may exist in a working group. Its use in this way is 

essentially tentative and, should it point to the exis-

tence of a problem situation, confirmation must be sought 

by the application of more refined techniques. moreover, 

as has already been pointed out, there may be circumstances 

where the absence rate may conceal rather than reveal an 

absence problem situation. 
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If these preliminary words of caution are borne in 

mind, it may be possible to use the Gross Absen c e Rate as 

a preliminary indicator of a problem situation within 

a specific factory, particularly if absence records have 

been kept for a reasonable period of time and if facil ities 

exist to gathe r supplementary statistic al informati on as 

and when the need is indicated. 

Reference has alr eady been made to the pub lication 

i n which the wri te r of this thesis desc r i bes a t echnique 

by means of whi c h absence statisti cs may be used to reveal 

absence probl e m situations. (l) 

(d) ALTERNATE mETHODS OF 'DETECTING ABSENCE PROB LEm SITUATIONS: 

In many fa c to r ies, emerging absence prob l em situations 

are first noticed by management when an increasing number 

of empty places i n the production line leads to the disor-

ganisation of the production programme. This may often 

mean that increasing tendencies to absence by an individual 

worker or by membe r s of a g roup of workers, has passed 

undetected unti l they hav e become so serious as to make 

corrective measu r es di ffic ul t. On the other hand, su c h 

disorganis a tion may result from the absence of one or two 

key-m e n fo r a day or two, for perfectl y good r easons, at 

a time when the fac tory is hard-pushed. In the eyes o f 

a harassed supervisor t his may magnify a quite normal 

(1) Townsend, A . C . ~ "The Collection a nd Use of Abse nce 
Stati stics" (L.I.R.I. Research Bulletin, 383; 1965). 
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absence situation into a " problem". The inadequacies of 

this method of discovering absence problem situations are 

obvious . 

It would appear to be necessary, therefore, to con­

sider othe r poss ib l e statistical methods of detecting such 

situations. Two such methods have been referred to in 

the foregoing pages: 

a) the use of the Frequency Absence Rate; 

b) the use of normal patterns of the distribution of 

absence. 

(i) The Frequency Absenc e Rate: 

It has already been pointed out that frequent absences 

of short duration by an employee or group of employees are 

likely to be far more disruptive to factory routine than 

occasional lengthy absences for which provision can be 

made. Short absences, moreover, have little effect upon 

the absence rate. The r efore absences causing t he maximum 

factory disruption are likely to have the minimum effect 

on the Gross Absence Rat e. On e day absences can be dis­

proport i onately disturbing, and in some occupations, and 

in some departments of a particular factory, the dislocation 

of work caused by such absence wil l be considerable. 

It would appear therefore, that abse nc e problem situa­

tions will be most readily indicated by a measure which 

immediatel y makes apparent the number of absence incidents 

occurring among any given group of workers. This is exactly 

the purpose served by the frequency absence rate which, 

as will be remembered, is the means which was adopted earlier 

in this investigation to isolate problem absentees. 
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In calcu l ating the frequency rate each absence counts 

as one, and one only, irrespecti ve of duration, it is thus 

possible for a marked disparity to exist between frequency 

rates and Gross absence rates. Tab le 37 clearly indicates 

that a high departmental Gross Absence Rate can be accom-

panied by a low frequency rate and vice versa, as well 

as demonstrating that two markedly different departmental 

Gross Absence Rates conceal the existence of very similar 

frequency rates. 

TABLE 37 : COM PARISON OF GROSS ABSENCE R~TES AND FREQUENCY 
RATES IN SEVERAL DEPARTMENTS FACTORIES X AND y\ 

Factory Dept. Ra ce/sex Gross Absence Frequency 
Rate Rate 

X A Coloured ma les 1. 72 1. 56 
X 8 Coloured males .82 1. 54 
X c Eur. males 1.92 .88 
X D Eur. males . 9 2 1. 74 
y J Eur. males .61 2.00 
y K Eur. f emales 3.54 2.31 
y L Eur. ma les .08 2 . 96 
y M Non-Eur . females 8.59 3.28 
y N Non-Eur. ma l es .53 1. 53 
y 0 Non-Eur. males .70 9.07 
y Q Non-E ur . males 4.73 3.21 

The data r egarding Department 0 in Factory Y in Table 

37 is a strik i ng example of the superiority of the 

Frequency Rate aver the Gross Absen ce Rate as a reflection 

of absence behaviou r, and as a diagnostic tool in locati ng 

problem areas within the factory. This department had one 

of the lowest departmenta l Gro ss Absence Rates within the 

factory, owing to the fact that 35% of all absence was 

due to late absence, wh ich is obviously of short duratio n. 

The extremely high frequency rate of Department 0 is a 

measure of the disproportionate amount of short absences 

that occurred in the six-months period of the study, and 
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a symptom of either laxity of supervision, transport difficul­

ties among t he employees or some malfunctioning of the 

department. The need for further investigation here would 

have remained undetected if the Gross Absence Rate alone 

had been calculated. 'The calculation of the frequency -

rate was also necessary before the existence of an absence 

prob lem could be discovered. 

Because the Gross Absence Rate is calculated only on 

the basis of hours lost, a high rate for any particular 

department is not necessarily indicative of an absence 

problem i n that department. In Factory Y, for instance, 

Non-European males in Department Q had the highest Gross 

Abse nce Rate of all Non-European male departments in the 

factory. On inspection it was apparent that this was due 

to the lengthy illness of one employee who was absent for 

fifteen consecutive weeks out of the twenty-six weeks in 

which data were collected, and the high Gross Absence Rate 

was no cause for alarm . On the other hand, a high frequency 

rate in a department or race/sex group immedia tely alerts 

the observer to the probable existence of an absence problem. 

What is true of group absence rates is obviously true 

also of individual absence rates. A high Gross Absence 

Rate for an indi vidu al worker does not necessarily mean 

t hat he is a Problem Absentee. If, however, he has a high 

Frequency Absence Rate , it is almost certain that he is a 

problem absentee . 
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There would seem to be little doubt, therefore, that 

the frequency absence rate does offer a far more accurate 

and effective means of discovering the identity of workers 

of the type which, in this thesis, have been designated 

problem absentees. 

(ii) "Normal" Patterns of Distribution of Absence: 

The examination, earlier on, of the patterns of dis­

tr ibution of absence, suggested the interesting possibility 

that such patterns might, in themselves, prove to be 

useful indicators of the "normality" or otherwise of the 

absence situation in any particular factory. Is there, for 

instance, a "normal curve of distribution" of absence and 

could deviations from such a curve be regarded as pointers 

to an absence problem situation? 

Table 29 shows the percentage of the total amount of 

time lost accounted for by each of the ten deciles into 

which the workers in Factories A, X and Y were divided. 

A remarkable degree of consistency is apparent between the 

patterns for the three factories,particularly between 

those for factories X andY, where, in each case, approxi­

mately 60% of all the absence which occurred was accounted 

for by 10% of the workers and all the hours lost were ac­

counted for by 60%of the workers. The temptation to pos­

tulate a "sixty-sixty" measure of normality is strong but 

obviously very premature. It is for instance, immediately 

apparent t ha t an important difference in the shape of the 

curve for Factory A as compared with Factory X and Y, is 

the extended tail of t he "A" curve. 
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This is probably for no other reason than that the 

period covered by the survey in Factory A covered 48 working 

weeks as compared with the 27 weeks in Factory X and 26 

weeks in Factory Y. Quite obviously, the longer the period 

covered, the fewer wo rke rs there are likely to be with 

u nb ro ken attendance and ti-IHlOl"B there are 1 ike 1 y to be who 

have lost only a few hours, i.e. who have helped to extend 

the tail of the curve. 

This is a matter which merits further investigation. 

many factors may be involved in determining the shape of 

the absence dist ri bution curve, just as many factors in­

fluence the level of the Gross Absence Rate. The same 

factors may, in fac t, be involved in each case. It is pos­

sible, however, that the influence of these factors on the 

absence distribution curve may be more readily ascertain­

able than the i r influence on the Gross Absence Rate. If 

this is so and if, furthermore, allowance can be made for 

the influence of these factors on the c urve, it may be a 

good deal easier to detect the existence of an absence 

problem situation from the shape of the absence distribu­

tion curve than from the Gross Absence Rate. One reason 

why this is likely to be so is that the absence distribu ­

tion curve reflects the influence of the absence of the 

individual absentees far more clearly than the single 

comprehensive figure of the Gross Absence Rate can ever do. 

Although a much greater measure of accuracy than this 

is essential if the r oots of an absence problem are to be 

laid bare, it is suggested that this technique may possibly 

offer a be tter preliminary means of investigation than 
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the calculation of the Gross Absence Rate. As has already 

been said, considerable further investigation will be 

necessary in order to establish this. 

******* 

To sum up, the Gross Absence Rate certainly has its 

uses as a preliminary measure of absence behaviour. It is, 

however, easily l iable to serious misuse. The Frequency 

Absence Rate a ppears to be a far more suitable measure 

for detecting problem absence. Furthermore, a simple 

technique by means of which the distribution of absence 

within the group may be studied shows some promise of use­

fulness, but still only for the purpose of preliminary 

investigation. No serious study of the problem of absen­

teeism and no attempt at solving that problem is able 

to avoid a careful and continuing consideration of the 

individual absence records of the workers concerned. 
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STUDY A: Smith, May; Leiper, Margaret A. and Cul pin, Mil lais, 
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_in Clerical Work and Light Occupations", 1925-32. 
Medical Research Council - Industrial Health 
Research Board- Report No. 75, Part I. H.m.s.o. 
1936. 

STUDY B: Wyatt, S, Marriott, Rand Hughes, D.E.R., "A 
Study of Absenteeism among Women'', 1942. Medical 
Research Council - Industrial Health Research 
Board - Report No. 4. H.fYl.S.O. 1943. 

STUDY C: Wyatt, S., marriott, R. et al, "A Study of Cer­
tified Sickness aman~ Women in Indus try". 1942 . 
Medical Research Council - Industrial Health 
Research Board - Report Na.86. H.fYl.S.O. 1945. 

STUDY D: White, I .H.B ., "A Detailed Study of Absenteeism 
in Fourteen Footwear Factories'', 1943. Jour nal 
of the Leather Industries Research Institute, 
Vol. III. L. I.R.I. 1946. 

STUDY E: White, I.H . B. and Dalziel, G. "A Report on the 
Analysis of Si~k Fund Returns for Six Factories" 
1948. L.I. R. I. Personnel Research Bulletin 44. 
L.I. R. I. 1949. 

STU D Y F : H a 1 t , N • F . , " A b s en c e f r a m Wo r k i n a B a n k " . 1 9 52 /3 . 
Personnel Practice Bulletin. Val. XII, No. 1 
Commonwealth of Australia, Department of Labour 
and National Service. march, 1956 . 

STUDY G: Brooker, W.fYl.A., "Some Factors Associated with 
Abse_nteeism in a Printing Factory". 1955 (Un­
pub li shed fYl.Sac.Sci. Thesis , University of Cape 
Town . 1959. 

STUDY H: "The Incidence of Absence",l955/6. "Abse nce from 
Work, Incidence,-Cost and Control, British In­
stitute of management, 1961 . 



STUDY r~ White, I. H.8 .' 11 A Special §_tud,t of Absenteeism 
,in Jo~~n~§.12~rg, 1944l§." 

STUDY J: White, I.H.B., "A Spec ial Stud~ of Absenteeism 
in Po;-t El illbeth7" l94:?!Zi[". ~-
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Published as one volume, L.I.R.I. Personnel 
Research Bulletin 36. Leather Industries Reseach 
Instit~te, 1946. 

STUDY K : IYiayo, t:, Fox, - and Scott, 11~~nteeism, 
IYia~g_em eQ~~§m" . 1942/3. Harvard Business 
Research Studies , No. 29. Harvard University 
Press. 1943 . 

STUDY L: "Health i n !ndustri", 1949/52. London Transport 
Execut1.V8, 1956. 

STUDY IYI: IYiayo, E. and Lombard,"Teamwork ond Labour Turn­
gjjer in t~ Aircraft Industry i.n SouthernCilifor­
nie.n. 194.3?4. Harvard Busines-::. Research Stu dies, 
i\io7' 32. Harvard University Press. 1944. 

STUDY N: IYiass Observation, "Peo_ElJL_in e£._od':!_.s,ti£!:!," 1941/2. 
Jo hn IYIGrray , 1942. 

STUDY 0: Arbous, A. G., "Research into Absenteeism, Labour 
Turnov~!.__and Acci dents at a Ia.rge Industrial 
Corporation 11

• 1956 . Unpub l ished report made 
availab l e to author of this thesis. 

Note Well: In the dbove r eferences, the date immed i ately 
af ter the t i tle o f the study indicetes the period dur i ng 
which the invest i gation was c onducted. The second date 
(after the name of the publisher) indicates the date of 
publication. 



APPENDIX THREE: SCHEDULE OF SIGNIFICANT CORRELATIONS EMERGING FROM AN INVESTIGATION OF RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN 
N CERTAIN SOCIO-ECONOMIC CHARACTER ISTI CS OF THE WORKERS IN GIVEN DEPARTME NTS IN STUDY I AND 
~ THE GROSS ABSENCE AND ABSENCE SEVERITY RATES FOR THOSE DEPARTMENTS. 

SOCIO- ECONOIYliC * 
CHARACTERISTICS 

GROUP I~ 

Labour Stabilitl~ 

(1) Surviving Vete-

( 2 ) 

(3) 
(4) 
(5) 

(6) 

rans 
Non-surviving 
Veterans 
New employees 
Trans i ents 
Average no. of 
yrs. employed 
Avge. no. of 
weeks employed 
in 19 57 

(7) Changes in size 
of Department 

GROUP II~ 

Degree of Skill~ 

(8< Skilled 
(9; Semi-skilled 
(lO)Unskilled 

GR OUP III~ 
Age of Employee: 

(!!)Average Age 
(12)Average Age when 

engaged 

* 

GROSS ABSENCE RATE 
Late Part-day Sick 

D - .64 
D - • 66 

A + o97 
,... 
L - .95 
c + .75 

A - . 96 

c - .77 

D - .76 

D + • 57 

O.W.D. 

D - • 62 

B - .90 
D - .62 

A - .99 
A - .98 

ALL Late 

A + .95 

A + 0 99. 
8 .89 

B - .98 
D - .83 

A + .96 

C - .71 D + .71 
D - o 69 

c - .77 
c - .77 
D + • 57 

SEVERITY RATE 
Part-day Sick 

c - . 7 3 

8 - . 88 

D - .71 

A + • 96 
8 + • 89 

c - . 77 

O.W.Do 

8 - • 89 

A - .93 
8 - .93 

ALL 

c - .73 

c + .93 
D - • 66 

c - . 78 

D + • 73 

The nature of . the various Socio-economic characteristics used in these correlations and the method of measuring 
them are fully discussed on page 47 of the main text of the thesis. 



SOCID-ECDNDIYliC * 
• CHARACTERISTICS 

t'l 
.;;;r GROUP IV~ 
rl 

Overt i me/Short Time; 

(13) Overtime 
(14) Short- Time 

GROUP \1: 
Earnings: 

( 15) 
(16) 

(17) 

Gross Earnings 
Average Hourly 
Wage 
Straight Earnings 

(18) Overtime Earnings 
(19) Bonus 
(20) Savings (P.S.E.) 
(21) Savings (Gross) 

GROUP VI~ 

Size of Department: 

(22) Size of Department 

GROSS ABSENCE RATE 
Late Part-day Sick O.W.D . 

A + • 99 

A - .98 D - .66 
8 - . 95 

D + .63 

ALL Late 

A + o 99 
c + .7 2 c - .7 5 

A - . 98 

B - .97 
c - .82 
D - . 66 

A - .99 

D + .6 4 

c + .77 

A + .99 

B - • 88 
D + • 94 

SEVERITY RATE 
Part - day Sick 

B + • 90 
B - . 88 

D - .62 

B + .90 

O.W . D. ALL 

A - • 95 
B - • 96 

D + . 55 

The natur ~ of the various Socio-economi c characteristics used in th5se correlations and the method of mea suring 
them are fully dis cussed on page 47 of the main text of the thesis. 

The va ri oGs Race/sex g ro ups are i~dicated by the following symbols: 

A - European Females 
C = Coloured IYlales 

B = All Europeans 
D = All Employees 
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FOUR: ABSENCE FORmULAE USED IN STUDIES I AND II. 

THE GROSS ABSENCE RATE: 

Time Lost due to Ab sence x 100 
Possible Working Hours* - Hours lost through Short Time 

THE FREQUENCY ABSENCE RATE: 

Number of Times Absent x Number of Weeks · s p · d 
Number of Weeks Worked 1 n urvey erlo · 

THE SEVERITY RATE : 

* 

Time Lost due to Absence 
Number of Absences 

Possible Working Ho~s: i .e. The total poss ible straight 

hours worked by an employee or a department if there is 

neither short time nor absence. 
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SIX: FORMS USED FOR COLLECTING INFORMATION IN STUDY II 
AND FOR TRANSMITTING THE RESULTS BAC K TO THE FA C­
TORIES. 

(a) BASIC WEEKLY ABSENCE RETURN FROM FACTORY: 

148. 

LEATHER INDUSTRIES RESEARCH INSTITUTE - SURVEY OF ABSENTEEISM -

1965/6. 

WEEK LY RETURN OF ABSENTEES 

FIRrYl •••.••••.... •• •. • ••• ••••• ••• • DEPARTrYlENT ..•.•.. .•.••.•••• 

WEEK ENDING ............... . 

NAmE OF Wedn esday Thursday Friday monday Tuesday 
EMPLOYEE . Lost Rea- Lost Rea- Lost Rea- Lost Rea- Lost Rea­

Time son Time son Time son Time son Time son 

PLEASE USE THE FOL LOWIN G CODE TO INDICATE REASONS FOR ABSENCE 
L = Late without valid excuse 

LE = Late with valid excuse 
EA = other excused absence 
UA = absence without valid 

excuse S = certified sick absence 
AP = absence with permission 

~ranted in advance 
(leave etc .) 

(b) REPORT ON FIRST ABSENCE DURING SURVEY PERIOD . 

LEATH ER INDUSTRIES RES EARC H INSTITUTE- ABSENTEEISM SURVEY. 
REPORT ON FIRST ABSENCE DURING SURVEY PERIOD. 
(To be submitted with releva nt weekly return) 

NAfYIE •••.•.....• o••• •• ooo• ··· ···· ·· o · FACTORY NO ••••••••••••••• 

DE PA RTM EN T. • . . . . . . . . . . • • . . . . . . . . . . . . 0 C C U PAT I 0 N ..........• , . , , 
* RACE .. . .. ..•••• . SE X .. •. .. . .. AGE .. .••.•.. SURVEY NO .• . ... .... 

MARITAL STATUS •..........•• . •.•. DEPENDANTS .• . ................ 
DATE WHEN CURRENT TERIYl OF EMPLOYIYlENT BE GAN ................... . 

PREVIOUS TERMS OF EIYlPLOYIYlENT: YES/NO WAGE RATE ..• ........ 
MODE OF TRANSPORT TO WORK .....................•. TIIYlE TA KEN .•. 

* * EMPLOYMENT TERMINATED .••..•••••.••..•..•••• REASON ...• .. . . .... 

* These spaces will be filled in by L.I.R.I. investigator as 
and when necessary. 
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(c) WEEKLY RETURN TO FACTORIES. 

LEATHER INDUSTRIES RES EA RCH INSTITUTE. 

SURV EY OF CURRENT ABSENTEEISm 

WEEKLY summARY OF RETURNS SUBmiTTED 

FAC TORY X FACTORY Y FACTORY Z 

Unexcused Late E.m. 
Absence E. F. 

N.E.m. 
N.E.F. 
AL L 

Excused Late E.IY1. 
Absence etc . 

Sick Absence E. m. 
etc. 

Other Excused E.m. 
Absence etc. 

Other Unexcused E.m. 
Absence etc. 

Absence with E.m . 
Prior Permis- etc. 
sion 

All Absence E.m. 
etc. 

Last Week Last Week Last Week 
Qt r. Endg. Qtr. Endg . Qtr. Endg. 

nil nil .01 . 0 4 
nil nil nil 

.03 .05 .03 .1 2 nil nil 
.01 . 45 

. 02 .0 3 .03 .14 nil nil 


