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Absenteeism in the workplace is a 
problem all managers encounter, 
and although absences are oŌ en 
due to legiƟ mate reasons, they can 
also very easily get out of control 
if they’re not managed carefully.  
Persistent unexcused absenteeism, 
parƟ cularly when it involves 
just a few individuals, not only 
lowers producƟ vity and increases 
everyone else’s workload, but it can precipitate a negaƟ ve 
atmosphere in the workplace. SwiŌ  aƩ enƟ on is necessary.

KNOW THE PROBLEMS

Absenteeism and tardy employees can have a 
detrimental eff ect on your department and the whole 
organizaƟ on in mulƟ ple ways:

 Resentment may grow among coworkers who are 
asked to step in to pick up the slack for an absent 
employee. As a result, morale plummets as our 
workers begin to wonder why they show up and 
work hard when others don’t have to. 

 OverƟ me is oŌ en needed to make up for work the 
absent employees should have been doing.

 Customer service will likely be hurt when phones go 
unanswered or there aren’t enough people on hand 
to adequately meet customer needs.

 Employees with good aƩ endance records may 
start coming in late or take days off  in reacƟ on to 
excessive absenteeism and lateness on the part 
of their coworkers. The snowball eff ect of such a 
situaƟ on can have a serious negaƟ ve impact on the 
producƟ on and work product of your department.

Absences occur for many reasons – burnout, stress, low 
morale, job hunƟ ng, etc. – and need to be addressed 
quickly. The following Ɵ ps may help:

1.  Is the Absence for Genuine Reasons?
Ever wondered if there was a good reason behind that call 
you got from an absent employee excusing himself from 
work for the day? OŌ en there is a genuine reason and your 
gut insƟ nct can guide you on this one. However, if you are 
noƟ cing an excessive paƩ ern and fi nding it hard to take 
your employee’s word for it, then it’s Ɵ me to take acƟ on. 
If an employee is simply not bothering to show up or give 
you advance noƟ ce, then an intervenƟ on is essenƟ al. Start 
acƟ vely documenƟ ng tardiness and absences.

2.  Give Employees an 
Opportunity to Explain 
Themselves
The fi rst thing you can do is 
give employees an opportunity 
to explain themselves. When 
they return to work, have a 
one-on-one discussion about 
their absence and express your 
concern. This is not a disciplinary 

discussion, but more of a fact-fi nding mission. Your goal 
is to understand what’s happening and try to solve the 
issue. For example, if stress is a factor, then you may 
need to discuss strategies that can help, such as shiŌ ing 
workloads, reducing responsibiliƟ es, etc.

Very oŌ en, employees are pleased that they have been 
given an opportunity to air their problems or grievances. 
But be warned, you may learn things that you don’t want 
to hear, parƟ cularly if it turns out that your management 
style is the problem. Try to remain objecƟ ve during the 
discussion and use it as a plaƞ orm to change things.

3.  Put a Performance Improvement Plan in Place
If the tacƟ c above doesn’t work, then you need to put 
a performance review plan in place that sets specifi c 
goals for improvement, aƩ endance being one of them. 
Put the plan in wriƟ ng and clearly explain the Ɵ meframe 
of the plan and the consequences of not fulfi lling its 
requirements.

4.  Develop and Communicate a Clear Leave / Sick Leave 
Policy
A wriƩ en policy won’t stop absenteeism, but it will help 
you deal with it more eff ecƟ vely. It will also demonstrate 
to all employees that you don’t tolerate absenteeism. 
Use the document to clearly explain paid and unpaid 
leave policies and the consequences of unexcused 
absences. If you have a company newsleƩ er or intranet, 
use these to promote your policy.

Note that the law doesn’t require you to provide general 
leave benefi ts, but it does require employers to provide 
leave under the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), 
various sick leave ordinances and other state laws – 
keep an eye on local laws before taking any tangible 
employment acƟ ons. 

See below for a sample reporƟ ng for work/absenteeism 
policy.
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5.  Assess your Management Style
It’s hard to acknowledge, but one of the more common 
reasons for employee dissaƟ sfacƟ on is management 
style. Could your style be encouraging employees to 
harbor grudges or lose morale? Step back and assess 
what you can do diff erently. Is your open door policy 
really that open? Do employees really feel valued? Plan 
on seƫ  ng aside more management Ɵ me for your team, 
discuss their professional goals, and share your vision for 
the conƟ nued growth of your business and their role in it.  

6.  Consider Introducing IncenƟ ve Plans
While there are no guarantees that you can control 
absenteeism, iniƟ aƟ ves such as incenƟ ve plans and 
programs such as fl ex-Ɵ me, wellness programs, and 
project compleƟ on perks, are proven to increase morale 
and producƟ vity. They also send a clear message to your 
employees that they have a recognized and valuable role 
to play in your business as a whole. 

7.  TerminaƟ ng Repeat Off enders
If you’ve exhausted all these intervenƟ on measures and 
aren’t seeing improvement, then terminaƟ on may be 
your only opƟ on. Follow your HR policy to the leƩ er on 
this one and refer to the law as it pertains to terminaƟ ng 
employees, fi nal pay checks, and more.

SAMPLE POLICY LANGUAGE

ReporƟ ng for Work
Please report for work in suffi  cient Ɵ me to be ready to 
start work promptly at the beginning of the shiŌ .  You are 
expected to stay at your workstaƟ on during the working 
hours of your shiŌ  except in case of emergency.  If it 
becomes necessary for you to leave work early, you must 
noƟ fy your supervisor or the main offi  ce prior to leaving. 

Absence from Work
If you fi nd it necessary to be absent from work because 
of illness or similar cause, it is your responsibility to 
noƟ fy your supervisor as far in advance of your start 
Ɵ me as is possible.  If you are unable to report to work, 
you must noƟ fy your supervisor or the main offi  ce prior 
to the start of your shiŌ  in order for the absence to be 
excused.  

It is your responsibility to provide suffi  cient, reasonable 
evidence to support a determinaƟ on of an excused 
absence.  A doctor’s cerƟ fi cate may be required before 
returning to work from absences due to injury or illness.  
Excessive absenteeism will subject you to disciplinary 
acƟ on up to and including discharge.  This rule will be 
strictly enforced.

Failure to Report
If you fail to report for work for three (3) consecuƟ ve 
shiŌ s without personal noƟ fi caƟ on, and approval by your 
immediate supervisor or a member of management, The 
Company will consider that you have abandoned your 
posiƟ on and voluntarily terminated your employment.

Excused Absence or Tardy
An absence is defi ned here as the failure to report to 
your designated work shiŌ  at any point of your scheduled 
shiŌ . Tardiness is defi ned here as reporƟ ng to work but 
not being at your workstaƟ on when the shiŌ  begins, ready 
to work, either at the beginning of the day or returning 
from a break or lunch period.  Leaving work early will be 
treated as an absence.  Employees leaving work without 
permission from your supervisor will result in disciplinary 
acƟ on up to and including discharge.  The following 
absences will be excused and will not count against the 
six (6) Excused Absences in a six (6) month period policy:  
military leave, jury duty, funeral leave, approved leave, 
family medical leave, personal day, family emergency, 
vacaƟ ons and holidays or industrial accidents. 

All Excused Absences require prior to shiŌ  noƟ fi caƟ on.
Absences/Tardies that may be considered Excused are: 
Sickness/Injury of employee or family member, vehicle 
problems, road construcƟ on, weather and natural 
disaster.  With proper noƟ fi caƟ on according to this policy, 
other absences may be considered excused.  Without 
proper noƟ fi caƟ on, any other absences, for any reason, 
will be considered unexcused. 

Unexcused Absences and Tardies
Only those absences for which you have properly 
noƟ fi ed your supervisor offi  ce according to this policy 
will be classifi ed as excused.  All other absences will be 
unexcused, except in extreme emergencies.  

In any six (6) month period, The Company, considers 
three (3) unexcused absences to be excessive and will 
take appropriate correcƟ ve acƟ on as stated below:

 The second absence and/or tardiness will result in 
wriƩ en noƟ fi caƟ on by your supervisor.

 The third absence and/or tardiness will result in a 
fi nal wriƩ en warning and a discussion with your 
supervisor.

 The fourth absence and/or tardiness will result in 
disciplinary acƟ on up to and including discharge.

The Company reserves the right when unusual 
circumstances surround any employee’s excused or 
unexcused absences, regardless of whether noƟ fi caƟ on was 
given, to have the Supervisor and the Personnel Manager 
review the extenuaƟ ng circumstances and if warranted to 
take a more or less aggressive disciplinary acƟ on.


