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Abstract

Presenteeism is an underreported phenomenon. However, people are slowly beginning to
shed more light on it as workplaces become more demanding of their employees. While an
employee may think he is doing well by still showing up for work despite being injured,
stressed or ill, the opposite is usually true. This paper examined the main influencing factors
that affect presenteeism in a local government linked company. The factors examined were
job insecurity, job demands and health issues. Quantitative data was collected using the
non-probability self-administered questionnaire that consist of questions with 6-points Likert
scales distributed to samples of 120 employees in a division within the organisation. The data
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collected was analysed using Pearson Correlation and Multiple Regression Analysis to
determine relationship between different variables. Based on the findings, job insecurity has
the strongest and most significant relationship to presenteeism, whilst job demands and health
issues were weak and not significant. This study also found that job insecurity as the most
influencing factor that affects presenteeism in this local government linked company. The
findings have made significant contribution towards developing initiatives focusing on job
insecurity which is unique to this organisation to manage future escalation of presenteeism.

Keywords: presenteeism, job insecurity, job demand, health issues
1. Introduction

In recent years, presenteeism has emerged as an important organisational phenomenon and is
normally emphasized in the negative behaviour outcomes. According to Cooper (1996),
presenteeism occurs when people are physically present in the workplace but are functionally
absent. Presenteeism is the practice of workers reporting to work even when they are
unhealthy or overly fatigued (Johns, 2010). As a result, they are not performing well and not
operating to their usual level of productivity. Some researchers define presenteeism as to how
much illness or medical condition hinders someone’s performance. According to Evans (2004)
and Johansson and Lundberg (2004), presenteeisn is when employees go to work despite
feeling unhealthy or experiencing other events that might normally compel absence (e.g.,
child care problems). Whitehouse (2005) highlighted presenteeism resulted in reduced
productivity at work due to health problems or other events that distract one from full
productivity.

It has been estimated that presenteeism costs organisations more than sickness absence. The
Healthiest Workplace Survey in 2019 by AlA Vitality shows that Malaysia has come second
in terms of productivity loss after Hong Kong. The survey reported that Malaysia have lost on
average 73.3 days of work time per employee per year due to absence and presenteeism. This
is estimated to have cost organisations on average RM1,460,774.00 a month. Bergstrom,
Bodin, Hagberg, Aronsson, and Josephson (2009) have also found that presenteeism was a
significant risk factor for future sick leaves of more than 30 days, indicative of serious health
problems. Continuously attending to work while sick might also cause a piling up of
workload due to reduced efficiency, which subsequently increases the likelihood of burnout
(Demerouti et al., 2009; Lu, Lin, & Cooper, 2013) and diminishing satisfaction. Attending to
work while ill may also hinder the individual >~ s performance due to suboptimal
physical/psychological conditions. Economists have attempted to estimate productivity loss
with large-scale surveys of employees by quantifying presenteeism into work hours and
monetary equivalent (Burton, Conti, Chen, Schultz, & Edington, 1999). Studies conducted by
Center for Health Research & Rural Advocacy at Geisinger Health System in Danville,
Pennsylvania, U.S.A., have estimated the cost of presenteeism to be about $150 billion to
$250 billion annually, which represents about 60% of the total cost of worker illnesses (cited
in Hemp, 2004).

There are many causes that lead to presenteeism in the workplace. According to Lohaus and
Habermann (2019), workers will go to work even when they, themselves, are ill in order to
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save their limited sick days for when their children are sick. Some workers trudge off to work
as they fear of appearing less committed to their jobs, receiving disciplinary action or even
losing their jobs. Some of them may also have little or no paid sick days. Furthermore, some
may come to work despite being sick because they do not want to let the team down. Some
may think no one else can do their job, or that the business will suffer if they are not there.
Therefore, as described by Rainbow, Dudding and Bethel (2021), presenteeism as being
present at work but not fully engaged and is contributed by both personal and work factors.

A\ MacrOthlnk International Journal of Human Resource Studies

In this case study, the Malaysian government linked company has been experiencing
declining productivity from 2016 until 2018 from 96% in year 2016 to 91% in year 2018.
Monitoring on medical leave for the production employees was tracked since 2016 until 2018.
Based on the medical leave data, the total medical leave days have decreased from 2016 to
2018. Therefore, from the analysis of the productivity rate and medical leave data, it was
quite perplexing why productivity rate for 2018 did not increase when the medical leave days
had decreased. Employees’ absenteeism was showing a decreasing trend whilst more
employees are physically present at the workplace. Nevertheless, productivity rate was still
off target. This followed to further investigations where interviews were conducted with
several employees in the organisation. The phenomenon of presenteeism was prevalent in the
organisation and the identified causes led to these three variables were; job insecurity, job
demands and health issues. Therefore, this study was conducted to examine the relationship
between job insecurity, job demands, health issues and presenteeism; and to identify which
factor has impacted the most towards presenteeism in this organisation.

1.2 Literature Review
1.2.1 Presenteeism

Johns (2010) definition of presenteeism of “working while ill” is the one that is employed by
most organisational scholars. However, the definition does not ascribe motives to presenteeism.
Thus, the reasons behind it remains as empirical questions, such as one might show up ill due to
love of the job, or feelings of moral obligation, or job insecurity. Regrettably, presenteeism is
regarded as a negative phenomenon and should be avoided. Hemp (2004) defined presenteeism
as the problem of workers being on the job but, because of illness or other medical conditions,
they are not fully functioning. There are several reasons why employees go to work while they
are actually sick, including job demands such as perceived pressure from colleagues not to let
them down and cause them more work, a “trigger point” system providing incentives for
attendance, the fear that sick leave will put promotion opportunities at risk, and the fear of
dismissal (Grinyer and Singleton, 2000; McKevitt et al., 1998). Apart from such motives, there
are also positive reasons why people continue to work when they could stay at home sick, for
example, interesting and stimulating work and good relationships with colleagues and clients
(Roelan & Groothoff, 2010). Presenteeism also seems to be dependent on the type of health
complaints employees experience, i.e. whether the complaint is serious enough to be
considered as a legitimate excuse to stay at home sick.

According to Lohaus & Habermann (2019), the other major cause of presenteeism behaviour is
purported to be subjective towards job insecurity as a result of organisational downsizing, but
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there is also interest in identifying further causes and motives, which is focusing on the
consequences of presenteeism for an individual’s health. A recent study conducted by Goto,
Ishikawa, Okuhara, Ueno, Okada, Fujino and Kiuchi (2020) has indicated that health-related
factors, work-related factors and health literacy are all associated with presenteeism. Specific
work-related factors highlighted were workplace support, job demands and job controls.
According to Bockerman & Laukkanen (2010), there is not much research done in Eastern
countries. Limited evidence suggests that a strong cultural imperative for hard work, long
hours, working pressure, compounded with the lack of labour welfare protection at the national
level and office politics in Asian societies (Bockerman & Laukkanen, 2010) had made
presenteeism worth studying. This has exacerbated the problem of presenteeism in the
developing Asian societies and the more reason why it is important to be reduced in
organisations.

A\\ MacrOthlnk International Journal of Human Resource Studies

1.2.2 Job Insecurity

Job insecurity refers to employee's negative reactions to the changes concerning their jobs as
well as the fear that they may lose their jobs (De Witte, 1999, 2000). A more formal definition
of job insecurity describes it as the worry experienced by an individual in relation to the
continuation of the present job (De Witte, 1999; Hartley, et al., 1991; Heaney, Israel, & House,
1994; Rosenblatt & Ruvio, 1996; Sverke & Hellgren, 2002). Job insecurity is perceived as
the feeling of powerlessness to maintain desired continuity in a threatened job situation which
could be due to downsizing, organisational restructuring and economic instability.

Studies globally have highlighted job insecurity as an overall concern about future job
existence (Van Vuuren, 1990, Hartley, Jacobson, Klandermans, & Van Vuuren, 1991). While
according to Hui and Lee (2000), job insecurity means a lack of control to maintain desired
continuity in a threatened job situation. A survey conducted by Chartered Institute of
Personnel & Development (CIPD, 2018) has reported that people are worried about not being
paid and that they do not want to fall behind with their work. The report also highlighted that
with the current economy uncertainty, employees are scared to take sick leaves because their
performance will be affected and eventually their job will be at stake. Recent study by
Ishimaru (2020) had indicated that perceived job insecurity was associated with presenteeism
and that insecure employees did not take sick leave out of fear of dismissal. Therefore, job
insecurity can be implied as the feeling of pressure to attend to work even when unwell. Thus,
it is hypothesized that,

Hypothesis 1 (H1): There is relationship between job insecurity and presenteeism.
1.2.3 Job Demands

Job demands refer to those physical, social or organisational aspects of the job that require
sustained physical and/or psychological (i.e. cognitive or emotional) effort on the part of the
employee and are therefore associated with certain physiological and/or psychological costs
(e.g., exhaustion) (Demerouti et al., 2001). Demand of psychology includes work mental
demand for example working fast, needing intense concentration and /or being interrupted.
Demands of physically such as higher workload, understaffing, overtime and time pressure,
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along with difficulty of finding cover were found to be key reasons why people might not
take a day off (LeBlanc, 2009).

Latest study done by Wang, Chen, Lu, Einsenberger and Fosh (2018) stated there are positive
links between workload and presenteeism. Employees who experience higher workload tend
to have higher presenteeism than others. Brun, lvers, Biron, and Cooper (2006), found that
job demand is related to presenteeism via burnout. They suggest that presenteeism may arise
from the strain and burnout that is related with overcoming excessive job demands as well as
the reduced work engagement and higher burnout provoked by a lack of resources in the
workplace. This is further supported in a recent study by Aronsson, Hagberg, Bjorklund,
Abogaye, Marklund, Leineweber and Bergstorm (2020) which had indicated that increased
job demands are associated with increased presenteeism.

Since job demands have to be met in order to perform adequately, employees will be inclined
to do everything they can to meet these demands so that their performance remains at the
desired level. Therefore, we expect that the higher the job demands, the higher the effort
employees will invest in meeting them and the higher the probability that they will work
while sick in order to avoid performance decrements. From this point of view, job demands
not only imply feeling pressure to work harder, but also feeling pressure to attend even when
experiencing job burnout. Thus, it is hypothesized that,

Hypothesis 2 (H2): There is relationship between job demands and presenteeism.
1.2.4 Health Issues

Study conducted by Aronsson and Lundberg (2004) found that at least one-third of a
subsample of 3,801 Swedish employees had gone to work despite being ill two or more times
during the last year. They further concluded that in a state of poor health, the employees have
two alternatives which is sickness absence or sickness presence. Employees who repeatedly
go to work despite being ill may not get the necessary rest and accompanying recuperation
and this may lead to accumulated stress and negative mental load (McEwen, 1998).

Previous researches conducted have reported a positive correlation between health issues and
presenteeism. Aronsson and Gustafsson (2005) showed that health issues were the strongest
determination of presenteeism. Symptoms related to presenteeism involve pain and distress
for example; musculoskeletal pain, disturbed sleep, fatigue and minor depression. Johns
(2010) explained that fully productive regular attendance is interrupted by ‘“health issues”
that is either acute (e.g., the flu), episodic (e.g., migraine), or chronic (e.g., the onset of
diabetes). The nature of the health issues is the severity of the sickness which will dictate
whether absenteeism or presenteeism ensues. Past researches have also mentioned that the
theory of presenteeism must recognize the essential subjectivity of people’s evaluation of
their own health status (Fleten, Johnsen, & Ferde, 2004; Kaplan & Baron-Epel, 2003) and
accommodate well-established individual differences in the propensity for self-disclosure of
chronic illness at work (Munir, Leka, & Griffeths, 2005), perceptions of how work affects
health (Ettner & Grzywacz, 2001), and the tendency to adopt a sick role (Levine & Kozloff,
1978). Thus, it is hypothesized that,
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Hypothesis 3 (H3): There is relationship between health issues and presenteeism.
2. Method
2.1 Research Design

A research design embodies the design and plans employed in gathering, analyzing and
interpreting data. It includes the basic structure of the study. This is a case study using a
quantitative approach focusing on the phenomena experienced by this Malaysian government
linked organisation. It incorporates a scientific research inquiry designed to study the
relationship between n the independent and dependent variables. The research instruments
comprised of self-administered questionnaires (primary source). A set of questionnaires using
Likert type scale (1-6) were administered to respondents. It was found that the cronbach’s alpha
value for this study is reliable where the overall reliability test is 0.711. Data collected were
analysed using SPSS software (version 24.0).

2.2 Measurement

The items used to measure all variables included in this study have been adapted from
previous researchers. The questionnaires consist of two components: (i) to describe the
demographic profiles; (ii) comprised of Likert type scale’s (1-6) questions.

To measure presenteeism, Stanford Presenteeism Scale (SPS-6) by Koopman et. al. (2002)
was used. SPS-6 consists of 6 items and has excellent characteristics supporting the
feasibility of its use in measuring presenteeism. These items are arranged according to a
6-point Likert scale where 1 indicates a response of strongly disagree, 2 indicates disagree, 3
is indicative of quite disagree, 4 is indicates of quite agree, 5 is indicates of agree and 6
indicates a strongly agree response. Example of one of the question is, “Az work, | was able
to focus on achieving my goals despite my health problems.”

To measure job insecurity factor, Job Insecurity Questionnaire (JIQ) by De Witte (2000) was
used. JIQ consists of 11 items that are applicable to job insecurity, which includes both the
cognitive and affective dimensions. 6-point Likert scale of (1-6) were used for questions such
as, “It makes me anxious that I might become unemployed”; “I am sure | can keep my job.”

As for job demand factor, The Job Content Questionnaire (JCQ) by Karasek et.al. (1998) was
adopted. JCQ consists of 11 items that measures the job demand at work experienced by
employees in terms of the volume, nature of job, expectation of completion and autonomy.
The items are arranged in 6-point Likert scale of (1-6). Examples of some of the items, “I'm
required to do excessive work”, “I have much to say about what happens in my work.”

Lastly, for health issues factor, Short-Form Health Survey (SFHS) by Ware and Sherbourne
(1992) was used. SFHS consists of 10-items to indicate an employee’s self-reported health.
The questionnaires are arranged in Likert scale questions denoting the level of agreement
with a statement with 6-scale measures. Example of an item used in the questionnaire, “In
general, would you say that your health is; 1=Poor, 2=Fair, 3=Quite good, 4=Good, 5=Very
Good, 6=Excellent.”
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2.3 Sampling Procedures

The sample of target population was drawn from employees working in this Malaysian
government linked company under the research innovation and production unit. The number
of sample size for the given population was 200 (i.e. the total headcount in the unit), and by
referring to Krejcie and Morgan (1970), this study selects 120 respondents

2.4 Data Analysis

Data analysis of the study has been analysed using SPSS version 24. In order to identify the
relationships between variables, pearson correlation analysis was performed and to test the
hypotheses. Then multiple regression analysis was carried out to identify the most significant
predictor that influenced presenteeism in the organisation.

3. Results

In this section, the relationship between independent variables and dependent variable were
analysed. There are three (3) hypotheses that have been hypothesized in this study, Hi, Hz,
and Hs.

As presented in Table 1, the results show job insecurity r=0.703** (p<0.05); job demand
r=0.089 (p<0.05); health issues r=0.078 (p<0.05) which concludes that only job insecurity
has a high positive relationship with presenteeism, whilst job demand and health issues have
no relationship. This means only one hypothesis, Hz is accepted, whilst H2, and Hs are not
accepted (Refer to Table 2 for the summary of hypothesis testing). The findings for Hi are
consistent with previous studies by Mathebula et al. (2015) and Lohaus & Habermann (2019).
However, results for Hz, and Hs contradict with past studies. More details will be discussed
later in this section on the justification and support of this result.

Table 1. Correlation results between job insecurity, job demand, health issues and
presenteeism

Presenteeism

Job Insecurity Pearson Correlation 703**
Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 120
Job Demand Pearson Correlation .089
Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 120
Health Issues Pearson Correlation .078
Sig. (2-tailed) .000
N 120

** Correlation is significant at the 0.01 level (2-tailed)
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Table 2. Summary of hypothesis testing

Hypothesis Result

H1There is relationship between job insecurity and presenteeism Accepted
H2There is relationship between job demand and presenteeism Not Accepted
H3There is relationship between health issues and presenteeism Not Accepted

Next, Table 3 shows that job insecurity to be the highest variable that influence presenteeism
because (p=0.712, p= 0.000, p<0.01); which means that 71.2% of job insecurity influence
presenteeism. This is followed by job demand (B= 0.095, p= 0.162, p>0.01) and health issues
(B=0.138, p=0.044, p>0.01); which means that both factors do not have significant
relationship with presenteeism. Therefore, job insecurity is the only factor that has
relationship with presenteeism and affects presenteeism the most.

Table 3. Multiple regression results between job insecurity, job demand, health issues and
presenteeism

Model Standardized  Sig
Coefficients

(Beta) (p)

Job Insecurity 712 .000

Job Demand .095 162

Health Issues 138 044

Adjusted R? 506

As illustrated in Table 3, model summary above indicated that the R-square shows about
50.6% variations in dependent variable (presenteeism) are explained by all the three
independent variables namely, job insecurity, job demand and health issues. Hence, the other
49.4% variations are explained by the other independent variables that are not studied in this
research.

4. Discussion

In light of the finding from this study, there is a significant positive relationship between job
insecurity and presenteeism. However, there seemed to be no relationship between job
demand and health issues towards presenteeism. The results further showed that job
insecurity was the most influencing factor towards presenteeism and again both job demand
and health issues did not reflect any relationship with presenteeism as derived from the
multiple regression test. The result for job insecurity is well supported by previous studies.
According to Mathebula et al., (2015) and Lohaus & Habermann (2019), where major causes
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of job insecurity in the workplace are employment downsizing, financial crisis, lack of
experience and training, technology changes, racism, gender bias and lack of education. From
the researcher’s investigation, the Malaysian government linked company is facing turbulent
financial problems and there were rumours that the company might downsize. There were
perceptions that their employment might be at risk which leads to the lack of control to
maintain desired continuity in a threatened job situation. Thus, this explains why employees
in this organisation are feeling insecure and continue to come to work and feel scared to take
medical leave which will then affect their performance. There is the perception that they must
ensure of their attendance and visibility even though they might not be effective enough to
work.

However, results for job demand and health issues seemed to contradict with past studies.
Further investigation on the organisation justified the findings; whereby employees in this
organisation is well backed up by other employees. Some critical process that required
special skills had at least three trained staffs to ensure there are sufficient back-up and
minimal disruption in operations if one of them is sick or unavailable. With respect to health
issues, employees in this organisation are well aware of their health conditions as the
company had implemented an initiative of “monthly screening test”. A downward trend of
medical leave was recorded over the recent years and this proved that the programme had
helped to alleviate unplanned absenteeism due to sickness.

Therefore, interesting findings were unearthed and unique to this study whereby job
insecurity seemed to be the only variable that has any influence towards presenteeism for this
Malaysian government linked company. Whilst, job demands and health issues were weak
and not significant which is in contrary to past studies in the area of presenteeism. However,
the uniqueness of these findings was as a result of the impending downsizing and
restructuring that had made the employees perceived that being physically present at work is
the most important factor in keeping their job even though they may not be fully productive.
As such the organisation should take this as a clear indication that more efforts need to be
addressed in this area so as to reduce presenteeism and eventually increase productivity. It
would be a tall order for the company to turnaround to be in a better financial situation in the
short term, therefore, management could at least engage in a more transparent communication
rather than just leaving it to the “grapevine”. More open communication, teambuilding
activities and town-hall meetings should be held with the employees to minimise any
concerns of uncertainties and feelings of insecurity about their jobs. Management must be
able to manage this situation well and put themselves in the place of the employees as news
of downsizing and restructuring can be very sensitive and may affect employees’ future
livelihood. The company could also consider hiring people on contract basis in the future and
investing more on technology to minimise human dependency.

For future research, researchers could extend the study to include other variables that may be
unique to the companies being studied, or conduct a more representative study that includes
wider sectors and industries. Next, other factors of presenteeism could also be analysed to
fully understand the relationship between variables such as, employees’ personality, work
attitudes, social dynamics, social expectations and many others. This could enhance the
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presenteeism field of study as it is considered to be still at an early stage.
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