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Treating Absenteeism 
A Plague Growing by Leaps and Bounds 

Gregory P. Smith 
 

I was in Chicago recently and I took time to shop 
in Nordstrom’s.  I overheard a conversation that 
attracted my attention.  A supervisor approached 
one of her sales people and said, “Look, we’ve 
got to do something about people not showing 
up for work.”  “OK, after three absences I am 
going to write you up . . .” The salesperson had 
this quizzical look on his face. 
 
The approach the supervisor took is called the 
“carrot and stick” approach to management.  
She had the 
“stick,” but what 
about the 
“carrot?” 
 
Turnover and 
absenteeism are 
major issues for most 
organizations.  
Absenteeism has 
increased by 14% 
since 1992.  It costs 
employers $603 a 
day for each day an 
employee is out.  In 
Canada alone, 
absenteeism costs that country an alarming $10 
billion a year.  
 
There are two types of absenteeism and both 
require different treatments.  First, there is work-
abuse issue absenteeism and secondly there is 
work-life issue absenteeism. In general, work-
abuse issues include people who have poor 
work ethics and work-life issues include people 
who should be considered for some type of work 
hour flexibility.   
 
Part of the reason for the increase of 
absenteeism is because our lives have become 
more complicated.  In the workforce today, we 
have a growing population of working mothers, 
single parents, parents who are taking care of 
their parents and the list goes on.   
 

You can reap many benefits by focusing on the 
needs of working parents. A survey by Flexible 
Resources of more than 500 women seeking 
flexible work arrangements found that 64 
percent of them either quit or were planning to 
quit because of lack of work hour flexibility. What 
was alarming was that 59 percent of these 
women never asked their employers to modify 
their work schedules because they assumed 
they would be denied or lose stature.  
 
Younger women are more assertive in seeking 
flexible work arrangements than older women; 

72 percent of women between 
the age of 25 and 35 were 
willing to request an FWA 
compared to only 30% of 
the respondents of women 

aged 36 to 45. 
 
Among those who requested 
a flexible work arrangement 
and were told “no,” were 
given the following reasons:  
 
 We can’t give it to you 
and not the others (52%) 

 You will not be available to others (48%) 
 We have never done it before (24%) 
 You won’t be as productive as when you 

worked full time (8%) 
 Your job is not conducive to flexible hours 

(5%) 
 There is too much work to do (5%) 
 It wouldn’t fit into a team atmosphere (5%) 

 
Work-abuse absenteeism requires a totally 
different treatment strategy.  There are some 
innovative approaches that have improved 
attendance.  For example, one company 
reduced absenteeism by 74% by using 
approaches such as, “Attendance Lotto” and 
“Attendance Poker.” Nucor Steel has a pay-by-
performance system that has kept absenteeism 
at record lows and productivity levels at 
exceptional highs.   
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A physician friend of mine used to say, “Treating 
a patient with a prescription without first 
understanding the illness, is called malpractice.” 
So treating absenteeism with a carrot and stick 
approach maybe the worst approach to take.  
Begin first by asking the question . . .”Why?” 
Find the root cause and then treat accordingly. 
 
It is more difficult to find employees who have a 
strong work ethic and are willing to put in a 
“good days work.”  A lot of people tell me, “I hire 
for attitude and train for skills.”  That philosophy 
is as outdated as carbon paper when you 
consider today’s work environment.   
Today, there are more jobs than people.  
Employers now tell me it’s tough to find either 
the attitude or the skills. So what is a boss to 
do? 
First accept the fact, that we are going to have 
to manage people differently today.  What 
worked yesterday is the very same thing that will 
get us in trouble tomorrow. Further complicating 
the matter is you can’t treat everyone the same.  
With each new employee you hire they bring a 
totally new set of expectations, needs and 
problems.  It takes more time and skill to 
manage today’s workforce. Bad 
managers are the biggest cause 
of high turnover, low 
attendance and low morale.   
For those of you who have 
people with good attitudes 
and good work ethics . . 
.count your blessings and 
insure you take good care of 
them so they don’t leave you for 
someone else.  Here are a few ideas to think 
about. 
Nucor Steel has a unique pay-for-performance 
compensation system.  Employees earn money 
based on their individual productivity.  
Employees are paid a lower than industry 
average hourly rate.  On top of that they receive 
an additional bonus if they exceed hourly 
quotas. For example the steel industry average 
says an individual should be able to straighten 
10 tons of steel an hour.  Therefore, Nucor’s 
goal is to straighten 8 tons an hour and for every 
ton over 8 tons they get an additional 5% bonus. 
However to qualify for the bonus they have to 
meet the following requirements. 

♦ If they are late to work they loose their bonus 
for the entire day.  

♦ If they miss a day of work during the week 
they loose their bonus for the entire week. 

As a result, Nucor’s productivity took off like a 
rocket. Absenteeism rarely falls below 1.5% a 
year.  The key strength of this program is 
employees see a direct correlation between 
what they do and their paychecks—a major 
incentive.  Employees were working so hard 
Nucor decided to give them 4 non-forfeiture 
days a year.  Even with this only half their 
employees use their 4 days.   
Lottery System-One company uses a lottery 
system to reduce absenteeism. Only employees 
with no absenteeism during the month can 
participate.  The lottery includes prizes such as 
a television, a bicycle and so on.  They were 
able to reduce of absenteeism by 75% and 
reduce costs by 62%. 
Play Poker-Another company improved 
attendance in a game of poker. Employees who 
came to work each day were allowed to draw 
one playing card.  Those who attended all week 
owned five cards on Friday. The player with the 

best hand wins 20 dollars.  
Try a Perfect Attendance Program-One 

large rental business has several 
excellent incentives for its 200 plus 
employees.  Any employee who has 
perfect attendance during the year 
receives $300.00, a limo ride to a 

restaurant for a free dinner with their 
spouse and a gift certificate worth $100.00.  

 
These ideas won’t work in every situation and 
could backfire if you are not careful. Keep in 
mind that good employees don’t need the carrot 
and stick approach and might find these ways 
offensive, unfair or unnecessary.  The key is to 
know the individual needs of your workforce. 

Be aware that workers who have child care 
responsibilities find it difficult, if not impossible, 
to have a perfect attendance record.  One study 
completed in Canada shows that women with 
pre-schoolers took an average of 11 days off in 
1998, compared with an average of 6.3 days for 
men with pre-schoolers.  
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A concerned reader recently E-mailed me about 
a problem he was having concerning people 
showing up for night shift work at a boat 
manufacturing facility. 
 

“As you can probably tell by the time of 
this e-mail I am a night shift supervisor. I hold 
this position at a world leading boat 
manufacturing facility. I have been raised and 
believe in a good work ethics. I gained some 
new insight to some things that had been on my 
mind as I read your article.  
 

I have been with this company now 15 
years. There are more newcomers at this facility 
than old-timers. I’ll get to the point. Absenteeism 
is a major problem in a production situation. 
When someone is out it kills you. I have spoken 
of incentives, but all that is offered by the 
company is few quarters on the hour for night 
shift workers and perfect attendance checks 
which are taxed by the government--Some 
$120.00 every six months. As you know night 
shift work by percentages is mostly going to 
draw only shall I say the younger work force. Not 
to many with a family are going to jump at this 
assignment. 
 

The quality of worker we get to fill these 
positions tend to miss work a lot. I have heard 
everything from this is a regional problem to no 
one wants to work any more. I don’t believe it’s 
regional. I am from the same area. My thoughts 
are as follows; I believe it’s a society type of 
problem. Tell me if I am wrong here.  
 

Most of the younger work force has seen 
Mom & Dad hustle off to work and the kids’ find 
themselves left behind to sit or fend for 
themselves. We as parents have gotten a little 
side tracked by giving our kids everything, which 
has had a lot to do with establishing poor work 
ethics. We have no one to blame but our selves 
as a society. 
 

The long and the short of it I guess is to 
offer rewards for good attendance practices. The 
old school part of me doesn’t like the fact that I 
have to do something extra for what they are 
being paid for to start with--To come to work.” 

* * * 
Answer-Thanks for you comments. I guess I 
have to agree with you to a certain degree. 

Society has changed as well as the economy. 
As long as there are more jobs than people, the 
less desirable jobs will go unfilled or in your 
case, face constant absenteeism. However, all 
is not lost--there are some options to consider: 
 
1. Provide a more significant perfect attendance 
bonus.   
2. Get the night shift to give input on what they 
think could improve attendance. 
3. Pay more to those who work the night shift. 
4. Eliminate the night shift. 
5. Do a better job screening applicants and find 
a demographic that is more reliable. 
6. Provide college/continuing education bonus to 
those who work night shift. 
 
In summary-management has to change their 
thinking to survive. Whether we like it or not, 
work ethics are different today. What worked 
yesterday is what is going to cause us to fail 
today. Standards and expectations of the past 
must be adjusted to the present realities of 
worker driven economy. 
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