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Abstract

High absenteeism levels, which have become synonymous with the call centre industry, have
a detrimental impact on the delivery of contractual requirements, as well as the quality of
service provided to customers. Conversely, presenteeism has less of an established association
with call centres, primarily due to it being a relatively recent phenomenon. It is recognised,
however, that both constructs have a negative effect on productivity and cost. Furthermore,
presenteeism presents an incredible opportunity to reveal the unknowns that exist between
absenteeism, no productivity, and maximum work engagement. This thesis focuses on
identifying the leading factors correlated with absenteeism and presenteeism in a call centre.

At the time the study was conceived, the researcher was employed as an Operations Manager
within Call Centre X. High absenteeism levels had been observed at the organisation, which
were correlated with difficulties in achieving specific contractual agreements, as well as
negatively affecting the client relationship. Consequently, this influenced the financial
performance of the operation. A survey was distributed to staff, seeking both qualitative and
quantitative data, to capture the frequency, duration, and nature of the absence, as well as
whether employees report for work while ill and why.

A number of significant findings emerged via the analysis of the survey results. It was
discovered that in excess of 80% of Call Centre X’s staff had attended work while ill in the last
6 months. Additionally, pay was shown to be a major influence on absenteeism and
presenteeism rates in the call centre. The importance of adequate and adept training was found
to be a critical consideration for Call Centre X should it wish to reduce absenteeism in the
organisation. The implications of the findings suggest that call centres could reduce their
absenteeism and presenteeism rates, if they review their sick pay entitlements, in addition to
evaluating the training needs of their organisation.
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1.0

Introduction

1.1

Background of the Study

Absenteeism is typically defined as not reporting for scheduled work, and has a long research
history due to its association with cost to organisations, as well as its status as a sign of work
performance (Harrison & Martocchio, 1998). Absenteeism is further distinguished as either
being voluntary or involuntary (Avey et ai, 2006). Voluntary absenteeism is generally referred
to as an absence which is considered to be unnecessary and preventable, while involuntary
absenteeism is believed to be justified and unavoidable (Thomson et al., 2000). Miraglia &
Johns (2016) further comment on how absenteeism has an esteemed research history, while
studies relating to presenteeism are relatively recent in comparison. Interest in presenteeism
has, however, thrived due to the impact it has on individual and organisational productivity
(Miraglia & Johns, 2016). Several definitions have been provided of presenteeism, with Johns
(2010) examining nine clear definitions. Literature on the topic appears to converge on three
primary definitions; attending work while ill (Aronsson et ai, 2000), productivity loss
emanating from attending work while ill (Turpin et al., 2004), and productivity loss as a result
of employees engaging in non-work related activities (D'Abate & Eddy, 2007). Johns (2010)
states that the most interesting thing about presenteeism is that it presents a fantastic
opportunity for academic advances, particularly in regards to unearthing the unknowns that
exist between absenteeism, no productivity, and maximum work engagement.

Furthermore, presenteeism causes greater financial losses to an organisation in comparison to
absenteeism (Stelzner, 2005), as well as a greater accumulated productivity loss (Collins et al.,
2005). The majority of the literature portrays presenteeism in a negative light (Johns, 2010).
W^zyk and Merecz (2013) state, however, that we do not need to maintain such a negative
view. Attendance at work while being unwell could be viewed as an example of organisational
citizenship behaviour (Snir & Harpaz, 2012). Indeed, it is the varying definitions available on
the topic, the impact on productivity, and the contradictory views of the behaviour, which make
presenteeism such a worthwhile research subject. Additionally, recurrent presenteeism is
associated with subsequent long-term absenteeism (Hansen & Andersen, 2009). Absenteeism
and presenteeism appear to be related to numerous features affecting an individual's work

(Johansson & Lundberg, 2004), yet, only a handful of studies have examined the causes of
presenteeism (Demerouti et aL, 2009). Causes of absenteeism primarily relate to avoiding
unpleasant working conditions (Johns, 1997), or a response to job stress (Cooper & Robertson,
1999).

Ample research has been conducted on call centres over the past decade, particularly due to its
negative association with stress (Ananthram et al., 2017). Call centres are characterised by their
technology-based work, high work demands and work overload, which often lead to stress,
burnout, absenteeism, and performance issues (Simons & Buitendach, 2013). A plethora of
research has been conducted on the causes of absenteeism in call centres, yet there is a dearth
of literature available on presenteeism specific to the call centre industry. Rothmann (2009)
states that call centre work is usually categorised by high levels of turnover, burnout and
presenteeism, but no reference is made to its causes specific to the contact centre industry.
Moreover, research concerning the causes of absenteeism in contact centres has largely been
carried out in Western Europe, outside of Ireland. This study presents an opportunity to unearth
unknowns relating to the absenteeism and presenteeism rates, and causes, affecting a call centre
in Ireland.

1.2

Research Rationale, Aims and Objectives

Call Centre X was established in 1997 and is the leading provider of Business Process
Outsourcing in Ireland. Currently it employs over 2,000 people across multiple sites, with
offices in Cork, Dublin, Kildare, and India. The Organisation supplies customer service
solutions for its clients across a multitude of diverse industries, including government,
transport, health, financial services, and utilities. The majority of its workforce are employed
as entry level call centre advisors.

At the time the study was conceived, the researcher was employed as an Operations Manager
and thus responsible for delivering on Service Level Agreements and Key Performance
Indicators for one of Ireland's largest utilities. During the researcher's tenure, absenteeism
levels had been ranging between 7 and 10 percent, which was having a detrimental impact on
the delivery of contractual requirements, as well as negatively affecting the client relationship.
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Consequently, this influenced the financial performance of the operation. It had also been
observed that staff were producing work of a low standard, were not sufficiently productive,
exhibiting high error rates, and appeared lethargic; signs to suggest that staff may have been
attending work while ill. Furthermore, the employee engagement score for the department had
been relatively low, based on the findings at the time, which may have had a correlation with
the high absenteeism rates. The researcher believed that examining the literature on
absenteeism and presenteeism, specifically in call centres, as well as identifying the causes
which lead to both behaviours in the organisation, would allow a strategy to be formulated to
address both issues. Moreover, the study would help produce a theoretical foundation for
further research to be conducted in a wider context, specific to call centres.

fhe fundamental aim of this research was therefore, to outline the causes which contribute to
absenteeism and presenteeism in a call centre. Furthermore, the study intended to produce a set
of pragmatic strategies to reduce absenteeism and presenteeism in Call Centre X. In order to
establish which research methodology tactic would be the most effective in attaining the aim
of the study, qualitative, quantitative, and mixed-method research methods were all considered.
Mixed-methods research was determined to be the most prudent choice from the research
methods available, based on the research aim outlined. This method allowed the researcher to
build upon findings from the quantitative data gathered, in this case allowing respondents to
state the specific reason for their absence, and attending work while ill. Additionally, the
findings produced would provide a more comprehensive understanding of the research
problem, rather than relying on either quantitative or qualitative approaches alone. A survey
was selected as the most suitable option to collect the primary research for the study.

A survey was chosen as it allowed a significant quantity of data to be collected, enabled greater
extrapolation, and caused minimum disruption to the organisation and their employees. The
survey was dispersed, seeking both qualitative and quantitative data, to capture the frequency,
duration, and nature of the absence, as well as whether employees report for work while ill and
why.

The research objectives of this study were to:

•

Provide a breakdown on the factors which are related to voluntary and involuntary
absence
11

Establish if the demographics of the call centre worker has a bearing on the nature,
frequency and length of absence, as well as their inclination to attend work while ill
Determine the impact, if any, pay has on absenteeism and presenteeism in the call centre
Provide a breakdown on the factors which impact an employee's decision to attend work
while ill
Produce a number of recommendations on the back of the findings to improve
absenteeism and presenteeism in Call Centre X.

1.3

Chapter Outline

Chapter 2, The Literature Review, discusses the existing literature relating to the study. A
definition is initially provided on the concept of absenteeism. Presenteeism and its primary
causes are then outlined. The majority of the research available on presenteeism relates to
findings from the 21st century, with a dearth of literature specific to call centres. Moreover,
absenteeism and its numerous causes are examined, along with the cost implications it may
have for an organisation. Absenteeism rates by industry are analysed, specifically, the rates
produced in the call centre industry in comparison to other industries. Finally, research carried
out on the nature of work within a call centre is discussed. The majority of the rhetoric depicting
the industry in a negative manner.

I'he third chapter. Research Methodology, discusses the objectives, and aim, of the research,
the methodology adopted and the rationale behind the choice. Additionally, the philosophical
assumptions supporting the research carried out and the instrument used to collect the data, a
survey, are described, along with the procedures that are followed to conduct this study.
Finally, the ethical considerations adhered to while carrying out the process, sampling, gaining
access, and the researcher's experience of the study are considered.

Chapter 4, Findings, examines and decodes the data which stemmed from the survey.
Absenteeism rates, lengths, and causes are first discussed. It was found that pay had a
significant bearing on absenteeism rates, and lengths to a lesser extent. Additionally, the causes
relating to presenteeism are assessed, where the lack of paid sick leave is shown to be the most
significant consideration affecting an employee's decision to attend work while ill. The
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influence factors, such as job satisfaction, have on absenteeism is then considered. Finally, the
impact of working hours on absenteeism and presenteeism, is reflected on.

Chapter 5, the final chapter, summarises the key finding of this study. As discussed. Issues
stemming from pay were shown to be a major influence on absenteeism and presenteeism rates
in the call centre. Additionally, it was discovered that in excess of 80% of participants have
attended work while ill in the last 6 months. Many recommendations are proposed on the back
of the key findings. These include a proposal for the HR department to investigate both the
direct and indirect costs associated with its current absenteeism and presenteeism levels, as
granting sick pay could help resolve many of the issues highlighted in the study. The chapter
also outlines the limitations of this research, and identifies future research opportunities.

1.4

Conclusion

This chapter first discussed the background of the study, as well as the rationale behind it. The
aims and objectives were then outlined. Additionally, the chapter provided an overview of the
content of each subsequent chapter. The next chapter. The Literature Review, will discuss the
current literature relating to absenteeism and presenteeism, specific to call centres.
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2.0

Literature Review

2.1

Introduction

The aim of this chapter is to examine current research on absenteeism and presenteeism,
specifically within contact centres. The causes of absenteeism and presenteeism in call centres,
will also be explored. A definition will be provided of both concepts, and the primary causes
associated with both will be examined. The contact centre industry and the nature of work
involved will be reviewed, for the purpose of providing context to the study. A number of
different sources will be analysed in order to gain a better understanding of the topic, as well
as to identify any common trends present in the research available to-date on why employees
withdraw from work and attend work while ill.

2.2

Defining Absenteeism

Absenteeism can be defined simply as an individual’s failure to show for planned work (Johns,
2002). It is, however, a multifaceted phenomenon affected by many social, organisational and
individual influences (Darr & Johns, 2008). Absence is typically categorised into two definite
concepts; voluntary and involuntary absence, and is predominantly associated with two
measures of absence; frequency and duration (Sagie, 1998; Johns, 1992; Hackett & Guion,
1985; Hammer & Landau, 1981; March & Herbert, 1958). Voluntary absenteeism is generally
referred to as an absence which is deemed to be needless and preventable, is under the control
of the person, and has a motivational and attitudinal grounds to its cause (Thomson et al.,
2000). Voluntary absence is commonly correlated to absence frequency, relating to the amount
of spells an individual has been absent for (Thomson et al., 2000). Dissimilar to voluntary
absence, Thomson et al. (2000) state that involuntary absence is thought to be warranted and
unavoidable, caused by illness or incidents beyond the individual’s control, and associated with
absence duration as opposed to spells.

An alternate indicator of absence behaviour, which depicts a clear difference between absence
incidents, is also regularly used, and termed certified and non-certified absence (Kivimaki et
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al., 1997; Marmot el al., 1984). Thomson el al. (2000) propose that this indicator of absence is
more useful in comparison to the voluntary and involuntary model for four reasons,
specifically:

1. There is a clear indication of the total time lost
2. This alternate method specifies the length of the spells of absence (longer spells
requiring a medical certificate)
3. It illustrates when illness is a factor in the absence
4. It provides more validity and objectivity to the distinction as opposed to a designation
by the researcher.

Some authors have been highly critical of the voluntary and involuntary absence distinction.
Atkin and Goodman (1984), for example, argue that this method only records a segment of the
necessary information available, making it unclear as to why it is so extensively used. There is
evidence, however, that voluntary and involuntary absence models are still being used as a
means of distinguishing absence frequency and absence duration. This is apparent in research
conducted by Schaufeli et al. (2009) and Bakker et al. (2003) where similar models were used.

As absenteeism comprises several elements, such as frequency and duration, research suggests
that various processes can influence the frequency and length of the absence (Kohler &
Mathieu, 1993). The majority of empirical research conducted up to the end of the twentieth
century on antecedents of absenteeism can be attributed to two justifications as to why
employees are absent (Johns, 1997). Bakker et al. (2003) suggest that the first explanation for
absence is due to employees wanting to withdraw from unpleasant working conditions, which
subsequently corresponds with the theory of voluntary absenteeism, a notion also supported by
Rhodes and Steers (1990). This withdrawal hypothesis has established that employees who
exhibit minimal job satisfaction and organisational commitment are absent more often than
those who are more content and dedicated (Stansfeld et al., 1999; Sagie, 1998). The second
explanation proposed for absenteeism is that the act of absence is a response to job stress and
a means for coping with the demands of the job, and is not simply a behavioural response to
discontent (Kristensen, 1991). This stress reaction hypothesis has established that job stressors
such as excess workload (Dwyer & Ganster, 1991), emotionally challenging demands (Bakker
et al., 2003), and work-life balance (Goff et al., 1990), in addition to raised burnout levels
(Iverson et al., 1998) are connected with greater rates of absence. This agrees with the concept
15

of involuntary absenteeism as it is linked to an individual's ability to carry out work tasks
(Chadwick-Jones et ai, 1982). While ample research suggests that motivational variables are
more strongly connected to voluntary absenteeism compared to involuntary absenteeism,
Farrell and Stamm (1988), as well as Hackett & Guion (1985), were unable to establish a
connection between the two constructs. This illustrates that the results are not completely
indisputable and further empirical research is required on the subject. In the next section the
dissertation will examine the academic research available to-date on presenteeism, a
phenomenon which will be explored in respect to its main causes.

2.3

Presenteeism and Primary Causes

Presenteeism is defined in the form of productivity lost as a result of employees' reporting for
work unwell and therefore performing less effectively (Cooper & Dewe, 2008). It is claimed
by Lolland el al. (2004) that as the interest in the correlation between employee productivity
and health has grown, the requirement to produce mechanisms to calculate productivity lost
due to poor health has seen equal demand. Unfortunately, there have been problems in
calculating productivity (Ozminkowski et ciL, 2004), as well as establishing a standard metric
for recording presenteeism across various devices (Goetzel et ai, 2004). This does not,
however, detract from the progress that has been made since the concept was originally
developed, according to Lolland et al. (2004). Cooper and Dewe (2008) comment on how the
devices generally attempt to calculate both the scale and cost of presenteeism, based on the
assumption that poor health or a below par state of health affects an employee's productivity.

Several studies on presenteeism have illustrated that it causes greater losses to an organisation
in comparison to the costs associated with absenteeism (Stelzner, 2005), as well as a greater
accumulated productivity loss (Collins et al, 2005). It is recommended by Munro (2007) that
employers record the health status of each employee to counteract this issue, however, the
necessity of managing the request delicately is acknowledged. If an employer is successful in
managing presenteeism effectively, they may create a source of competitive advantage (Hemp,
2004). Johns (2010) discusses how the contributors to the concept of presenteeism emanate
from two diverse geographical sources, in particular:
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1. European scholars of management and occupational health (for example Simpson,
1998; Virtanen et al, 2004)
2. American medical academics, including occupational health practitioners concerned
with the impact of illness on productivity (for example Koopman et al, 2002).

Johns (2010) summarises the disparities between both geographical contributors, stating that
European scholars focus on the frequency of the act of presenteeism as a result of occupational
features and job security, whereas the Americans are more concerned with the productivity
effects of the act, with little regard shown for the causes of attending work ill. Johns (2010)
discusses the lack of unity in terms of a robust definition being available on presenteeism, with
many dissimilarities being depicted by academic scholars, the majority portraying the act itself
in a negative light. Johns (2010) declares that presentee employees are surely more productive
than employees who are absent from work, an observation which demonstrates the need to
review the perception being created of the concept. Indeed, when the possible motives as to
why an employee would attend work while ill are considered, one of the potential reasons may
relate to organisational citizenship behaviours (Organ, 1988). The causes of presenteeism are
largely separated into three categories, specifically:

1. Organisational policies
2. Job design qualities
3. Cultures of presenteeism (Johns, 2010).

Assumptions are usually made in regards to better paid employees being more inclined to
undertake a spell of absence, rather than engage in the act of presenteeism (Johns, 2010). There
is extensive evidence, however, that employees earning higher wages typically present with
presenteeism more frequently (Johns, 1997). This viewpoint is challenged, however, by
Aronsson et al (2000), who determined that occupational groups demonstrating the most
frequent acts of presenteeism were amongst the poorest paid professions. Indeed, a lack of paid
sick leave could encourage presenteeism (Lovell, 2004). Organisational policies designed to
encourage good attendance can also contribute to presenteeism, as well as convert potential
presenteeism into absence, as concerned employees may postpone returning to work too soon,
for fear of incurring a second absent spell (Munir et al, 2007; Grinyer & Singleton, 2000).
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The strategic reduction of the workforce, also referred to as downsizing, may be expected to
encourage absenteeism as a result of damaged work attitudes, perceptions of injustice, violation
of psychological contracts, and stress induced illness (Kammeyer-Mueller et al., 2001).
Equally it may cause a reduction in absenteeism due to fear of job loss, job design alterations,
increased workload, greater competition for promotion and a requirement for visible signs of
commitment (Simpson, 1998). Simpson (1998) further argues that a portion of this
aforementioned increased attendance, must consist of presenteeism. Johns (2010) discusses
how the permanency of employment status impacts presenteeism. Several studies support
Johns' (2010) theory, finding that contingent employees exhibit less sickness absence in
comparison to their permanent counterparts (Gimeno et al., 2004; Benavides et al., 2000).
Interestingly, in a study conducted by Aronsson et al. (2000), permanent employees were more
prone to present for work while ill in comparison to temporary staff, a finding which suggests
further empirical evidence is required in this area (Johns, 2010).

Demerouti et al. (2009) argued that employees in high-demanding jobs are more inclined to
attend work while ill to uphold high performance levels. In their study of nurses, they found
that high job demands were associated with presenteeism and burnout (Demerouti et al., 2009),
a discovery which is intriguing considering job demands are, sometimes, positively and
negatively associated with absenteeism (Smulders & Nijhuis, 1999). Research on presenteeism
has also studied the impact of needing to catch up on one's workload upon returning to work
from an absence (Johns, 2010). It was found by Aronsson et al. (2000) that employees are more
prone to attend work while ill when they know work will build up should they take sick leave.
McKevitt et al. (1997) corroborate this theory, finding in their study that physicians cited a
lack of backup as a major reason for not using sick leave. Johns (2010) declares that selfmanaged teams may be more prone to presenteeism, an argument supported by Barker (1993),
who discovered in a study of a self-managed assembly team, an obsession with attendance.
Additionally, Grinyer and Singleton (2000) reported in their study of a UK public sector office
that a change in the teamwork arrangement, was a contributing factor in presenteeism.

The development of absence cultures which operate at a communal level have been suggested
to account for a variance in individual attendance (Nicholson & Johns, 1985; Chadwick-Jones
et al., 1982). Dew et al. (2005) found, in their research of a public hospital, that the existence
of a "battleground" culture which featured tribal identity, professional identity, and institutional
allegiances, encouraged presenteeism. In the same study conducted in a private hospital, a
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strong sense of teamwork and loyalty to their colleagues resulted in attendance despite of
illness (Dew et al., 2005). In a similar vein, Simpson (1998) found evidence of a "competitive
presenteeism" culture in a study of organisations which have experienced downsizing.
Simpson's (1998) research illustrated a culture that demanded long working hours, the
relinquishment of rest time after business trips and working while ill.

In a report examining the absence management practices of 1,000 HR professionals, it was
found that almost three-quarters of respondents witnessed presenteeism in their organisation in
the last 12 months, with 30% of respondents noticing an increase in presenteeism from the
previous year (CIPD, 2016). It was also found that presenteeism was most prevalent in
organisations which nurtured a long working-hours culture, and where operational demands
took precedence over employee wellbeing.

The bulk of the literature available on presenteeism has emerged from the medical sector (Patel
ef al., 2012; Aronsson et ai, 2000). Research on the topic in general is relatively thin (Johns,
2010). Patel et al. (2012) make the point that the root causes of presenteeism are not always
medical and other factors such as work-life balance, possible conflict with a supervisor, and
financial difficulties may also play a part in productivity loss. As discussed in Chapter 1,
D'Abate and Eddy (2007) describe another form of presenteeism, separate to medical motives,
where employees go to work but spend a portion of their day engaging in non-work related
activities. Examples of such behaviour includes:

1. E-mailing friends and family
2. Surfing the internet
3. Paying personal bills
4. Making personal appointments (D'Abate & Eddy, 2007).

Non-work related presenteeism can be amalgamated into three life domains, specifically:

1. Work issues that relate to an individual’s job
2. Family issues that relate to home life
3. Leisure issues that involve recreational activities outside of work (D'Abate, 2005).
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It is argued by Friedman et cil (1998) that helping employees balance their work and personal
lives can result in greater organisational commitment, trust, loyalty, effort, and performance.
D'Abate and Eddy (2007) speculate that the need for a greater work-life balance may be one of
the primary reasons as to why employees engage in non-work related activities. This point is
further expanded upon, with Belanger and Van Slyke (2002) suggesting that there may be some
benefits in allowing employees participate in non-work connected undertakings. This puts
organisations in a predicament: should this form of presenteeism be ignored if it does not affect
the worker's overall productivity (Wan et al., 2014)? In regards to the literature available on
presenteeism within the contact centre industry, as discussed in Chapter 1, Rothmann (2009)
comments that call centre work is typically categorised by high levels of turnover, burnout and
presenteeism but no reference is made to its causes specific to the contact centre industry. The
next section will examine the causes of absenteeism in the contact centre industry and the
factors which influence it.

2.4

Causes and Rates of Absenteeism

Research focused on call centres has suggested that a number of factors lead to job stress and
invariably give rise to absenteeism (Hillier et al., 2005; Taylor & Bain, 1999; Knights &
McCabe, 1998). Such factors include:

1. Lack of autonomy
2. Occupation stress
3. Excessive monitoring
4. Insufficient coaching and training
5. Emotional labour (Taylor & Bain, 1999).

It was established by Deery et al. (2002) that the use of scripts in call centres, as well as the
nature of the work, leads to emotional fatigue. Emotional fatigue has been found to be a critical
element of burnout, which in turn predicts absenteeism (Deery et al, 2002). Burnout is often
described as a lengthy response to severe emotional and interpersonal on the job stressors, and
is expressed by three components; exhaustion, scepticism, and inefficacy (Maslach et al.,
2001). Job repetitiveness and low levels of autonomy are thought to be a feature of call centre
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work and subsequently believed to impact absence frequency and intention to quit (Bain &
Taylor, 2000). Interestingly, Singh (2000) discovered that task control, a comparable concept
to autonomy, was the most vital factor in reducing burnout. Wharton (1993) states that non
expression of negative emotions, due to lack of autonomy by customer service agents, can have
serious psychological effects and the chance to converse more naturally with customers can
lessen burnout. The ramifications resulting from burnout are extensive for both the employee
and employer, often leading to significant costs owing to absenteeism, turnover, and reduced
job performance (Das, 2012).

It is argued by Holdsworth and Cartwright (2003) that a decrease in job related stress and an
increase in job satisfaction are two possible results of empowerment in the organisation, a
concept which autonomy features. Deery and Kinnie (2002) discuss how employees who
experience greater job autonomy could be anticipated to find emotional labour considerably
less stressful. The relationship between customer aggression, burnout, and absenteeism is
explored by Grandey el al. (2004). If customer aggression is connected to burnout, then an
employee may require a day off from work to reinstate lost resources, as a result of the frequent
hostile interactions (Muraven & Baumcister, 2000). There is research available which indicates
that not all people who work in stressful environments, such as call centres, are prone to
experience burnout (Layman & Guyden, 1997). Personality type has been acknowledged as a
consideration that may affect whether an individual experiences burnout (Sawyen' et al, 2009).

The influence electronic monitoring and job design have on employee well-being and job
satisfaction was discussed by Batt and Moynihan (2002). Electronic monitoring has been found
to be connected with employee discontent and stress (Carayon, 1993). Alder (1998) claims that
monitoring is threatening to employees as any information obtained may impact their pay, or
relationships, with colleagues. In contrast, Chalykoff and Kochan (1989) found that the
effective use of constructive feedback was positively associated with an employee's
contentment towards the monitoring system, which subsequently led to job satisfaction. Grant
and Higgins (1991) argue that the employees benefit from the monitoring as the feedback they
receive from their line managers allows them to acquire new skills. Holman (2003) supports
the argument, stating that feedback generated from performance monitoring can have positive
effects on employee well-being. In contrast, Deery et al (1999) claim that the combination of
direct contact with the customer, an emphasis on quality of service, and a closely monitored
work environment can lead to emotional burnout and high employee attrition. Research on call
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centre work, conducted by Korczynski et al. (2000), reported that performance monitoring was
largely accepted but its acceptance was heavily dependent on the style of supervision
employed.

The motivational interventions at call centres that influence employee satisfaction should
incorporate the recruitment and training processes in these businesses (Townsend, 2007).
Adomaitiene and Slatkeviciene (2008) comment on the need for greater focus on planning
motivational interventions, such as training, coaching, recognition, and job design in the call
centre industry in order to improve an employee’s intrinsic motivation, a contributing factor in
voluntary absenteeism (Thomson et al, 2000). Research focused on contact centres has
established that inadequate coaching and training, and a lack of team leader support can
conduce to job stress, depression, emotional exhaustion and anxiety (Bakker e?/ al, 2003).
Bartlett (2001) discovered a positive association between workplace training and
organisational commitment, and determined that training and development contributes to
desired workplace attitudes which may subsequently impact behaviours such as absenteeism
and turnover. Interestingly, Schlesinger and Heskett (1991) take an alternative view on
training's link to turnover and absenteeism, declaring dissatisfaction amongst employees leads
to high turnover and absenteeism, which subsequently leads to poor training and rewards, thus
resulting in poor customer service.

The emotional display of employees is an essential and vital aspect of the service provided by
call centre workers, and the effort involved in managing their emotions has been termed
emotional labour (Hochschild, 1983). Studies generally demonstrate that the consequences of
emotional labour can be both positive and negative for the employee. Zapf et al (1999), for
example, determined that the obligation to express positive emotions was correlated to feelings
of both personal achievement and emotional exhaustion. One aspect of emotional labour,
labelled emotional dissonance, has been, however, steadily related to poorer well-being (Zapf
et al., 1999; Hochschild, 1983). Emotional dissonance is defined as the difference between
what an employee is obligated to express by the organisation and what they actually feel
(Holman et al, 2002). Additionally, employees who find themselves in a state of dissonance
can experience anxiety (Carver et al, 1996), while continued and constant feelings of
dissonance may lead to depression and damage to an individual’s self-esteem (Bandura, 1997).
It is suggested by Deery et al (2002) that the idiosyncratic experience of handling calls is the
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principal factor which affects emotional labour, subsequently leading to emotional exhaustion
and employee withdrawal.

Holman (2003), in contrast, discusses the research which has been conducted on the factors
which have a positive effect on employee well-being. These include:

1. Job autonomy
2. A performance appraisal which encourages development
3. Supportive management and HR practices (Holman, 2003).

If an organisation fails to provide the above prerequisites, the business may experience
unfavourable outcomes such as high absenteeism and turnover (Holman, 2003). High
absenteeism and turnover can often be symptoms of poor employee engagement and well
being, and subsequently lead to increased costs for the organisation (Workman & Bommer,
2004). It is argued by Workman & Bommer (2004) that negative employee attitudes caused by
negative experiences in work, create reduced productivity, poor customer service, higher
attrition and absenteeism, which in turn impacts the company's bottom line. The effect
aggressive changes in technology have on the role of the customer service representative is
assessed by Bagnara and Marti (2001), commenting specifically on the changes the role has
experienced, with little consideration given to the job requirements. It is further argued that
organisations have responded to these additional responsibilities by continuing to provide poor
financial offerings and positions, hence resulting in high absenteeism and turnover (Bagnara &
Marti, 2001).

The correlation between personality factors, service performance, absenteeism, and intent to
quit are considered in research carried out by Sawyerr et al. (2009). It was discovered that
conscientiousness and an internal locus of control had an unfavourable association with
absenteeism, while surprisingly, agreeableness and emotional stability were positively related
to absenteeism. Sawyerr et al. (2009) deliberate that a possible reason for this finding may be
that workers who are emotionally stable put their wellbeing as a priority and take time off when
they feel it is required. Judge et al. (1999) suggest agreeable individuals could be prepared to
sacrifice their job success in a bid to satisfy others. Research illustrates that motivational
variables, such as job satisfaction, are more strongly associated to voluntary absenee, measured
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by frequency, in comparison to involuntary absence, measured by duration (Steel, 2003;
Thomson et al., 2000).

A longitudinal study conducted in Holland which surveyed 201 call centre managers
considered the association between absence types and predictors of absence (Schaufeli et al.,
2009). The findings from the study concluded that burnout is linked to involuntary absence,
and thus led to longer spells of absence, while engagement is linked to voluntary absence and
frequency. The notion that there is a positive correlation between burnout and involuntary
absenteeism is supported by Firth and Britton (1989), as well as Saxton et al. (1991). It should,
however, be recognised that the managers surveyed as part of the research carried out by
Schaufeli et al. (2009) did not suffer any loss of income as a result of their absence. Such an
outcome would predominantly influence the absence frequency result, due to its relationship
with employee motivation (Johns, 1997).

The essential components required to improve employee attrition and absence, and also
enhance customer retention is deliberated by Hutchinson et al. (2000). Research illustrated that
improved payment conditions, recruitment and selection, training and coaching, and
technology resulted in high operating costs, subsequently leading to superior employee
satisfaction, greater customer retention and reduced costs due to a drop in employee turnover
and absence (Hutchinson et al., 2000).

I'here are many reasons, other than illness, as to why employees do not report for scheduled
work (IBEC, 2011). These can include issues such as perceived job inequity or the existence
of an absence culture which encourages or discourages good attendance (IBEC, 2011). An
employee's perception of inequity is a recognised predictor of absence and turnover (Mowday,
1991). Employees who are of the opinion that they are experiencing inequity, will feel the need
to restore the imbalance, which can be achieved through permanent withdrawal, or by
temporary withdrawal, in the form of absenteeism (Van Yperen & Hagedoom, 1996). The
impact of an absence culture has already been examined in respect to its effect on presenteeism
in the dissertation. An absence culture refers to the extent to which there is uniformity or a
mutual understanding amongst group members in regards to an acceptable pattern of absence
(Xie & Johns, 2000). The nature of the absence culture will be contingent upon the salience of
the culture of the group, as well as the level of trust enjoyed by its members (Nicholson &
Johns, 1985). Dalton and Enz (1987) discuss the factors that contribute and preserve an absence
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culture in an organisation, specifically, the impact longstanding senior co-workers' views have
on acceptable behaviour. In the event of a new employee joining the company, they will often
be advised what is acceptable in terms of behaviour and will frequently conform in order to
feel comfortable and accepted in the group. Management's indifference towards absenteeism,
as well as a lack of formal policies, can encourage the development and perpetuation of an
absence culture (Dalton and Enz,1987). Allebeck and Mastekaasa (2004) commented that
definitions surrounding absence culture are somewhat unclear, with the majority of the research
including all forms of absenteeism, hence preventing the differentiation of sickness
absenteeism.

Research carried out on absenteeism has illustrated that the best predictor of absence is last
year's absence rates (Harrison & Martocchio, 1998; Steel, 1990). In a survey administered to
600 organisations in Ireland, it was discovered that companies yielded an average absence rate
of 2.58%, equating to 5.98 days of absence per employee per year (IBEC, 2011). In the same
survey, examining contrasts across the different industries, the highest average absence rate
was recorded in contact centres, producing an absence rate of 3.67%, with the lowest rate
appearing in the software services sector, yielding a rate of 1.56% (IBEC, 2011). The CIPD
(2016) also administered a similar survey, as discussed in the presenteeism section of the
dissertation, which found that the average level of employee absence amounted to 6.3 days per
employee per year. In respect to industry absence rate performance, local and central
government managed to take the spoils in terms of the worst performing industry, with contact
centres producing a favourable absence rate of 5.3 days lost per employee per year (CIPD,
2016). An earlier report published by The Small Firms Association (2014), illustrated that the
average absenteeism rate for a large business in Ireland is 2.34% or 5.4 days per employee per
year, whereas businesses who have less than 50 employees experienced a rate of 2.06% or 4.7
days.

The costs associated with absenteeism have been mentioned sporadically in the literature
review chapter. IBEC (2011) refers to the most widely used components utilised in calculating
the direct costs of an absence. These include:

1. Company sick pay scheme
2. Replacement for employee
3. Overtime
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4. Medical referrals (IBEC, 2011).

An attempt was also made to capture the indirect costs associated with employee absenteeism.
These include but are not limited to:

1. Negative effect on productivity
2. Negative effect on quality
3. Admin / HR time in managing absence
4. Increased work pressure on colleagues (IBEC, 2011).

I'he costs connected with the recruitment and training of additional staff, financial penalties
incurred as a result of reduced productivity caused by absenteeism, and decreased engagement
and morale caused by poor attendance, should be considered when calculating the indirect costs
of absence (Huczynski & Fitzpatrick, 1989). The average cost of absence is €818 per annum
for each employee (IBEC, 2011). Conversely, the Confederation of British Industry (2010)
discovered that the average direct cost of absence was £595 per employee, which is the
equivalent of €675. This accounted for a total loss to the economy of £16.8 billion in 2009
(Confederation of British Industry, 2010). The Small Firms Association (2014) estimates the
direct costs of absenteeism to small businesses in Ireland as €490 million per annum, and close
to €1 billion when considering all the indirect costs involved. Also in the UK, the CIPD (2016)
reported an average annual cost of absence as £522 per employee. There was no data, however,
provided specific to the contact centre industry, therefore proving impossible to provide a
comparison between industries. The contact centre industry and the essence of the work, will
next be discussed, in order to provide some context to the dissertation.

2.5

The Nature of Work in a Contact Centre

The terms call centre and contact centre will be used interchangeably throughout the literature
review, as both refer to the same entity. A call centre is defined as a function within an
organisation, where the staff carry out business via phone, typically operating in a computer
automated environment (Gilmore & Moreland, 2000). A call centre is usually correlated to a
quantity obsessed work environment, characterised by their high employee turnover (Deery &
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Kinnie, 2003). The human element of the job is frequently ignored, with a heavy relianee plaeed
on statistics to gauge an employee's performance, often resulting in organisations putting an
emphasis on whafs easily measured instead of focusing on vital performance indicators (Call
Centre Management, 2000).

A plethora of research conducted on call centres, portray them in a negative light, comparing
them to sweatshops (Richardson et al, 2000), or battery farms (Crome, 1998). The stress
triggered due to the repetitive nature of the work, in addition to managing a high volume of
challenging calls is reflected on by Wallace et al. (2000). This point is elaborated on by
Robinson (2006), commenting that the work is disjointed, meticulously monitored, highly
regimented, low skilled, demanding, poorly compensated and typified by its unsociable work
shifts. Often, comparisons are made to the model advocated by Frederick Taylor, equating call
centres to an advanced version of the production efficiency model (Knights & McCabe, 1998).
It is argued by Marr and Parry (2004) that as a result of this regressive approach that contact
centres often miss the important connection between employee and customer satisfaction,
quality of service offered, and profitability. Michel (2001) deduces that is not surprising
absenteeism and turnover are challenges for many organisations in the industry.

It is argued that not all jobs within the industry are identical (Frenkel et al., 1998). Often, in
the same business, jobs vary considerably in terms of their nature (Batt, 2000). This argument
is supported by a number of authors who state the industry is not the same in tenns of job
offerings (Townsend, 2007; Holman et al., 2007). It has been suggested that this variance has
been caused due to the introduction of technology to compliment the work and strategies
developed, in order to operate competitively (Moss et al., 2008).

The apparent constant conflict between efficiency and quality of service in contact centres is
deliberated by Wallace et al. (2000). In their study of four call centres, attrition was considered
a means to tackle the issue of efficiency and quality of service, and was subsequently branded
the sacrificial human resource strategy. A designation afforded due to the strategy's necessity
to forfeit the workers' motivation and enthusiasm in order to realise the required objectives. An
organisation must possess four key attributes if they want to execute the aforementioned HR
strategy, specifically:

1. An adept recruitment process
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2. Proficiency at selecting motivated and capable employees
3. Competent at creating easily understood work processes
4. An ability to excel at examining the performance of their staff, as well as having a large
pool of human capital at their disposal (Wallace et al, 2000).

Research carried out by Connell and Hannif (2009) analyse the quality of work life deviations
between an in-house and outsourced call centre in Australia, determining that the in-house call
centre fared poorer in comparison to its outsourced counterpart, though the scope of the study
did not include absenteeism. Research which surveyed 406 call centre organisations in Canada,
particularly the effect of lower pay on outsourced businesses, did, however, discover
outsourced organisations suffered higher quit rates and absenteeism due to the poorer
compensation offerings, in comparison to their in-house counterparts (Van Jaarsveld &
Yanadori, 2011). It is important to note, in the study conducted by Van Jaarsveld and Yanadori
(2011), that there is a strong possibility of systematic and unsystematic biases due to the
reliance of a single respondent from each organisation (Barber & Bretz, 2000).

The variations in service management and employment strategies between outsourced, inhouse, and Indian offshore call centres is explored by Batt et cil. (2005). Interestingly, the
outsourced eall centres produced the worst outcomes from a managerial viewpoint, in
comparison to their two counterparts, with staff possessing lower levels of edueation and
problem solving opportunities. In the same study it was found that turnover was the lowest in
the in-house call centres, while absenteeism was highest in the outsourced organisations (Batt
et al, 2005). The final section will provide a conelusion on the content covered in the literature
review.

2.6

Conclusion

This chapter provided a definition on the concept of absenteeism and presenteeism by
examining the current literature in articles, books, journals and reports, specifically focusing
on content which centred on the contact centre industry. Absenteeism and its numerous causes
were initially examined, along with presenteeism and its main contributing factors. Finally,
research carried out on the nature of work within a call centre was discussed, the majority of it
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portraying the industry in a negative manner. The next ehapter, Research Methodology, will
discuss the research objectives of the dissertation, the methodology adopted and the rationale
behind the choice.
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3.0

Research Methodology

3.1

Introduction

This Research Methodology chapter will discuss the objectives of the research, the
methodology adopted and the rationale behind the choice. The chapter will also present the
philosophical assumptions supporting the research carried out. The instrument used to collect
the data is described, along with the procedures that were followed to conduct this study. Lastly,
the ethical considerations followed while carrying out the process, the sample used, gaining
access, and a brief outline of the researcher's experience of the study will be discussed.

3.2

Research Question, Aims and Objectives

Research is described by Kothari (2004) as an original contribution to the current literature, for
the purpose of its enhancement. Rajasekar et al. (2013) state that research is a rational and
methodical search for new and useful information on a specific topic. Research methods are all
the methods and techniques used in the carrying out of research (Kothari, 2004). Research
methodology, however, is defined as a methodical way to resolve an issue, basically it is a
science of examining how research is conducted (Rajasekar et al., 2013), and takes into
consideration the logic behind the research methods adopted (Bhattacharyya, 2006).

I'he Research Question of this study is: What are The Leading Factors Associated with

Absenteeism and Presenteeism in a Call Centre?' Research questions deal with the input and
direction of a study, provide a definition of what the study is centred on and reveal the curiosity
of the researcher (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2013). Devising a good research question involves
defining the topic, clarifying the domain of the research, conveying the purpose of the study
and deciding on the type of research question adopted (Alvesson & Sandberg, 2013). Other
considerations are also required such as the how the experience of the researcher and the
background of the study may impact the formulation of the research question (Van de Ven,
2007). This is increasingly pertinent due to the shortage of interesting and influential studies
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being conducted across many disciplines (Richardson & Slife, 2011). Although submissions
have increased, big impact papers remain difficult to come by (Clark & Wright, 2009).

The aim of this research is to outline the causes which contribute to absenteeism and
presenteeism in Call Centre X. A research aim is a declaration about what the study intends on
achieving and is often confused with the expected outcome of the study, for example, to provide
information relating to best practice (Curtis & Drennan, 2013). An aim is generally broad,
articulates what the researcher needs to know and forms the overall purpose as to why the study
is being conducted (Thomson, 2014). Research objectives, however, specify in greater detail
the particular issues the study plans to examine, building on the topic outlined in the research
aim (Thomas & Hodges, 2010). The research objectives of this study are to:

•

Provide a breakdown on the factors which are linked to voluntary and involuntary
absence

•

Determine if the demographics of the call centre worker has a bearing on the nature,
frequency and length of absence, as well as their propensity to attend work while ill

•

Establish the impact, if any, pay has on absenteeism and presenteeism in the call centre

•

Provide a breakdown on the factors which intluence an employee's decision to attend
work while ill

•

Produce a number of recommendations on the back of the findings to improve
absenteeism and presenteeism in Call Centre X.

The research methods available to the researcher, will next be considered in detail.

3.3

Research Methods

A researcher is required to question their own thinking and actions, and learn to scrutinise their
own beliefs to the same degree they would analyse other beliefs (Gouldner, 1970). As a result
of engaging in this process, the researcher will be in a better position to validate their
methodical choice, data collection procedures and means of analysis (Saunders et al., 2009). It
is imperative that all research methods are examined, with only the most appropriate methods
selected, contingent upon on what will yield the most accurate findings. This argument is
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supported by Anderson (2013), who states it is vital to attain and examine as much information
as possible, due to the contribution various sources make to the research process. The two
major types of data accessible in research are subsequently referred to; primary and secondary
(Anderson, 2013).

Secondary data is data which has been gathered previously by an entity other than the
researcher, which as a result is much easier and cheaper to gather (Kumar, 2014). The
limitations associated with this data are, it may not be the exact information required by the
researcher, and there is uncertainty in regards to its accuracy (Heath & Coombs, 2005). The
source of the secondary data also may not provide adequate supporting material to allow the
researcher to assess the quality of the data (Cavusgil & Riesenberger, 2009). Secondary data,
however, often helps define the agenda for primary research by identifying research questions
which have yet to be answered (Stewart & Kamins, 1993). fhe purpose of primary research,
therefore, is to plug any holes in existing knowledge (Stewart & Kamins, 1993). Sources of
secondary data typically include published and unpublished papers available via textbooks,
online articles and books (Saunders et al., 2009). Primary data is data which has been gathered
via research techniques such as focus groups, surveys, observations, case studies and interviews
(Kumar, 2014). It is typically an original, first-hand account of an event or time period,
gathered during or close to the event in question, and factual based as opposed to interpretive
(Gaillet & Eble, 2015). Primary and secondary research share the same methods, the key
difference being whether the data is original or pre-existing (Heath & Coombs, 2005). The
secondary data has already been compiled in the Literature Review chapter of the dissertation.
The primary and secondary data will be drawn upon to allow the specified research objectives
to be achieved.

Quantitative research is empirical research that involves the gathering of numerical information
in an attempt to comprehend an issue through the analysis of numbers (Punch, 2014). Generally
quantitative research depends upon an extensive number of respondents to take part, and
consists of surveys and observations as a data source (Punch, 2014). Qualitative research is
simply empirical research that requires the gathering of non-numerical information (Punch,
2014). It is much more difficult to interpret in comparison to quantitative research (Fortune et
al., 2013) and its methods consist of interviews, focus groups, personal experiences, and visual
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texts (Denzin & Lincoln, 1994). Quantitative research is particularly concerned with causation,
measurement, extrapolation, and can be traced back to its science origins (Bryman, 2003). In
qualitative research, it is the researcher's responsibility to ensure the data is not contaminated
through personal involvement with the research subjects (Glesne & Peshkin, 1992). Qualitative
research is concerned with the opinion of the individual being studied, the importance of
context, and can be credited to its epistemological origins (Bryman, 2003). It is, however,
important to note that both forms of research can and do have autonomy from their
epistemological foundations (Brannen, 2017). Both types of research may also be utilised in
conjunction with one another to plug any gaps in knowledge which arise, as all issues may not
be addressed by relying solely on a quantitative or qualitative study (Brannen, 2017).

This alternative research method, separate to quantitative and qualitative research is known as
mixed-methods research. Greene et al. (1989) define mixed-methods research as a method
which includes at least one quantitative method and one qualitative method, where neither style
of method is correlated to any specific research paradigm. Teddlie and fashakkori (1998)
simply define mixed-methods as the amalgamation of quantitative and qualitative in the
methodology of research. One advantage associated with this method is it provides a means to
bind the strengths of both quantitative and qualitative research, while counteracting against its
respective weaknesses (Creswell & Clark, 2018). Additionally, researchers are in a position to
utilise all tools of data collection available, as opposed to being limited to the types usually
connected with quantitative or qualitative researeh (Creswell & Clark, 2018). Mixed-methods
research was determined to be the most prudent choice from the research methods available,
based on the research objectives outlined. This method will allow the researcher to build upon
findings from the quantitative data gathered, in this case allowing respondents to state the
specific reason for their absence, attending work while ill, and differences in contracted hours
worked. In addition to this, the findings produced will provide a more comprehensive
understanding of the research problem, rather than relying on either quantitative or qualitative
approaches alone.

The potential impact research paradigms have on the accuracy and consequently the overall
findings of a study, is debated by Easterby-Smith et al. (2012). It is argued that there are three
reasons behind its importance, specifically:
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1. It will assist in defining how the data should be collated and examined
2. A thorough understanding of the philosophies can determine which research designs
will function
3. It will support the researcher in creating research designs outside of their own
experience (Easterby-Smith et al., 2012).

A research paradigm is described as a perspective understood of research, which is grounded
on a set of shared assumptions, thoughts, values and practices (Johnson & Christensen, 2012).
It is these assumptions or ways of knowing which influence the researcher's exploration and
pursuit of the set out objectives (Brink el al., 2006). Research on the topic indicates there are
five paradigms in existence, however, three are generally discussed in detail in the literature;
positivism, post-positivism, and interpretivism. The differences between positivism and
interpretivism are discussed by Remenyi el al. (1998), explaining that positivists are concerned
with the facts and figures, stressing the necessity of an impartial scientific method to be
adopted, while interpret!vists are concerned with observations and their consequences. PostPositivism lies between both positivism and interpretivism in terms of research philosophies
(Grix, 2010). Post-Positivism is centred on the belief that a truthful reality exists but our
understanding is restricted by the prejudices we hold (Bachman & Schutt, 2008). Anderson
(2013) argues that the exploration of research can be carried out from both a positivist or
Interpretivist viewpoint, claiming that both paradigms have a different philosophical position
to one another resulting in two data reference points; qualitative and quantitative.

The researcher will adopt a positivist research philosophy, which is especially pertinent
considering the importance of being objective in collecting and interpreting the data
(Dudovskiy, 2018). It is, however, important to be aware of the shortcomings associated with
said philosophy. Research findings in positivism studies are purely descriptive and may lack
insight into profound issues (Dudovskiy, 2018). There is also an insistence, associated with
positivism, upon perfect conditions for research, which may not always be feasible (Dowding,
1995). The primary research collection method adopted, will next be discussed.
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3.4

The Survey

When evaluating which data source collection method to use to gather the primary data for the
dissertation, there are various considerations which need to be made, these include the
respective advantages and disadvantages associated with each option. For the purpose of
highlighting the advantages associated with surveys as a form of descriptive research, the term
survey will also encompass questionnaires as a data collection method, as in many disciplines
the terms are used synonymously (Greener, 2011). A survey is a form of research design which
takes a cross-sectional approach, and can be carried out via a questionnaire (Greener, 2011). In
terms of advantages, surveys allow for a large sample size to be reached in a short period of
time, with relatively little cost to the researcher (McNabb, 2015). Additional advantages
include, the customisation and flexibility permitted in achieving the research objectives
(McNabb, 2015), whereas Kumar (2014) draws attention to the anonymity provided with
surveys, which can often lead to more accurate information being supplied by the respondents.
The disadvantage with this approach is that the questions cannot be explained to the
participants, meaning they can be interpreted incorrectly, resulting in inaccurate data to be
gathered (Kumar 2014). It is, therefore, critical that the questions are well-defined and easily
understood (Srivastava & Rego, 2008). Other disadvantages include, the possibility of a large
number of respondents quitting midway and its typical poor response rate (Ritter & Sue, 2012).
McCormack and Hill (1997) state while inaccuracies cannot always be prevented, the more
metieulously a survey is planned, designed and carried out, the less likely it will affect the
veracity of the data.

Upon careful consideration, a survey has been selected as the preferred choice to collect the
primary research for the study, as this method will allow a large quantity of information to be
gathered, enable greater extrapolation of the findings, and ensure minimum impact to the
organisation and their employees. The survey will be distributed, seeking both qualitative and
quantitative data, to capture the frequency, duration, and nature of the absence, as well as
whether employees report for work while ill and why. Call Centre X will be supplied with the
survey, requesting that their staff answer the proposed questions. A full list of the questions
can be found in the appendix of the study. The sample size utilised in the study and the means
of gaining access, will next be discussed.
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3.5

The Sample and Gaining Access

Often, in studies, the population may be small enough to justify the inclusion of them all in the
research (Onyiuke, 2005). The majority of the time, however, the effected population is too
large to include all pertinent parties. The subsequent percentage of the population that is
actually studied is called the sample (Nworgu, 1991). Wheeler and Holloway (2002) maintain
that sample size does not influence the importance or quality of the study, and note that there
are no recommendations in defining sample sizes in qualitative research. While Saunders et al.
(2009) state the size of the sample may impact the significance of the relationship between
variables of the study. A small sample size may not be representative and too large a sample
size may illustrate the existence of a non-significant relationship (Saunders ct al., 2009).
Sampling generally continues until no new information is being produced (Holloway, 1997).

In this study the researcher sought the permission of Call Centre X to distribute the survey to
its call centre workers. This process involved contacting the company's HR department via
email where the research aims and objectives, and research method opted for, were outlined.
Once the survey questions were finalised, a copy was then sent for their perusal. Approval was
granted and a subsequent letter was sent from the company, confirming the same in writing.
The survey was open to entry level staff, varying degrees of management, and all support
departments within the call centre. The survey was made available to all of its 2,000 employees,
which 209 staff responded to. Out of the 209 respondents, 89.95% completed all of the
questions that were required to be answered and 10.05% either exited the survey halfway or
have not attempted to answer some of the questions.

The original intention was to complete a comparison between an outsourced and in-house call
centre on absenteeism and presenteeism, but this proved impossible due to difficulties in
gaining permission from organisations within the industry to participate. This aspect of the
study will be discussed in greater detail in Chapter 5. As discussed, one of the biggest
disadvantages of using a survey is the lack of responses generally received. The poor response
rate was compounded by the means in which the survey was made available; the company's
intranet page. Employees did not receive any communication on to how to participate in the
study, meaning the researcher was heavily reliant on contacts within the organisation to raise
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awareness. The survey was designed so the list of questions was not exhaustive, the statements
and questions were written in plain English, and some sensitive questions were not made
mandatory. The survey was first piloted by friends and family to highlight any possible
misunderstandings, as well as reviewed by the dissertation supervisor to improve the validity
of the findings.

The demographic traits of the participants allow the researcher to establish whether there is a
link or relationship between employee demographics and frequency, duration, nature and cause
of absence, as well as whether employees report for work while ill and why. The age
distribution of the respondents is illustrated in Table 3.1.

Table 3.1: Age Group of Respondents
ANSWER CHOICES

18-24

RESPONSES

27.88%

▼

25-34

44.71%

93

<r

35-44

12.50%

20

-r

45-54

9,13%

)9

-

55-64

5.29%

n

w

65-t-

0,48%

1
208

TOTAL

Participants were asked to indicate their gender by placing a tick next to the relevant option
provided, male, female, or other. All 209 participants responded. The gender composition of
the participants was 54.07% female, 45.45% male, and 0.48% identified themselves as other.
Full breakdown can be found in Table 3.2.

Table 3.2: Gender of Respondents
ANSWER CHOICES

RESPONSES

▼

Female

54.07%

113

-r

Male

45.45%

95

Other

0.48%

TOTAL

1
209
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Organisation tenure was formulated and respondents were asked to specify the number of years
spent with the company based on six options available. All 209 participants responded, with
over half of respondents, 55.98%, possessing a tenure of 2 years or less. Table 3.3 illustrates
the split across the six options.

Table 3.3: Organisation Tenure
ANSWER CHOICES

RESPONSES

Less than 6 months

14.83%

31

6 months to less than a year

16.75%

35

▼

1-2 years

24.40%

51

▼

3-4 years

29.19%

61

'T

5-6 years

4.78%

10

▼

More than 6 years

10.05%

21

TOTAL

209

Participants were also asked to indicate their employment status based on six choices, which
all 209 participants responded, with 90.91% revealing they were employed on a full time basis.
The remaining responses consisted of 8.13% part-time employees, and 0.96% of staff
employed on fixed-term contracts, the additional three options were not relevant to the sample
surveyed. The role the employee holds within the organisation is considered, lastly, as part of
the demographic makeup. This question received a response rate of 100%, with 72.73% of
respondents representing front-line staff, with a further 13.39%, or 28 staff, marking the 'other'
option and inputting a role which is akin to a call centre advisor. This is interesting in terms of
people not wanting to be perceived as entry level call centre workers although their roles are
similar. The remaining 5 participants belonging to the 'other' category consisted of roles within
various support departments. Table 3.4 demonstrates the full breakdown across all roles.
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Table 3.4: Organisation Role
ANSWER CHOICES

RESPONSES

W

Call Centre Advisor

72.73%

152

'W

Team Leader/Manager/Supervisor

6.70%

14

'V

Operations Manager/ Middle Management

0.96%

2

w

Upper Management

0.00%

0

w

HR/ L&D/ Recruitment/Resource Planning/ IT

3.83%

8

w

Other (please specify)

15.79%

33

TOTAL

Responses

209

As outlined in the researeh objectives section of the chapter, the study aimed to ascertain if the
demographics of call centre workers have a bearing on the nature, frequency and length of
absence, as well as their propensity to attend work while ill. Upon a thorough review of the
findings, a correlation of any significance was not found. The procedure followed for analysing
the data will next be discussed.

3.6

Data Analysis

This study utilised a mixed-methods research approach, collecting the primary data via a
survey. The secondary data was compiled in the Titerature Review chapter of the dissertation.
Quantifiable inferences were drawn from the quantitative data collected in the survey, while
the qualitative data was analysed individually piece by piece, checking for any themes, patterns
or significant relationships, which are discussed in Chapters 4 and 5. In qualitative studies
where the data is typically narrative, data analysis involves a labelling strategy through coding
(Maxwell, 2013). Coding strategies are a way of categorising the descriptive data gathered so
it can be separated into specific topics (Bogdan & Biklen, 2007). As this study also contains
quantitative data, numerical data produced was explored statistically, testing for a link between
the different variables. The responses collected from the online survey have been evaluated
using the embedded tool from Survey Monkey. The data was analysed initially by reviewing
the findings from each question, assessing what implications this had for Call Centre X, and
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investigating whether the secondary data corroborated the results collated. The data was further
deduced to themes and then interpreted. The themes that emerged from the analysis included:

•

Absence rates, duration, and reasons

•

Presenteeism and its causes

•

Absenteeism and its causes

•

Impact of working hours on absenteeism and presenteeism.

These themes were analysed further in order to establish the research objectives and
conclusively answer the research question. The importance of reliability, validity and ethics in
research, will next be discussed.

3.7

Reliability, Validity and Ethics

The data gathered using the selected research method is meaningless, if the information
collated is not accurate. There are two criteria which need to be satisfied in order for the data
to be considered accurate; validity and reliability (Sagor, 2011). It is argued by Sagor (2011)
that validity refers to the extent to which a measurement approach or procedure provides an
accurate response, and whether the data reflects the facts they claim to. Reliability, however,
refers to the extent to which a measure, procedure or instrument produces the same result,
regardless of the number of times it is carried out (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). It is
important for multiple reasons, to establish reliability in the instrument utilised in research.
One reason being, to allow further research to be conducted on the topic in order to build on
previous findings produced (Eriksson & Kovalainen, 2008). Triangulation is the strategy most
commonly used to establish validity and reliability in research (Sagor, 2011). It is a means of
using more than one source of information to validate results and conclusions, and therefore,
achieve a high level of accuracy (Palaiologou et al., 2016). It enables the researcher to look out
for similarities and differences of perspectives, and therefore produce alternative accurate
findings (Palaiologou et al., 2016).
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Due to the importance of ethics in research, researchers go to great lengths to safeguard the
dignity and safety of research participants (Silverman, 2013). Numerous ethical considerations
were taken into account in this study, to ensure the research was carried out in an appropriate
fashion. All contributors provided consent to participate in the study by clicking on the web
link which was communicated by email. The contents of the email outlined that completion of
the survey indicated that they had given consent to partake, which was deemed sufficient. The
National Research Council (2003) stated that mail surveys of the general population should be
treated as minimal risk, and therefore, should not require written consent, even when the topic
appears to be delicate. The purpose of the research was also outlined to the participants and it
was explained that they should contact the researcher should they have any questions or
concerns. Additionally, it was explained that their data would remain confidential as they will
remain completely anonymous throughout the entire process, and participants had the option
to withdraw from the study at any point. The researcher's experience of the study and existing
literature on the topic of refection, will next be discussed.

3.8

Reflection

The completion of the dissertation required engagement in a highly challenging and rewarding
experience. It is, therefore, important to reflect on the event. Reflection lies at the core of
research (Somekh, 1995). Retlection-on-action is retrospective and occurs after the event
(Schon, 1991). Researchers play a vital role in assessing their own learning (Wurdinger, 2005).
Crisfield (1998) outlines an effective five step self-reflection process, specifically:

1. Critical evaluation of oneself
2. Examine troublesome or problematic situations, identify the usual steps taken, the
actual outcome, and establish the desired outcome
3. Doeument objectives you would like to achieve and the actions required to make it
possible
4. Practice exposing oneself to challenging situations
5. Regularly review and evaluate progress throughout.
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Senge et al. (1994) created a concept known as The Ladder of Inference' which has notoriety
worldwide. Its premise is an analysis of the thinking process each individual experiences, the
majority of the time they're not aware of, taking action based on an apparent fact they have
deduced. It is means of evaluating your decisions and not coming to the wrong conclusions
based on previous experiences and beliefs (Senge et al., 1994). The researcher maintained a
diary throughout the process which recorded personal thoughts and decisive moments. A more
comprehensive description of the reflective process is provided in the appendix of the study.
This section will outline challenges in respect to collating the secondary research, shaping the
study, altering the researcher's writing style, gaining permission from relevant organisations to
distribute the survey, and analysing the primary data. It became apparent that prioritising
relevant journal articles and books, while fdtering out any content which was either inaccurate,
not relevant to the research question or outdated would become a much sought skill. The
positive role the dissertation supervisor played in the research process needs to be emphasised,
who offered valuable support and advice on the various challenges which arose, particularly
during the methodology phase.

3.9

Conclusion

This chapter outlined the objectives of the research, the methodology adopted and the logic
behind the choice. The philosophical assumptions supporting the research carried out and the
instrument used to gather the data were depicted, along with the procedures that were followed
to conduct this study. Lastly, the ethical considerations abided by while carrying out the
process, the sample used, and the researcher's experience of the study were examined. The next
chapter. Chapter 4, will present and interpret the findings from the study.
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4.0

Findings

4.1

Introduction

This chapter will present, analyse and interpret the findings stemming from primary research.
This chapter solely concentrates on presenting the collected data in a meaningful way to
facilitate discussion. Themes will be generated and presented separately unless there is an
overlapping relationship or pattern which requires deliberation. The key findings relating to
absenteeism and presenteeism will next be discussed.

4.2

Absence Rates, Duration and Reasons

Participants were asked to indicate the number of times they have been absent from work in
the last 6 months. Of the 198 respondents who answered, 48.48% were absent on 1 occasion
or less, 23.23% were absent on 2 occasions, 20.71% were absent between 3 and 4 times, while
7.58% of participants were absent on 5 occasions or more. If this is representative of employee
absenteeism in the organisation, this raises serious concerns in regards to how absence is being
managed, as well as what are the causes which lead to such high absenteeism levels for the
employees who notched up 5 or more spells of absence. Additional training should be provided
to line managers on handling difficult conversations, dealing with conflict, as well as the impact
absence has on the organisation, the individual, and their peers. It is not only a tool to minimise
high levels of absenteeism, it also provides a forum for the individual to discuss any serious
concerns they wish to disclose, and ensures the company maintains its duty of care to all staff.
A companywide audit on employee files should also run in tandem with the training, in order
to identify any trends amongst particular line managers, as well as address any uncertainties in
regards to the absence procedure. High levels of absenteeism can often be a symptom of poor
employee engagement and well-being, consequently leading to increased costs for the company
(Workman & Bommer, 2004), as discussed in Chapter 2. It was also noted that the highest
average absence rate was recorded in contact centres (IBEC, 2011).
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Respondents were asked to provide the cause of their absence. Similar to the previous question
addressed, 198 respondents offered up information. Participants were encouraged to list all
reasons, meaning within the 198 responses there could be more than one cause. This was
contingent upon the number of absences the individual had. Based on analysis of 198
responses, there was 213 reasons cited, with an additional 40 declaring they were not absent,
which is in agreement with the data on spells of absence from the previous question. The terms
'sick' and 'illness' account for 37.08% of all the causes, or 79 of the 213, followed by 'flu' which
made up for 8.45% of the total reasons. The first two reasons cited make it difficult for the
researcher to determine what the actual root cause was of the absence. It does, however, raise
questions in respect to whether employees were genuinely ill or whether the cause of the
absence was too sensitive to disclose. Wallace et al. (2000) reflect on the stress typically
associated with the call centre industry, which invariably results in absenteeism (Hillier et al.,
2005), as deliberated in the literature review. It is possible that factors such as lack of
autonomy, excessive monitoring, insufficient coaching and training, as well as emotional
labour (Taylor & Bain, 1999) contributed to the 37.08% of the respondents who cited 'sick' or
'illness'. Similarly, emotional fatigue, which is a critical element of burnout, could have
contributed to the same subset, as it triggers absenteeism (Deery et al., 2002), and is also
another delicate cause which employees may not want to be forthcoming with. This is
especially pertinent as only one participant cited stress as the cause of absence, two referred to
mental health issues, and three cited personal issues, which does not tally with the literature on
absenteeism in call centres.

A large number of respondents mention flu, stomach, and migraine, as the causes of their
absence, which account for 15.49% of the total reasons. The organisation should consider if
there is any action that can be taken on their part to address these particular illnesses. This
could include assessing the air conditioning system, which is referred to by two of the
respondents as the cause for spreading illness, or possibly the ergonomics of the buildings, to
prevent large number of employees sitting in a confined space. Such preventative measures
may also address the number of employees who cited 'chest infection' as the cause of their
absence, and make up for 3.29% of the reasons declared. The terms 'family problems', 'lack of
child minder', and 'child ill' account for 9.39% of reasons why employees were unable to attend
work. The nature of work in a call centre restricts the degree of flexibility available to staff as
headcount is calculated based on historic call arrival patterns and tight service level
agreements. Some roles, however, may be able to offer greater flexibility, especially in any
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administrative positions where less rigid planning is needed. Technology could enable call
centre workers to fulfil their job requirements and prevent unnecessary absences, by supporting
a remote working initiative. It is an option worth exploring for Call Centre X.

Respondents who cited 'vomiting bug' as the cause of their absence make up 2.35% of all
absence reasons. It is conceivable that they were all legitimate absences, however, when the
age profile of the respondents is considered, as identified in Chapter 3, it is also possible many
erroneous causes of absence could exist within the 213 reasons mentioned. This is all the more
probable considering one respondent cited 'hungover' as their reason for not attending work.
Such a reason could be written off as 'par for the course', conversely, it may reveal an
employee's sentiment towards their work and the organisation.

It would appear that routine doctor and dentist appointments account for 3.28% of absence
causes. It is unclear whether employees tried taking the time off and it was denied or if
employees did not check if it was feasible to take this time off in advance. Alternatively, there
may have been an assumption made that the time off would not be granted and, therefore more
straightforward to take the day off without seeking approval from a line manager. Conversely,
employees may have had the appointment request rejected, thus resulting in them attending
work while ill. This possible outcome only perpetuates the existence of high absenteeism rates,
as well as lengthy absence spells. The reluctance to grant appointment leave could be addressed
by reviewing what is possible in terms of flexible working options for employees, as well as
educating managers on the importance of staff wellbeing. As previously mentioned, flexibility
may be limited due to the rigid structures formalised in call centre environments. Reasons such
as 'bereavement', 'pregnancy related sickness', and 'hospital admission' contribute to 6.57% of
all causes. This would be standard in terms of distribution of absence reasons. Participants cited
the various red and orange weather warnings as a reason for being unable to attend work and
account for just 2.34% of the total causes. Many other reasons are listed within the responses
but the most significant have been discussed.

Upon application of a filter to the question regarding absence spells and reviewing the causes
listed by respondents who incurred 5 or more instances, there is some uncertainty in regards to
the main contributor to the behaviour. A total of 15 responses fell into the category, which
comprised of 25 various causes. The terms 'sick' and 'illness' account for 11 of the 25 causes
cited, with issues relating to the stomach and mental health accounting for 4 of the 25 reasons.
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As previously debated, respondents who declared 'sick' or 'illness' as their reason for being
unable to attend work could be as a result of a stigmatised or sensitive illness they prefer not
to disclose, simply not wanting to attend work, or consist of reasons such as 'hungover' and
'interview', as quoted by two respondents. Research illustrates that motivational variables, such
as job satisfaction, are more strongly associated to voluntary absence, measured by frequency,
in comparison to involuntary^ absence, measured by duration (Steel, 2003; Thomson et ai,
2000). Regardless, they are all valid reasons as they present a real insight into employee
motives for not attending work. The organisation would hope that employees who have notched
up such high levels of absence and who have been struggling with their mental health, have
been offered the relevant support through the company's employee assistance programme. This
highlights the importance of managers adhering to the company absence management
procedures in order to offer appropriate assistance where possible. The remaining 10 reasons
stated consist of'running errands', 'flu', 'chest pains', 'injury', 'family bereavement', 'pregnancy
related issues', and 'skin condition'. Some reasons were mentioned more than once and thus
account for the difference. If this subset of employees has been allowed to continue without
being reprimanded, this could, or possibly already has, encouraged many other employees to
exhibit the same absence behaviours, thus having a detrimental impact on the organisation
fulfilling the requisite service level agreements.

Participants were asked to specify whether they have sick pay entitlements. This question
received 198 responses, of which 12.12% stated that they had, with the remaining 87.88%, or
174 participants, declaring they did not have sick pay entitlements. This agrees with the
demographics data, which sets out the call centre role of the respondents, as the company has
a policy of awarding sick pay to all employees apart from those employed as call centre
advisors. Upon application of a filter to the question and reviewing the absence frequency of
staff with sick pay entitlements, it is apparent that absenteeism levels decrease across the board,
with 29.17% of participants not incurring an absence, compared with 20.20% when reviewing
the total sample. Only 8.33% have been absent on three occasions or more, compared with
28.28% of the overall participants. The remaining 62.5% of employees with sick pay
entitlements have been absent on one or two occasions, in comparison to 51.51% of the total
sample. An argument could be made that employees who are in receipt of sick pay would be
more prone to 'utilise their sick days' in comparison to those who are not in receipt of sick pay,
however, the findings prove otherwise. It is unclear why this is the case, however, the theory
that better payment conditions result in reduced absenteeism is supported by Hutchinson et al.
46

(2000), who claim superior financial offerings, recruitment and selection, training and
coaching, and technology results in high operating costs, subsequently leading to a drop in
employee absenteeism. It is important to note that the sample size of those who have sick pay
entitlements, is much smaller, and therefore may not be representative of the actual attendance
rates of staff who receive sick pay in the organisation. Indeed, when evaluating the enormous
financial cost involved in awarding all staff with sick pay entitlements, it is important Call
Centre X identifies the indirect costs associated with missed service level agreements as a result
of high absenteeism. Sick pay for all staff is not being advocated, however, further research on
the effects of sick pay on absenteeism rates should be considered.

Participants were asked to outline the number of days’ sick leave they have used within the last
6 months. Similar to previous questions addressed, 198 respondents offered up information.
Employees who indicated they had not used any sick leave represent 36.87% of the 198
respondents. This finding is difficult to interpret as 20.20% of 198 respondents stated they had
not been absent from work for the same time period, a substantial 33 additional people, or
16.67%, have possibly interpreted one or both questions incorrectly. It is also feasible that these
33 respondents may have been absent but not ill, and contribute to all the respondents who
cited 'sick' or 'illness' as the cause of their absence. Upon application of a filter to the question
and comparing respondents who stated they had not used any sick leave and their responses to
the number of absence spells they incurred, it is possible that a portion of respondents assumed
that the question relating to absence spells also applied to holidays and appointment leave.
Alternatively, a false association could have been made between sick leave and sick pay, with
employees assuming that sick leave indicated they had been paid while absent from work.
Table 4.1 illustrates the composition of responses.
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Table 4.1: Absence Spells for Respondents with Zero Sick Leave Taken
ANSWER CHOICES

RESPONSES

0 times

54.79%

40

▼

1 time

16.44%

12

▼

2 times

13.70%

10

3 times

12.33%

9

4 times

1.37%

1

5 or more times

1,37%

1

■r

TOTAL

73

One to two days of sick leave utilised represents 30.81% of all 198 respondents, with 15.15%
of respondents taking three to four days’ sick leave. As the duration of the absence increases,
the affected respondents decrease, with 10.10% of participants absent between five to eight
days, and 4.55% absent between nine and twelve days. A staggering seventeen days or more
sick leave has been used by 2.53%, or 5 respondents. Utilising the embedded tool in Survey
Monkey and applying a filter to the question, it is evident that 2 of the 5 respondents notched
up seventeen or more days in 2 absence spells, while the remaining 3 had 5 or more spells of
absence. Upon further analysis of the causes of absence for the same sample, 2 of the 8 reasons
quoted consist of'sick' and 'illness'. The remaining six causes include:

1. Hospital admission
2. Injury
3. Family bereavement
4. Flu
5. Pharyngitis
6. Operation.

It

is also worth noting that only one of the

5

had sick pay entitlements, which may indicate

serious dissatisfaction if staff were willing to forego pay in order to miss work, in instances
where the illness did not waiTant long periods out of work.

Participants were asked to designate whether they had used annual leave for a non-holiday
purpose in the last 6 months. Of the 198 respondents who answered, 66.67%, or 132
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participants had not, while the remaining 33.33% had used annual leave for a purpose other
than what they consider it should be used for. Participants were encouraged to list all reasons,
therefore within the 33.33% affected, or 66 responses, there was more than one cause listed.
Based on analysis of the 66 responses, 79 reasons were cited. The terms ‘appointment’,
‘dentist’ and ‘doctor’ make up for 41 of the 79 reasons cited, which accounts for 51.89% of all
responses. These appointments consist of doctor, dental, and hospital for the individual as well
as family members, particularly children. The issue of flexibility is again relevant to the debate,
as it appears to be impacting absenteeism, as identified in the previous question, and could also
be contributing to burnout, as employees are utilising their annual leave entitlements for
purposes other than rest. Burnout consequently results in absenteeism (Deery et al., 2002),
which further adds to the current absenteeism trends. The act of utilising annual leave for a
non-holiday purpose also raises questions in regards to the traditional work-life balance, as
most essential services now only operate on a 9 to 5 basis, Monday to Friday. I'he requirement
for ilexibility from organisations is all the more necessary, as employees will continue to need
time off during these hours for many reasons, including those listed above.

A myriad of reasons were cited by respondents, including utilising annual leave while ill to
avoid losing out financially and also prevent further sick leave being taken. This accounts for
5.06% of the 79 reasons cited, with one participant commenting that the strategy did not prevent
additional sick leave being used. Reasons such as 'car service' and 'driving lessons' represent
a further 5.06%, with 'college exams' and 'study' accounting for an additional 5.06% of the
reasons cited. Many other reasons are listed within the responses but the most significant have
been discussed. Utilising the embedded survey tool and applying a filter to the question, only
reviewing the responses from participants who used a holiday for a non-holiday purpose, an
interesting insight is produced in regards to absence frequency and duration. Table 4.2 presents
the composition of responses on absence frequency for those who utilised annual for a non
holiday purpose.
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Table 4.2: Absence Frequency for Respondents Who Utilised Annual Leave for a NonHoliday Purpose
ANSWER CHOICES

RESPONSES

0 times

13.64%

9

•<r

1 time

27.27%

18

•O'

2 times

21.21%

14

3 times

18.18%

12

▼

4 times

1.52%

1

■«-

5 or more times

18.18%

TOTAL

12
66

A Staggering 12 respondents had 5 or more absence spells, from the applicable pool of 66
participants. It is important to note that there was a total of 15 respondents who fell into this
category when analysing the total sample of 198. The reasons for taking the annual leave for
the 12 respondents include:

•

Hospital appointment

•

Driving test

•

Dental appointment

•

Doctor appointment.

The list above would suggest a significant portion which fall into the high absence category
have ongoing health concerns, however, a substantial amount still appear to be relatively
standard or routine, i.e. dental appointments, driving tests. This could simply mean this subset
of employees operate on the basis that annual leave should not be used as a mechanism to
decrease the amount of sick leave taken. Alternatively, it could indicate a lack of job
satisfaction, which is strongly associated with voluntary absence, typically manifested in
frequent absence spells (Steel, 2003). The duration of absence for participants who utilised a
holiday for a non-holiday purpose presents a worrying trend, as illustrated in Table 4.3.
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Table 4.3: Absence Duration for Respondents Who Utilised Annual Leave for a NonHoliday Purpose
ANSWER CHOICES

RESPONSES

w

O

33.33%

22

1-2

22.73%

1.5

^

3-4

16.67%

11

^

5-8

12.12%

8

9-12

9.09%

6

13-16

0.00%

O

17 or more

6.06%

4

TOTAL

66

Considering the finding presented on absence spells, it is less surprising that individuals who
used a holiday for a non-holiday purpose represent 4 out of a total of 5 participants which had
used 17 or more days’ sick leave. The reasons cited for taking annual leave for the 4
respondents include:

•

Hospital admission

•

Unable to get appointment leave

•

Illness

•

Dental appointment.

The data illustrates a concern in regards to employee behaviour, utilising annual leave for
purposes other than rest, and further to that, a possible awareness from management in allowing
the behaviour to be practiced. As previously discussed, the employee is therefore more likely
to experience burnout, thus perpetuating the same absence cycle. Presenteeism and factors
which influence the behaviour are discussed in the next section.

4.3

Presenteeism and its Causes

Respondents were asked to indicate if they attended work while ill in the last 6 months. Of the
198 responses received, 19.19%, or 38 participants had not, while the remaining 80.81%, or
160 participants, did attend work while feeling unwell. The severity of the illness is unclear for
those affected, nonetheless, it is still worrying in terms of the subsequent impact the illness
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could have on the individual, if they do not receive the adequate rest required to recover. If the
sequence is repeated, it could also result in burnout. Additionally, there is a potential threat to
their fellow employees’ health, which further exacerbates absenteeism rates in the organisation.
This is especially unsafe for pregnant employees, as well as those who possess a weak immune
system, considering the detrimental impact an illness such as a vomiting bug or influenza could
have on them. Indeed, when reflecting on call centre ergonomics, and their typical large open
spaces, the possibility of illnesses spreading becomes all the more probable.

As discussed in Chapter 1, several studies on presenteeism have illustrated that it causes greater
losses to an organisation in comparison to the costs associated with absenteeism (Stelzner,
2005), as well as a greater accumulated productivity loss (Collins et al., 2005). Such studies
highlight the need for the organisation to tackle the issue, notwithstanding the negative effects
pertaining to the individual. In the context of Call Centre X, the productivity lost could manifest
itself in a reduction in calls taken, emails responded to, and applications processed, thus
negatively impacting the organisation's ability to achieve contractual key performance
indicators. The first step the organisation should take is to implement a system, perhaps a
questionnaire, to measure presenteeism rates in the organisation. This will enable the company
to monitor presenteeism levels over time. Furthermore, in a bid to promote positive health and
wellbeing, staff should be educated on the organisation's approach to absence and
presenteeism, particularly if specific roles or departments exhibit high levels of such
behaviours. It is essential that senior managers lead the way and are involved in the initiative
in order for it to be a success.

Respondents who attended work while ill were asked to specify the reason, or reasons, as to
why they made the decision. Based on analysis of the 160 responses, there was 166 reasons
cited, as some participants provided more than one reason. There appears to be two
interpretations of the question; participants either cited the illness they had been experiencing
at the time, or the external factors which influenced their decision to attend work. Issues
regarding the loss of income account for 73 of the total reasons stated, which equates to 43.98%
of all causes. This finding supports the theory that a lack of paid sick leave encourages
presenteeism (Lovell, 2004). This is another consideration which needs to be weighed up, as
discussed previously, should the company consider revising their current sick pay structure.
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The consequences of the company's absence management policy deterred 16 respondents from
missing work while ill, which represents 9.64% of the total reasons provided. It has already
been identified that some employees may have avoided the necessary absence management
steps, and therefore racked up considerable lengths and spells of absence. It can be suggested
that this was possibly caused due to a lack of consistency in line managers adhering to the
procedure. The organisation, therefore, should firstly ensure the policy is being enforced, and
then evaluate whether there are any loopholes which encourage presenteeism. Organisational
policies designed to promote good attendance can contribute to presenteeism, as well as convert
potential presenteeism into absence, as concerned employees may postpone returning to work
too soon, for fear of incurring a second absence spell (Munir et al., 2007; Grinyer & Singleton,
2000). It is difficult to devise a policy which minimises voluntary absence, as well as
discourages sick employees from attending work while ill, however, this does not mean it
cannot be achieved, and the organisation should ignore the issue.

Furthermore, the increase in an employee's workload as a result of missing work encouraged 9
respondents to attend work while ill, equating to 5.42% of the total reasons given. Aronsson et
al. (2000) found that employees are more prone to attend work while ill when they know work
will build up should they take sick leave, as discussed in the literature review. The organisation
should educate managers on what symptoms to look out for in staff who are stressed, as well
as design systems which help support individuals who regularly find themselves stressed. The
actual illness participants were suffering from while at work was declared by 24 respondents,
making up for 14.46% of all reasons conveyed. Unfortunately, this does not provide any insight
on what influenced participants to attend work despite feeling unwell. Numerous other reasons
are listed, for example employees attending work while ill as a result of not wanting to let their
peers down, however, this was only referred to by 2 respondents and thus not significant
enough to discuss in detail. Overall, the predominant factors which the organisation needs to
consider is the lack of paid sick leave, its current absence management policy, and employee
workload upon return from a potential absence.

Utilising the embedded tool in Survey Monkey and applying a filter to the question, only
reviewing absence frequency for respondents who attended work while ill, it is evident that
absenteeism levels increase for the affected sample. Table 4.4 provides a breakdown on
absence frequency for the aforementioned subset. Respondents who incurred 5 or more spells
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make up for 9.38% of the participants who attended work while ill, in comparison to 7.58% of
the overall sample.

Table 4.4: Absence Frequency for Respondents Who Attended Work While Ill
ANSWER CHOICES

^

RESPONSES

'»■

0 times

16.25%

26

▼

1 time

27.50%

44

2 times

26.25%

42

3 times

19.38%

31

4 times

1.25%

2

5 or more times

9.38%

15

"T

▼

TOTAL

160

This either illustrates that avoiding necessary rest exacerbates the illness or employees may
suffer from low resilience. Additionally, when applying a filter and only reviewing responses
for participants who attended work while ill and receive sick pay, it is evident that presenteeism
levels decrease, with 70.83% of respondents admitting to attending work while ill, in
comparison to 80.81% of the total sample. It is important, again, to mention that the sample
size of those who have sick pay entitlements is much smaller, and therefore may not be
representative of the actual attendance rates of staff who receive sick pay in the organisation.
It should still be noted that the potential increase in workload, was the predominant reason for
this subset attending work while ill, equating to 52.94% of all reasons cited. This further
highlights the importance of educating managers, particularly middle management and above,
on the symptoms to look out for in staff who are stressed.

Furthermore, respondents were asked to indicate if they more likely to attend work while ill
due to a lack of sick pay. Of the 198 responses received, 78.57%, or 154 participants were more
likely, while the remaining 21.43%, or 42 participants, indicated that it did not make them more
likely to attend work while ill. Indeed, when contemplating the merit in awarding sick pay,
consideration should also be given to the financial and productivity loss associated with
presenteeism, as discussed previously, as the finding illustrates that pay has a significant impact
on an employee's decision to attend work while ill.
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Additionally, participants were asked to outline how much influence a number of
considerations had or would have on their decision to attend work while ill. Respondents were
required to indicate, via a five-point scale, the level of influence each of the factors had on the
aforementioned decision. The first factor which required consideration was the accumulation
of tasks while absent from work. Of the 187 responses received, 29.95%, or 56 participants
indicated that this would not influence them to attend work if they were feeling unwell. This
finding agrees with the data presented previously on the reasons why employees attended work
while ill, with only 5.42% of the total causes listed representing this reason. Participants who
felt slightly and somewhat influenced by the accumulation of tasks while absent from work,
account for 44.39% of respondents, while 16.58% felt very influenced, and 9.09% felt
extremely influenced by such a consideration. When reviewing the responses of participants
who held a role apart from a call centre advisor and 'other', it is evident that the build-up of
tasks is much more significant of a factor, with 63.64% of participants indicating that it had or
would have an extremely or very influential impact on their decision to attend work while ill.
This is not surprising considering that, traditionally, a call centre advisor's workload consists
of answering calls which are queuing, or responding to emails as part of a wider team,
typically, any follow-up work is assigned via a workflow which is picked up by another staff
member, thus the work would not accumulate to the extent of other office based roles. It is,
however, important to note that the sample size of said demographic, is much smaller, and
therefore may not be representative of the overall organisation's propensity to attend work
while ill due to the accumulation of tasks.

The second factor which required consideration was the impact an absence may have on a
colleague's workload. This factor was marginally more influential than the previous
consideration, with 12.30% of participants indicating it had or would have an extremely
influential impact on their decision to attend work while ill. A further 22.46% stated that it had
or would have a very influential impact on their decision to attend work while ill, while 23.53%
of participants stating that the impact on a colleague's workload was or would be somewhat
influential in their decision to attend work while ill. The remaining 41.71% of respondents
stated that such a consideration had or would have a slight influence, or no influence, on their
decision to attend work while feeling unwell. As discussed in the literature review. Dew et al.
(2005) discovered that a strong sense of teamwork and loyalty to colleagues results in
attendance despite of illness, which could apply to those who were extremely or very
influenced by this factor. Indeed, when considering the impact of low headcount on an advisor's
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workload, it is not surprising that this factor is more influential than the previous consideration.
Call centre call volumes remain fairly constant, in the main, therefore, if the quantity of
advisors decrease, the volume of calls they are expected to handle will increase.

Participants were asked to outline the impact the organisation's disciplinary procedures had or
would have on their decision to attend work while ill. Of the 188 responses received, 31.38%
of respondents indicated it had or would have an extremely influential impact on their decision
to attend work while ill, with a further 31.38% stating it had or would have a very influential
impact on their decision to attend work while ill. Participants who felt somewhat influenced by
the organisation's disciplinary procedures account for 17.02% of all responses. The remaining
20.22% of respondents stated that such a consideration had or would have a slight influence,
or no influence, on their decision to attend work while feeling unwell. This finding agrees with
the data presented previously on the reasons why employees attended work while ill, with the
consequences of the organisation's absence management policy placing second, behind pay, in
the total causes listed. As discussed previously, the organisation must endeavour to construct
a policy which curtails voluntary absence, as well as deters sick employees from attending
work while ill. It could be argued that employees who are in the latter stages of the disciplinary
process may present for work regardless of how unwell they feel, in order to avoid termination
of their eontract, although there is no data to support this. This practice may be particularly
dangerous for pregnant employees, as well as those who possess a weak immune system, due
to the harmful impact an illness such as a vomiting bug or influenza could have on them.

Another factor which required consideration was a colleagues' perceptions of the individual's
work ethie following an absence. Of the 188 responses received, a significant 35.11% of
participants indicated that it did not or would not have any influence on their decision to attend
work while ill, with a further 19.68% stated it had or would have a slight influence on their
decision. Participants who felt somewhat influenced by their colleagues' perceptions of their
work ethie account 22.34% of all responses. The remaining 22.87% of respondents stated that
such a consideration had or would have an extreme or very influential impact on their decision
to attend work while feeling unwell. This finding appears to be relatively insignificant in terms
of an impact on attendance for the majority, however, over a fifth of respondents did outline
that it would deter them incurring an absence. In research conducted by Simpson (1998), it was
found that many competitive cultures exist which demand long working hours, as well as the
relinquishment of rest times, thus resulting in presenteeism. This theory may apply to this
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cohort of participants. Senior managers in the organisation need to 'lead the way' in terms of
model behaviour in order to deter this practice, while balancing the neeessity to maintain the
workforce's conscientiousness and competitive edge.

Respondents were asked to indicate how much influence the potential damage to one's career
advancement opportunities, had or would have on their decision to attend work while ill,
following an absence. Of the 186 responses received, a substantial 28.49% of participants
indicated that it had or would have a very influential impact on their decision to attend work
while feeling unwell, with a further 24.19% stating it had or would have an extreme influence
on their decision to attend work. Participants who felt somewhat influenced by the potential
damage to their career advancement opportunities account for 19.35% of all responses. The
remaining 27.96% of respondents stated that such a consideration had or would have a slight
influence, or no influenee at all, on their decision to attend work while feeling unwell. Based
on the considerations reviewed so far, in terms of its influence on participants' decision to
attend work, this has been the second most significant factor, behind the organisation's
disciplinary procedures. In order to combat this issue, the organisation should review its use of
absence metrics to identify high performers and evaluate whether they are exeessive and assess
how significant they are in determining an employee's suitability for a role. The removal of
said metric is not being advoeated, however, the context of the absence instanees should be
considered before eliminating an employee from the process.

Additionally, respondents were asked how much influence the financial impact of missing
work, had or would have on their decision to attend work while ill. The data presented
previously regarding the likelihood of respondents attending work while ill due to a lack of
sick pay, as well as the reasons eited as to why respondents attended work while ill, provide an
important insight into the integral part pay plays in motivating employees to attend work while
ill. The data obtained from this question, therefore, will only emphasise the significance of pay
in furthering presenteeism behaviour. Of the 188 responses received, an overwhelming 62.23%
of participants indicated that it had or would have an extremely influential impaet on their
decision to attend work while feeling unwell, with a further 16.49% stating it had or would
have a very influential impact on their decision to attend work. Participants who felt somewhat
influenced by the fmaneial impact of missing work account for 8.51% of all responses. The
remaining 12.76% of respondents stated that such a consideration had or would have a slight
influence, or no influence at all, on their decision to attend work while feeling unwell. As
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previously discussed, this further supports the importance of pay in encouraging presenteeism,
therefore highlighting the need for the organisation to revisit its sick pay policy. Overall, the
leading factors which the organisation needs to consider, in respect to presenteeism causes, is
the lack of paid sick leave, its current absence management policy, and potential impact to
career advancement opportunities. This finding slightly differs from the data obtained on the
reasons cited as to why respondents attended work while ill, where employee workload upon
return from a potential absence ranked third in terms of its influence on presenteeism
behaviour. Absenteeism and its relationship to factors which influence the behaviour are
discussed in the next section.

4.4

Absenteeism and its Causes

Respondents were asked to indicate the status of their general health based on five options
provided, ranging from 'poor' to 'excellent'. Table 4.5 provides a breakdown on the responses
of participants.

Table 4.5: Health Status of Respondents
ANSWER CHOICES

RESPONSES

▼

Poor

3.72%

7

^

Fair

8.51%

16

Good

37.23%

70

Very Good

34.04%

64

Excellent

16.49%

31

TOTAL

188

As Table 4.5 illustrates, 87.76% of participants indicated that the status of their health ranged
from 'good' to 'excellent', which suggests that the remainder of participants should account for
the findings relating to high absence spells and lengthy absence periods. Upon review of the
absence spells and duration of those who labelled their health as 'poor' or 'fair', the data
presented does not fully support this assumption. Table 4.6 illustrates the absence frequency of
respondents who fall into this category.
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Table 4.6: Absence Frequency of Respondents with Poor or Fair Health
ANSWER CHOICES

RESPONSES

^

0 times

13.04%

3

1 time

17.39%

4

2 times

30.43%

7

3 times

8.70%

2

4 times

4.35%

1

5 or more times

26.09%

6

-»■

▼

23

TOTAL

It is, however, important to note that participants who experienced 5 or more spells account for
a considerably higher percentage in comparison to the overall sample of respondents, which
amounted to 7.58% of the total. Table 4.7 illustrates the absence duration of respondents who
indicated they suffered from 'poor'' or 'fair' health.

Table 4.7: Absence Duration of Respondents with Poor or Fair Health
ANSWER CHOICES

^

RESPONSES

'W

^

0

13.04%

3

^

1-2

39.13%

9

’T

3-4

17.39%

4

▼

5-8

13.04%

3

▼

9-12

4.35%

1

13-16

0.00%

0

17 or more

13.04%

3

^

TOTAL

23

Similarly, participants who experienced 17 or more sick days accounted for a higher percentage
in comparison to the overall sample of respondents, which represented 2.53% of the total.
Based on analysis of the 23 responses provided regarding absenee reasons, only 5 of those
listed were as a result of an ongoing illness. The terms 'sick', 'sickness', and 'illness' represent
10 of the 23 responses provided. As previously discussed, this raises questions in respeet to
whether employees were genuinely ill or whether the cause of the absence was too sensitive to
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disclose, due to the ambiguous reasons provided by the respondents. Alternatively, it may
indieate serious dissatisfaction amongst employees.

Participants were asked to outline their level of agreement, via a five-point scale, with a number
of statements. The choices ranged from 'strongly agree' to 'strongly disagree'. The first faetor
which required consideration was whether respondents were of the opinion that their work is
challenging, stimulating, and rewarding. Table 4.8 illustrates the breakdown of the responses.

Table 4.8: Job Satisfaction
STRONGLY ^
AGREE

My work is
challenging,
stimulating,
and rewarding

7.45%
14

AGREE

NEITHER
AGREE
NOR
DISAGREE

DISAGREE

STRONGLY
DISAGREE

37.77%
71

30.32%
57

11.70%
22

12.77%
24

TOTAL ^

188

As conveyed in fable 4.8, the majority of the responses fall into the 'agree' or 'neither agree
nor disagree' category. Factors such as how challenging and rewarding one's work is play an
important part in an individual's job satisfaction. It can, therefore, be suggested that 24.47% of
respondents are potentially dissatisfied at work. It is alarming to suggest that potentially almost
a quarter of the organisation's workforee are dissatisfied. Sehlesinger and Fleskett (1991) state
that dissatisfaction amongst employees leads to high turnover and absenteeism. Additionally,
it can be argued that employees who are dissatisfied won't be as productive as satisfied
employees, which could also impact organisational key performance indicators, consequently
affeeting the organisation's earnings. Table 4.9 eonveys the absence frequeney of respondents
who indieated that they either strongly disagreed or disagreed with the statement regarding
their work being ehallenging, stimulating, and rewarding.
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Table 4.9: Absence Frequency of Respondents Who Strongly Disagreed or Disagreed
ANSWER CHOICES

RESPONSES

^

0 times

19.57%

9

1 time

32.61%

15

2 times

26.09%

12

▼

3 times

13.04%

6

▼

4 times

0.00%

0

'<»•

5 or more times

8.70%

4

TOTAL

46

Surprisingly, the majority of absence spells fall into the lower category of absence frequency.
Upon further review of the causes of absence for the 4 respondents who had 5 or more spells,
three of the four reasons cited were due to 'illness' and 'sickness', potentially illustrating that
these absences were relating to reasons of a voluntary nature. Employee engagement, of which
job satisfaction is a feature, is linked to voluntary absence and frequency (Schaufeli et ciL,
2009), therefore, corroborating the data presented, fhe organisation should analyse the data
presented from employee engagement surveys, as well as hold 'town hall' meetings to further
investigate whether there is any action that can be taken to improve job satisfaction within the
company, although the nature of call centre work restricts the level of flexibility allowed. The
human element of the job in call centres is often ignored as a heavy reliance is placed on what's
easily measured, as opposed to important performance indicators (Call Centre Management,
2000). Table 4.10 provides a breakdown of the absence duration of employees who indicated
that they either strongly disagreed or disagreed with the statement regarding their work being
challenging, stimulating, and rewarding.

Table 4.10: Absence Duration of Respondents Who Strongly Disagreed or Disagreed
ANSWER CHOICES

RESPONSES

^

0

43.48%

20

'T

1-2

26.09%

12

'T

3-4

19.57%

9

^

5-8

2.17%

1

^

9-12

2.17%

1

▼

13-16

0.00%

0

17 or more

6.52%

3

TOTAL

46
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A similar depiction is presented, with the majority of absence falling into the lower categories.
Upon further review of the causes of absence for the 3 respondents who have incurred 17 or
more days’ sick leave, two of the three reasons were due to hospital admissions, illustrating
that these absences were relating to reasons of an involuntary nature. Thomson et al. (2000)
state that involuntary absence is thought to be warranted and unavoidable, caused by illness or
incidents beyond the individual’s control, and associated with absence duration as opposed to
spells, therefore, verifying the data presented.

Another factor which required consideration was whether respondents were of the opinion that
they are not micromanaged. Table 4.11 illustrates the breakdown of the responses received.

Table 4.11: Micromanaged
Statement

Strongly

Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Agree nor

Strongly

Total

Disagree

Disagree
I

am

not

13.83%

micromanaged 26

30.85%

34.04%

13.30%

7.98%

58

64

25

15

188

As conveyed in Table 4.11, the majority of responses fall into the 'agree' and 'neither agree nor
disagree' categories. As low levels of autonomy are thought to be a feature of call centre work
and subsequently believed to impact absence frequency (Bain & Taylor, 2000), this finding can
be viewed as somewhat positive for the organisation, as 78.72% of participants felt that they
are not micromanaged. Furthermore, Deery and Kinnie (2002) discovered that employees who
experience greater job autonomy could be anticipated to find emotional labour considerably
less stressful. A notable 13.83% even indicating that they 'strongly agree' with the statement.
Over one fifth of participants, however, did feel micromanaged, therefore highlighting the need
for the organisation to address the issue, particularly if this is representative of the total
workforce's sentiments. Table 4.12 illustrates the absence frequency of respondents who
indicated that they either strongly disagreed or disagreed with the statement regarding the level
of autonomy they are allowed at work.
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Table 4.12: Absence Frequency of Respondents Who Felt Micromanaged
ANSWER CHOICES

▼

RESPONSES

0 times

22.50%

1 time

30.00%

12

2 times

22.50%

9

3 times

12.50%

5

4 times

2.50%

1

5 or more times

10.00%

4

TOTAL

40

The data illustrated in Table 4.12 does not present any significant findings, however, upon
review of the causes of absence for the 4 respondents who had 5 or more spells, two of the four
reasons cited were due to 'illness' and 'sickness' again potentially illustrating absences of a
voluntary nature. Table 4.13 presents the breakdown of the absence duration of employees who
indicated that they either 'strongly disagree’ or ‘disagree’ with the statement.

Table 4.13: Absence Duration of Respondents Who Felt Micromanaged
ANSWER CHOICES

w

RESPONSES

O

35.00%

14

1-2

32.50%

13

3-4

12.50%

.5

5-S

10.00%

^

9-12

5.00%

2

-*•

13-16

0.00%

O

17 or more

5.00%

2

TOTAL

40

Similarly, the data presented in the table does not portray any significant findings. Additionally,
the causes of absence for the respondents who had 17 or more days' sick leave did not produce
any meaningful findings, reasons included; 'flu, 'pharyngitis', 'injury', and 'family bereavement'.

Participants were asked to indicate whether they receive sufficient training to perform their job
well. Table 4.14 illustrates the breakdown of the responses received.
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Table 4.14: Sufficient Training
Statement

Strongly

Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Agree nor

Strongly

Total

Disagree

Disagree
I

receive

adequate

11.70%

49.47%

18.62%

11.70%

8.51%

22

93

35

22

16

188

training
to do my
job well

As reported in Table 4.14, the majority of responses fall into the 'agree' and 'neither agree nor
disagree' categories. An additional, 11.70% of respondents indicating that they 'strongly agree'
with the statement, which is encouraging considering there is a positive association between
workplace training and organisational commitment, additionally training and development
contributes to desired workplace attitudes which may impact absenteeism (Bartlett, 2001).
Table 4.15 illustrates the absence frequency of respondents who indicated that they either
strongly disagreed or disagreed with the statement regarding receiving adequate training.

Table 4.15: Absence Frequency of Respondents Who Require Additional Training
ANSWER CHOICES

RESPONSES

▼

0 times

18,42%

7

1 time

23.68%

9

2 times

23.68%

9

3 times

21.05%

8

4 times

0.00%

0

5 or more times

13.16%

5

▼

TOTAL

38

Respondents who incurred 5 or more absence spells make up for a significant portion of the
responses, in comparison to 7.58% of the overall sample. The terms 'sickness' and 'illness'
account for 5 of the 11 absence causes listed for respondents who had 5 or more spells, again
possibly illustrating absences of a voluntary nature, with motivational and attitudinal grounds.
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Table 4.16 presents the breakdown of the absence duration of employees who indicated that
they either strongly disagree or disagree with the statement.

Table 4.16: Absence Duration of Respondents Who Require Additional Training
ANSWER CHOICES

^

RESPONSES

^

0

34.21%

13

^

1-2

18.42%

7

^

3-4

23.68%

9

^

5-8

7.89%

3

9-12

7.89%

3

13-16

0.00%

0

17 or more

7.89%

3

^

TOTAL

38

Respondents who incurred 17 or more days' sick leave make up for 7.89% % of the participants,
in comparison to 2.53%% of the overall sample, or 3 from a total of 5 participants, fhere are
no significant findings in terms of the causes of the absence and whether or not they signify
absence of a voluntary or involuntary nature. As over a fifth of respondents do not feel they
receive sufficient training to perform their job well, the organisation should conduct a training
needs analysis in order to identify the employees who require training, as well as the type of
training required. This may be difficult to implement due to service level agreements but should
help address other issues such as customer experience, as well as building up the individual's
self-esteem, to name a few.

Furthermore, respondents were asked to indicate whether they receive feedback from their
supervisor to help improve performance. Table 4.17 illustrates the breakdown of the responses
received.
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Table 4.17: Constructive Feedback
Statement

Strongly

Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Agree nor

Strongly

Total

Disagree

Disagree
My

31.38%

35.11%

17.02%

7.98%

8.51%

Supervisor

59

66

32

15

16

gives

188

me

feedback
that

helps

me improve
my
performance

As reported in Table 4.17, the majority of responses fall into the 'strongly agree' and 'agree'
eategories. This finding is another positive result for the organisation in the main, not
neglecting that a notable 16.49% either 'strongly disagree' or 'disagree' with the statement.
Chalykoff and Kochan (1989) found that the effective use of constructive feedback was
positively associated with employee job satisfaction. Holman (2003) supports the argument,
stating that feedback generated can have positive effects on employee well-being. Conversely,
a lack of constructive feedback is correlated with employee discontent and stress (Carayon,
1993). In addition to employee discontent, a lack of feedback could result in employees
repeatedly making the same errors, consequently impacting customer experience and the
organisation's competitive advantage. Additionally, an individual will most likely assume they
are doing a good job unless advised otherwise, which could have implications for managers
when implementing the organisation's disciplinary procedures. It is unclear whether 16.49% of
respondents do not receive any feedback or are aggrieved with the manner the feedback is
delivered. Regardless, the organisation should ensure managers are comfortable in providing
feedback and have the necessary tools to convey the message without annihilating the
employee's confidence. Tables 4.18 and 4.19 illustrate the respective absence frequency and
absence duration of participants who indicated that they either 'strongly disagree' or 'disagree'
with the statement concerning feedback from their supervisor, neither producing any
meaningful findings.
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Table 4.18: Absence Frequency of Respondents Who Do Not Receive Feedback
ANSWER CHOICES

RESPONSES

0 times

29.03%

▼

1 time

19.35%

▼

2 times

22.58%

7

▼

3 times

22.58%

7

4 times

0.00%

0

5 or more times

6.45%

2
31

TOTAL

Table 4.19: Absence Duration of Respondents Who Do Not Receive Feedback
ANSWER CHOICES

RESPONSES

^

0

35.48%

11

▼

1-2

22.58%

7

3-4

16.13%

5

^

5-8

6.45%

2

^

9-12

9.68%

3

^

13-16

0.00%

0

'»•

17 or more

9.68%

3

TOTAL

31

Another factor which required consideration was whether respondents felt emotionally drained
from their work. The data presented in Table 4.20 presents a breakdown of the findings.
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Table 4.20: Emotionally Drained
Statement

Strongly

Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Agree nor

Strongly

Total

Disagree

Disagree
I

feel

emotionally

16.49%

26.06%

32.45%

21.28%

3.72%

31

49

61

40

7

188

drained
from

my

work

As is evident from Table 4.20, there are range of different responses received, with participants
swaying towards being in agreement with the statement as opposed to disagreeing. This is
concerning for the organisation as high burnout levels are associated with greater rates of
absenteeism (Iverson et al., 1998). Furthermore, the consequences resulting from burnout are
extensive for both the employee and employer, often leading to significant costs owing to
absenteeism (Das, 2012). Singh (2000), however, discovered that task control, a comparable
concept to autonomy, was the most vital factor in reducing burnout, a metric which the
organisation scored quite favourably in. Upon review of the absence frequency and duration of
participants who indicated that they either 'strongly agree' or 'agree' with the statement, neither
illustrate any patterns concerning voluntary or involuntary absence, both producing similar
absenteeism rates and lengths in comparison with the overall sample.

Participants were asked to indicate whether they felt they were paid sufficiently for the work
they do. Table 4.21 illustrates the breakdown of the responses received.
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Table 4.21: Adequate Pay
Statement

Strongly

Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Agree nor

Strongly

Total

Disagree

Disagree
I

am

adequately
paid

2.66%

12.23%

21.28%

31.91%

31.38%

5

23

41

60

59

188

for

the work 1
do

As reported in Table 4.21, the majority of responses fall into the 'disagree' and 'strongly
disagree' categories. Significantly, less than 15% of participants feel they are paid adequately
for the work they do. This is worrying for the organisation as an employee's perception of
inequity is a recognised predictor of absence (Mowday, 1991). Issues regarding pay have been
discussed throughout, the data illustrating that a lack of sick pay encouraged a significant
amount of respondents to exhibit presenteeism behaviours, as well as having a negative impact
on absenteeism rates, when comparing participants who had sick pay entitlements with those
who did not. Research which examined 406 call centre organisations in Canada, primarily the
effect of lower pay on outsourced businesses, discovered outsourced organisations experienced
higher absenteeism rates due to the poorer compensation offerings, in comparison to their inhouse counterparts (Van Jaarsveld & Yanadori, 2011). Surprisingly, when examining the
absence frequency and duration of participants who indicated that they either 'strongly disagree'
or 'disagree' with the statement, neither illustrate any meaningful findings, both producing
similar absenteeism rates and lengths in line with the overall sample.

Furthermore, respondents were requested to outline whether they were satisfied with the
involvement they had in decisions which impacted their job. The data presented in Table 4.22
presents a breakdown of the findings.
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Table 4.22: Job Involvement
Statement

Strongly

Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Agree nor

Strongly

Total

Disagree

Disagree
am 4.79%

I

9

satisfied
with

33.51%

29.26%

18.62%

13.83%

63

55

35

26

188

my

involvement
in decisions
that

affect

my job

As reported in Table 4.22, the majority of responses fall into the 'agree' and 'neither agree nor
disagree' categories, therefore depicting that more employees are satisfied with their
involvement in decisions that alfect their Jobs than dissatisfied, although a significant 32.45%
did express dissatisfaction. Holman (2003) states that job autonomy, amongst other factors,
have a positive effect on employee well-being, whereas low levels of autonomy are believed
to impact absence frequency (Bain & Taylor, 2000), as discussed previously. Acknowledging
that the nature of work in a call centre restricts a large degree of flexibility available to staff,
the organisation should still endeavour to keep affected employees informed on any changes,
when applicable, in addition to requesting their feedback throughout the process. Upon
examination of the absence frequency and duration of participants who indicated that they
either 'strongly disagree' or 'disagree' with the statement, neither illustrate any significant
findings; producing similar absenteeism rates and lengths in line with the overall sample.

Another factor which required consideration was whether respondents felt stressed at work.
The data presented in Table 4.23 presents a breakdown of the findings.
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Table 4.23: Stressed
Statement

Strongly

Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Agree nor

Strongly

Total

Disagree

Disagree
I

feel

12.77%

stressed at 24

28.19%

36.70%

15.96%

6.38%

53

69

30

12

188

work

As is evident from Table 4.23, the bulk of responses fall into the 'agree' and 'neither agree nor
disagree' categories, hence illustrating that more employees are stressed at work in comparison
to those who are not. Over 40% of participants are stressed at work which is quite a concerning
finding for the organisation. As discussed earlier in this chapter, stress typically exhibited in
call centres invariably results in absenteeism (Hillier el al., 2005). Quite often the act of
absenteeism is a response to job stress and a means for coping with the demands of the job, and
is not simply a behavioural response to discontent (Kristensen, 1991). When examining the
absence frequency and duration of participants who indicated that they either 'strongly agree'
or 'agree' with the statement, the data illustrates respondents exhibited a slightly higher
absenteeism rate, with respondents who incurred 5 or more spells accounting for 10.39%, in
comparison to 7.58% of the overall sample. The data pertaining to the duration of the absence
is relatively similar to the findings produced from the total sample surveyed. This is surprising
considering the literature suggests that involuntary absenteeism, resulting from causes such as
burnout, is associated with absence duration as opposed to absence frequency. It should,
however, be noted that issues were highlighted previously in the chapter regarding the
conflicting information obtained on employee sick leave days. If the data regarding the number
of employees experiencing stress at work is representative of the total workforce, the company
should consider establishing motivation committees to offer small incentives to all staff in order
to create a pleasant working environment. Additionally, a workplace wellbeing strategy should
be established which promotes physical health, mental wellbeing, and employee engagement
initiatives.

Furthermore, respondents were requested to outline whether they suppress negative feelings in
order to appear pleasant to customers and fellow workers. The data presented in Table 4.24
presents a breakdown of the findings.
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Table 4.24: Emotional Dissonance
Statement

Strongly

Agree

Agree

Neither

Disagree

Agree nor

Strongly

Total

Disagree

Disagree
I suppress 23.40%
44

negative

32.98%

23.40%

13.83%

6.38%

62

44

26

12

188

feelings in
order

to

appear
pleasant
to
customers
and
colleagues

As reported in l able 4.24, the majority of responses fall into the 'agree', ‘strongly agree’, and
'neither agree nor disagree' categories, therefore depicting that significantly more employees
experience this negative emotion, in comparison to those who do not. Emotional dissonance is
defined as the difference between what an employee is obligated to express by the organisation
and what they actually feel (Holman et al., 2002), as highlighted in the literature review
chapter. It is suggested by Deery et al. (2002) that the idiosyncratic experience of handling
calls is the primary factor which impacts emotional dissonance, consequently leading to
emotional exhaustion and employee withdrawal. Upon review of the absence frequency and
duration of participants who indicated that they either 'strongly agree' or 'agree' with the
statement, the data illustrates respondents exhibited a slightly higher absenteeism rate, with
participants who incurred 5 or more spells accounting for 9.43%, in comparison to 7.58% of
the overall sample. The data relating to extensive absence durations is relatively similar to the
findings produced from the total sample surveyed. The organisation could implement practical
solutions such as including techniques on how to diffuse situations fraught with emotion, and
establishing guidelines on what escalation paths to adhere to when customers are becoming
abusive. Employee working hours and its influence on absenteeism and presenteeism, will next
be discussed.
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4.5

Impact of Working Hours on Absenteeism and Presenteeism

Participants were asked to indieate how many hours they work beyond their contracted hours.
Table 4.25 provides a summary of the responses received.

Table 4.25: Contractual Working Hours
ANSWER CHOICES

RESPONSES

1

'W

Less than my contractual office hours

0.53%

w

The same as my contractual office hours

71.28%

134

-

Up to 5 hours more than my contractual office hours

15.96%

30

▼

Between 6-9 hours more than my contractual office hours

6.91%

13

w

10 hours or more than my contractual office hours

5.32%

10

TOTAL

188

Significantly, 28.19% of respondents work more than their contractual hours, with 12.23% of
participants working 6 hours or more than what is required. Indeed, when considering 15.96%
of respondents admitted to working up to 5 hours more than their contracted hours, this may
be sustainable as this includes employees working an additional hour or two each week. It
should, however, be acknowledged that a worrying 5.32% of respondents work 10 hours or
more than their contracted hours. If this is representative of the working hours for 5% of the
total workforce, then Call Centre X needs to address the issue promptly. Such excessive hours
are clearly not sustainable for the individual, nor will the practice benefit the organisation in
the medium or long-term. Additionally, the organisation may be in breach of The Organisation
of Working Time Act which could result in the company incurring financial penalties as well
as reputational damage. Upon review of the absence frequency and duration of participants
who indicated that they worked 6 hours of more, neither illustrate any patterns concerning
voluntary or involuntary absence, both producing similar absenteeism rates and lengths in
comparison with the overall sample surveyed. Equally, the findings relating to presenteeism
were similar, with 82.61% admitting to attending work while ill, in comparison to 80.81% of
the total sample surveyed.

Furthermore, respondents were asked to indicate why they worked in excess of their contracted
hours, if applicable. The question received 143 responses, whieh contradicts the data presented
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from the previous question on aetual hours worked, although a limited number of responses
outline that the question was 'not applieable'. Based on a review of the responses, it appears
partieipants understood that they were to provide the reason as to why they ever worked in
excess of their contracted hours, as opposed to it being a regular act. Stripping out the responses
from the participants who previously indicated that they either worked the equivalent or less
than their contracted hours, a total of 52 responses are left to analyse. A concerning 30 of the
52 responses received relate to participants working excessive hours in order to obtain
overtime. Many of the reasons suggested for availing of the overtime relate to not being paid
an adequate wage, followed by participants being unable to complete the required tasks within
their contracted hours. It is unclear if the organisation is regularly understaffed and therefore
require additional hours to achieve the necessary operational targets, or whether the overtime
is being manufactured by staff members in order to improve their standard of living. It is
important that managers are aware of the restrictions imposed by The Organisation of Working
Time Act to ensure staff members are not exceeding the maximum average working week limit,
as well as receiving mandatory rest periods. The ramifications resulting from long working
hours could lead to burnout, thus further exacerbating absenteeism rates in the organisation. A
further 13 respondents advised that they worked in excess of their contracted hours in order to
complete pending tasks which they are unable to complete within their normal working week.
This potentially could lead to stress, consequently resulting in emotional exhaustion, anxiety,
depression, and long-term absence for the individual. Other reasons are listed, such as
respondents 'feeling overtime was expected of them', and 'beating traffic, but only the most
significant have been discussed in detail.

Additionally, respondents were asked whether they are compensated if they work in excess of
their contracted hours. Of the 177 responses received, 63.28%, or 112 participants are, while
the remaining 36.72% are not compensated. Based on a review of the 112 responses received
from respondents who do get compensated, 116 means of compensation were provided, as
some respondents are entitled to more than one method of compensation. The primary means
of compensation was overtime, representing 101 of the 116 compensation types cited. Time in
lieu represented 14 of 116 compensation types, while the remaining response was related to a
gripe an employee had concerning overtime. Many of the responses pertaining to overtime
related to the fact it wasn't incentivised overtime, and only the standard rate was offered. This
further illustrates how imperative the overtime is to participants who cited 'insufficient pay' as
the reason for completing overtime, considering they only received a standard hourly rate.
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Finally, respondents were asked why they worked less than their contracted hours, if
applicable. The question received 78 responses, which contradicts the data presented from the
previous question on actual hours worked, although a limited number of responses outline that
the question was 'not applicable'. Based on a review of the responses, similar to the previous
question, it appears participants understood that they were to provide the reason as to why they
ever worked less than their contracted hours. Eliminating the responses from participants who
previously indicated that they either worked the equivalent or more than their contracted hours,
a total of 1 response is left to examine. The reason given was due to 'medical appointments'
which may indicate they have an ongoing illness, although their absence frequency proves
otherwise.

4.6

Conclusion

This chapter outlined, examined and decoded the findings which emanated from the study's
primary research, fhemes pertaining to absenteeism rates, lengths and causes were formed and
assessed in detail, in addition to the causes of presenteeism in Call Centre X. Furthermore, the
impact of working hours on absenteeism and presenteeism behaviours were examined. The
next chapter. Chapter 5, will discuss the key findings identified in Chapter 4, and consider the
limitations of the research.
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5.0

Conclusion

5.1

Introduction

In this chapter, the key findings identified via the analysis of the data obtained from the survey
are presented. The limitations associated with this study are also deliberated. Additionally, two
sets of recommendations are proposed. The first set of reeommendations coneentrates on Call
Centre X, while the second set identifies future research opportunities, which exceed the scope
and findings relating to this study.

5.2

Key Findings

Based on a comprehensive analysis of the survey results, a number of key findings materialised.
Issues stemming from pay were shown to be a major influence on absenteeism and
presenteeism rates in the call centre. Absenteeism levels decreased when comparing
absenteeism rates of employees who had sick pay entitlements with absenteeism rates of
employees who were not in receipt of sick pay. Furthermore, the duration of the absence also
experieneed a slight decrease when comparing the same subset. Admittedly, many other factors
could affect this outcome, other than pay. It is, however, proven to be significant when
evaluating additional findings concerning pay, which will further be discussed.

It was diseovered that respondents utilised annual leave as a substitute for sick leave in order
to avoid missing out financially. Furthermore, the loss of ineome was eited as the primary
reason why employees attended work while ill. Similarly, presenteeism levels deereased for
respondents who were in receipt of sick pay. Significantly, almost 80% of respondents
indicated the laek of siek pay would make them more likely to attend work while feeling
unwell. This finding was further corroborated by the discovery that over 78% of respondents
felt the loss of pay had or would have an extremely, or very, influential impact on their decision
to attend work while feeling unwell, and thus proved to be the most significant influence on
presenteeism behaviour based on the 6 considerations presented to participants.
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A further significant finding relating to pay illustrated that less than 15% of respondents felt
they were paid sufficiently for their work, yet no correlation was found between respondents
who felt they did not receive adequate pay, and absence frequency and duration. Financial
considerations again illustrated their significance when examining the motives of employees
who work in excess of their contracted hours. Questions were raised about whether the
organisation is regularly understaffed and therefore requires additional hours to achieve the
necessary operational targets, or if the overtime is being fabricated by staff members in order
to improve their standard of living. This is both concerning for the employee, due to its potential
to lead to burnout, and the organisation, if they are paying staff for non-productive hours.
Additionally, many of the reasons outlined for availing of the overtime relate to not being paid
an adequate wage. As call centres operate on restricted budgets dictated by contractual
agreements which often prioritise cost over all other factors, it is difficult to envisage Call
Centre X reviewing its sick pay policy for all staff Furthermore, many variations exist between
the differing contracts meaning while it may be possible for some contracts to allow for better
sick pay entitlements, it would not be possible for all. If sick pay is implemented for some
operations within the organisation, such a practice could result in severe feelings of inequity
amongst staff which potentially could create further issues for Call Centre X. Possible
recommendations the organisation could implement in regards to its reward strategy will be
discussed at a later stage in the chapter.

fhe words 'sick' and 'illness' were the primary reasons cited by participants as to why they had
been absent in the 6-month period. As a result, it is difficult to ascertain what the actual root
cause of the absence was. It does, however, raise concerns about whether employees were
genuinely ill or whether the cause of the absence was too sensitive to disclose, due to the
ambiguous nature of the reasons given. This is all the more probable considering only one
respondent cited 'stress', two referred to mental health issues, and three referred to personal
issues, as the cause of absence, which does not correspond with the literature on absenteeism
in call centres, specifically regarding the levels of stress and burnout. Alternatively, the
absences could relate to employees merely not wanting to attend work. It could be suggested
that the reasons cited illustrate a lack of job satisfaction, and therefore demonstrate a positive
relationship with absence frequency, which is supported by the literature on voluntary
absenteeism. Furthermore, the lack of a primary cause for the high absenteeism rates prevents
the researcher from concluding which illnesses are linked with higher absent spells. Inferences
may be drawn, however, from the vague nature of the reasons provided. The lack of adequate
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training and job stress were two significant factors which were revealed to have an influence
on absence frequency, however, the extent of its impact is uncertain.

Conversely, the data regarding absence periods has provided somewhat more concrete findings.
The causes of the absences correspond with motives of an involuntary nature, which agrees
with the literature on absenteeism. Such reasons include hospital admissions and medical
procedures. Equally, when examining the absence periods of participants who indicated they
suffered from 'poor' or 'fair' health, it was found that the absenteeism lengths of participants
were higher in comparison to the overall sample surveyed. This further illustrates the absences
were more likely to be unavoidable and warranted, as opposed to having a motivational cause.
Additionally, it was found that individuals who used a holiday for a non-holiday purpose
represented 4 out of a total of 5 participants which had used 17 or more days’ sick leave. The
purpose of their annual leave day was predominantly to recover from an illness which causes
concern for both the employee and the organisation. It could be argued that this results in the
employee being more prone to burnout, thus perpetuating the same absence pattern. The lack
of adequate training, was again shown to be significant factor, and revealed to have an influence
on the duration of absence, however, the magnitude of its impact is uncertain. The data
pertaining to the duration of the absence was relatively insignificant for respondents who felt
stressed at work. This is surprising considering the literature suggests that involuntary
absenteeism, resulting from causes such as burnout, is associated with absence duration as
opposed to absence frequency.

Overall, in excess of 80% of participants were found to have attended work while ill in the last
6 months. The gravity of the illness is unclear for those affected, however, it is worrying in
terms of the impact the illness could have on the individual, if they do not receive the rest
required to recover, which could also lead to burnout. Additionally, there is a potential threat
to their fellow employees’ health, which could perpetuate absenteeism rates in the organisation.
Respondents who attended work while ill were asked to specify the reason, or reasons, as to
why they made the decision. There appeared to be two interpretations of the question.
Participants either cited the illness they had been experiencing, or the factors which influenced
their decision to attend work. As discussed previously, the loss of income accounted for the
primary reason as to why employees attended work while feeling unwell. The ramifications of
the organisation's absence management policy, followed by the build-up of tasks on returning
from an absence, represent the second and third most cited reasons for attending work while
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ill. Furthermore, participants were asked to outline how much influence a number of
considerations had or would have on their decision to attend work while ill. The leading factors
revealed to have the most significant impact were, a lack of paid sick leave, the organisation's
absence management policy, and the impact an absence may have on career advancement
opportunities. This finding slightly differs from the data obtained on the reasons cited as to
why respondents attended work while ill, where employee workload ranked third in terms of
its influence on presenteeism behaviour. The limitations of the research will next be discussed.

5.3

Limitations of Research

Time was a significant factor and limitation. Specifically, as the amount of time available to
conduct the research was approximately 5 months. As a result of tim.e constraints, there were
numerous areas the study did not explore to the level of detail desired, particularly the research
methodology adopted. As discussed in Chapter 4, respondents appeared to have interpreted
some of the survey questions incorrectly. This could have been offset by conducting semistructured interviews to clarify any confusion surrounding the questions posed.

The majority of participants account for entry level call centre workers, which is representative
of the composition of workers in the organisation, however, the remaining respondents consist
of a small sample size. The findings pertaining to the smaller sample in the call centre may not
be representative of their roles in the organisation.

Another limitation was the poor response rate received from the survey, thus resulting in a
relatively small sample of 208 participants, considering the organisation employs in excess of
2,000 people. This was compounded by the means in which the survey was made available;
the company's intranet page. Employees did not receive any communication on to how to
participate in the study which meant participations had to be encouraged to partake by word of
mouth.

The study was conducted on an outsourced call centre in Cork and thus may not be extrapolated
to other call centres in Cork, or other parts of the country, specifically in-house call centres
which tend to differ in their employee reward offerings. Initially the objective was to complete
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a comparison between outsoureed and in-house eall eentres on absenteeism and presenteeism,
however, this was not feasible due to diffieulties in gaining permission from organisations
within the industry to participate.

Additionally, the researcher was an employee of Call Centre X for elose to 10 years. This may
have prejudiced his own views, and therefore affected the findings eollated when analysing the
data. Finally, researeh on the topie of presenteeism was relatively thin, with the bulk of
literature foeusing on the medical motives, with very little available on employees engaging in
non-work related aetivities as a form of presenteeism. Furthermore, there appeared to be a
dearth of researeh eondueted on presenteeism in the eall eentre industry, in comparison to the
literature available on absenteeism. This restrieted the researeher from aequiring a greater
understanding of the researeh problem. As a result, the focus of the study may not have been
as refined as it eould have been.

5.4

Recommendations for Future Research

It is recommended that additional qualitative research methods are implemented in the study,
in the form of semi-struetured interviews, to clarify any confusion surrounding the questions
posed in the survey, which was highlighted as an issue in Chapter 4. Furthermore, interviews
also allow for the collection of non-verbal data, which would have been beneficial when asking
respondents to outline the duration and frequency of their absence, as well as the cause. This
is pertinent considering the words 'sick' and 'illness' were given by such a large number of
participants as the cause of their absence.

A similar study should be conducted with a larger sample size. Specifically, one which captures
a greater number of respondents from a diverse range of positions within a call centre. This
would allow the testing of whether the key findings from this study hold up when extrapolated.
Moreover, there is also an opportunity to conduct a comparable study involving a plethora of
call centres across Ireland, as the scope of this study only focused on one company in Cork.

As discussed previously, the original intention was to conduct a comparison between
outsourced and in-house call centres on absenteeism and presenteeism. It is, therefore.
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recommended that research is carried out to examine the contrasts, should they exist, between
both service models, and assess what implications this could have on businesses who outsource
their business functions.

An opportunity also exists for further research to be carried out on presenteeism across all
industries, as well as a study specific to the call centre industry, due to dearth of research
available on the topic. A relatively new form of presenteeism was identified in the literature
review chapter; employees engaging in non-work related activities. Very little research,
however, can be found on the topic. A greater understanding of the prevalence of this form of
presenteeism will present further research opportunities in respect to its causes, and the impact
it has on productivity.

Finally, paid sick leave was revealed to have a significant impact on both absenteeism and
presenteeism in this study. This presents an opportunity for a study to be conducted on
absenteeism and presenteeism rates for employees who have sick pay entitlements, comparing
those to call centre staff who do not receive sick pay. This would improve the validity of the
findings from this study and would be beneficial to the literature on absenteeism and
presenteeism in call centres.

5.5

Recommendations for Practice

This study has revealed that pay has a significant impact on absenteeism and presenteeism rates
in Call Centre X. As a result, it is recommended that the HR department further investigates
both the direct and indirect costs associated with the current absenteeism and presenteeism
levels. These costs could include, but are not limited to:

•

Financial penalties resulting from missed service level agreements

•

New hire training and recruitment

•

Decrease in productivity

•

Overtime

•

Occupational Health referrals

•

Negative impact on quality of work
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•

Administration time spent in managing absence

•

Poor morale of staff affected by poor attendance rates

•

Annual leave accrual entitlements while ill.

Once a comprehensive review has been completed and a relative cost has been assigned to both
constructs, it is recommended an additional calculation is completed on the cost involved in
awarding sick pay to entry level staff who incur one spell of absence within a 6-month period.
Initially, a conservative sick pay scheme is being advocated for entry level workers which
should be reviewed after 6 months, where absenteeism and presenteeism levels, and costs, are
compared pre and post implementation. Furthermore, it is proposed that employees provide a
medical certificate to support the cause of their absence and a restriction of 10 paid absent days,
within a 12-month period, is applied. This is designed in such a way to offer employees some
protection in times when they are unable to work, encourage genuine sick employees to abstain
from work, and discourage employees to take casual absent days in order to use up their
'entitlements'. Contingent on the outcome of the evaluation, the organisation should adjust the
qualifying criteria for the sick pay scheme. Alternatively, it may be best to scrap the scheme in
its entirety. Indeed, when deciding on the most favourable outcome for the business,
consideration should also be given to the scheme's impact on employee turnover and employee
engagement.

Based on the qualifying criteria outlined for the proposed sick pay scheme, 8 respondents
would be eligible to some form of compensation, upon review of the sample surveyed. This
figure represents 4.44% of respondents who held a position comparable with that of an entry
level call centre advisor. As all other positions within the company benefit from paid sick leave,
they are not included in the calculation. Approximately 80% of the organisation's workforce
consists of entry level workers. Assuming Call Centre X employs exactly 2,000 staff, 1,600
employees would subsequently be eligible for the change in sick pay entitlements. Drawing
inference from the 4.44% of respondents who fell into the absence category, 71 people would
receive sick pay in the organisation if absenteeism rates remain unchanged. Moreover, when
analysing the absence duration of the affected respondents, an average absence duration of 5
days is produced. Table 5.1 provides a breakdown of the potential cost to the organisation as a
result of the proposed sick pay scheme.
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Table 5.1: Cost of Sick Pay
Number

of Average Number of Average

Employees

Days

Rate

Pay Per Day

of Total Cost to The
Organisation
within

6-month

period
71

5

€76.40

€27,122

The company should also review what controls it implements to ensure line managers adhere
to the restrictions proposed, perhaps only permitting middle managers to approve all paid sick
leave for call centre advisors. Additionally, the HR department should conduct regular audits
on the amount of paid sick leave granted to ensure each operation is compliant with the
guidelines proposed.

As previously discussed, it is difficult to determine the root cause of the high absenteeism levels
in the organisation, however, the vagueness of the reasons cited, in addition to the literature on
the topic, suggest the majority of the causes could have motivational grounds. Irrespective of
this, it is recommended the HR department conduct a company wide audit on employee files in
order to identify non-compliance amongst line managers to the absence procedures, as well as
address any uncertainties. If it is established that it is not being enforced, urgent action is
required to remedy the situation. Furthermore, additional training should be provided to line
managers on handling difficult conversations, and dealing with conflict. Once this has been
addressed, focus groups should be facilitated by HR, and involve upper management and entry
level workers to understand some of the factors affecting job satisfaction. An action plan should
then be formulated and progress communicated to all staff to illustrate management buy-in.
Regular follow-up meetings should take place to continually monitor satisfaction levels over
time.

A correlation was found between staff who felt they were not adequately trained, and absence
frequency and duration. The researcher recommends Human Resources conduct a training
needs analysis in order to identify the employees who require training, as well as the type of
training needed. As previously discussed, this may be difficult to execute due to service level
agreements but HR should sell the benefits to senior management, which subsequently should
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be communicated to its affected clients. This should help address other issues apart from
absenteeism, such as customer experience, as well as employee confidence levels in their roles.

As previously mentioned, it was discovered that over 80% of participants have attended work
while ill in the last 6 months. Aside from pay, the organisation's absence management policy,
the build-up of tasks on returning from an absence, and the impact an absence may have on
career advancement opportunities, were all shown to be important considerations for
employees who attended work while ill. Firstly, HR should implement a system, perhaps a
questionnaire, to measure presenteeism rates in the organisation. This will enable the company
to monitor presenteeism levels over time. Additionally, a review should be completed of the
absence management policy to ensure it is robust enough to promote good attendance, yet
flexible enough to allow managers to protect staff from attending work while unwell.
Furthermore, HR should educate managers on what symptoms to look out for in staff who are
stressed, as well as design systems which help support individuals who regularly find
themselves stressed at work. A workplace wellbeing strategy should also be established which
promotes physical health, mental wellbeing, and employee engagement initiatives. Finally, HR
should review its use of absence metrics to identify high performers, assess whether they are
excessive, and consider how significant they are in determining an employee's suitability for a
role. Senior management also need to 'lead the way' in terms of model behaviour and abstain
from work if they are unwell.

5.6

Overall Conclusion

Call centres, as described in the literature review chapter, are typified by their high employee
turnover and absenteeism, stressful work environments, and inadequate pay rates. The nature
of work in a call centre, however, limits the degree of flexibility available to staff as tenders
are awarded based on tight service level agreements, which principally focus on cost. The
majority of external companies choose to outsource due to the advantageous labour costs,
meaning the rate of pay allowed to entry level workers is comparable to the statutory minimum
wage. If call centre tenders continue to operate on a 'race to the bottom' principle, the industry
will maintain its high absenteeism and presenteeism rates, due to its correlation with pay rates,
as revealed in this study. Furthermore, it was determined that the lack of sick pay was correlated
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with high absenteeism and presenteeism rates in Call Centre X, and therefore may have similar
implications for other call centres in the region. Several actions have been proposed for the
organisation to take in order to resolve this issue, including the financial cost involved to
implement a change to its sick pay policy.

Moreover, it was found the majority of the causes of the high absent spells in Call Centre X
had motivational grounds. This key finding supports the literature on voluntary absenteeism
and its correlation with absence frequency. Several recommendations were proposed to address
the problems, specifically, procedures to curb absenteeism levels, and methods suggested to
understand the detailed causes linked to the high absenteeism levels.

The importance of adequate and adept training is a critical consideration for call centres should
they wish to reduce absenteeism. As previously discussed, a positive correlation was
discovered in this study between staff who did not feel they were sufficiently trained and staff
who had incurred frequent and long absent spells. As training is typically viewed as a cost and
its success is often measured by the number of participants who attend the requisite training,
quite frequently organisations tend to forego it wherever possible. It is suggested that the HR
department complete a training needs analysis to ascertain who and what training needs to be
completed, along with agreeing on metrics utilised to assess it. This will be beneficial when
pitching the proposal to senior management.

Significantly, it was found that in excess of 80% of Call Centre X's staff had attended work
while ill in the last 6 months. The effects this behaviour has on the individual, fellow
colleagues,

productivity,

and

absenteeism

levels

cannot

be

understated.

Several

recommendations are proposed on how to tackle the behaviour. If the presenteeism rate
recorded in this study is shown to be representative of presenteeism trends in the industry,
further research is needed to understand the causes and impact this has on employees,
organisations, and the economy.
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Appendix

Research Permission Request

Dear Human Resources Manager,

I am currently completing a Master’s Degree in Human Resource Management in Cork
Institute of Technology by night. Successful completion of this course relies on the undertaking
and submission of a Dissertation on a topic that is of interest to you.

I am basing my research on the leading factors associated with absenteeism and presenteeism
in the contact centre industry. In order to achieve this, 1 am hoping to survey employees from
both outsourced and in-house call centres, in an attempt to evaluate any contrasts or
comparisons which may exist between both service models, in respect to the aforementioned
concepts.

I write this email to seek permission to use your employees as the basis for practical research,
as this report will use existing published research on the topic, as well as research identified
through the means of primary and secondary sources. This will involve issuing a survey to a
targeted population of operational entry level employees for which I am specifically seeking
permission. I hope you look favourably upon my request and should you require any further
information,

please

do

not

hesitate

to

contact

me

directly

at

this

email

address: komahonv89^^^:umail.com

I look forward to sharing my findings with the company once the data has been collated.

Thanks in Advance,

Keith O’ Mahony
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Research Approval

Keith 0 Mahony
komahonv89(5)email.com
Re: Your Request to Conduct Research at^

9*^ April 2018
Dear Keith,
I refer to your email dated 4^*^ April 2018, requesting permission to carry out your Research
Topic on leading factors associated with absenteeism and presenteeism in the contact
center industry.
It is my pleasure to give you permission to conduct your research at our company, we would
be delighted to give you this opportunity and would welcome the prospect to review your
findings when you have completed your research.
It only remains for me to wish you all the best with the remainder of your studies.
Yours Sincerely,

Ctar
Ciar
Business Partner - People Operations
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Notification Sent To Participants

Dear All,

1 would really appreeiate it if you could take the time to read my email and click on the below
link to my survey.

I am currently completing a Master’s Degree in Human Resource Management in Cork
Institute of Technology by night. One of the course requirements is to complete a Dissertation
on a topic that is of interest to you.

1 am basing my research on the leading factors associated with absenteeism and presenteeism
in the contact centre industry. In order to achieve this, 1 am surveying employees from
outsourced and in-house call centres in a bid to evaluate any contrasts or comparisons which
may exist between both service models, in respect to the aforementioned concepts. The survey
is made up of 19 questions and should only require 4 minutes of your time to complete. 1 can
assure you that you will remain completely anonymous throughout the entire process.

Thank you for taking the time to assist me in my educational endeavours. The data collected
will provide useful information regarding the reasons why employees report to work while ill,
as well as the reasons why employees are unable to attend work. Completion and return of the
questionnaire will indicate your willingness to participate in this study. If you require additional
information or have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me via this email address:
komahonv89@gmail.com

Please click on the below link to participate in the survey.

Thanks in Advance,

Keith O’ Mahony (former employee)
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Survey Questions

1. What is your age?
18-24

45-54

25-34

55-64

35-44

65-t-

2. What is your gender?
Female
Male
Other

3. How many years have you been with the organisation?
Less than 6 months

3-4 years

6 months to less than a year

5-6 years

1-2 years

More than 6 years

* 4. What is your current employment status?
Full-Time

Agency

Part-Time

Zero Hour Contract

Fixed-Term

Temporary Contract

5. Which of the following best describes your role in the organisation?
Call Centre Advisor
Team Leader/Manager/Supervisor

Upper Management
HR/ L&D/ Recruitment/Resource Planning/ IT

Operations Manager/ Middle Management
Other (please specify)
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* 6. How many times have you been absent from work in the last 6 months?
0 times

3 times

1 time

4 limes

2 times

5 or more times

* 7. What was the cause of the absence? if there is more than one cause, please list all.

8. Do you have sick pay entitlements?
Yes
No

9. How many days of sick leave
have you used in the last 6 months?

^

0

9-12

1-2

13-16

3-4

17 or more

5-8

10. Have you used a holiday day for a non holiday purpose in the past 6 months (e.g. dental, hospital or
doctor appointment)?
No
Yes (please specify reason)

* 11. Have you attended work while feeling unwell in the last 6 months?
No
Yes (please specify reason for attending work)
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12. If you do not receive sick pay, does this make you more likely to attend work while ill?
Yes
No

13. Please indicate how much influence the following considerations have/would have on your decision to
attend work while ill:
Somewhat
Extremely influential

Very influential

influential

Slightly influential

Not at all influential

The build up of
tasks vs^ile you're
absent from work
The impact an absence
may have on your
colleagues' workload
The consequences of
the organisation's
disciplinary procedures
Your colleagues’
perceptions of your work
ethic following an
absence
The impact an absence
may have on your career
advancement
opportunities
The financial impact of
missing work

14. In general, what is the status of your health?
Poor

Very Good

Fair

Excellent

Good
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15. Please rate your level of agreement with the following statements
Nettfier agree nor
Strongly agree

Agree

disagree

Disagree

Strongly disagree

My work is cTiallenging,
stimulatir>g, and
rewarding
I am not micromanaged
I receive adequate
training to do my job
well
My Team Leader /
Supervisor gives me
feedback that helps me
improve my
performance
I feel emotionaliy
drained from my work
I aun paid adequately for
the work I do
I am satisfied with my
involvement in decisions
that affect my job
I feel stressed at work
I sup^ess negative
feelings in order to
appear pleasant to
customers / fellow
workers

16. What actual hours do you work?
Less than my conuaclual office hours

Between 6 • 9 hours more than my con»eK:tu«d ott!<» hours

The same as my contractual office hours

10 hours or more tfiw my contractual office hours

Up to 5 hours more tftan my contractual office hours

17. If you work in excess of your contracted hours, what compels you to do so?

18. Are you currently compensated if you work in excess of your contracted hours?
No
Yes (please specify how. i.e. overtime, time m lieu)
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19. If you work less than your contracted hours, please outline why?
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Reflective Journal

As discussed in Chapter 3, a journal was maintained throughout the study which documented
what had been learned during the completion of the dissertation, and how this knowledge could
be utilised in future studies. Although the researcher had previously completed a dissertation
as part of the requirements for an honours degree, the disparities between the honours and
master's dissertations were quickly realised when commencing The Literature Review Chapter.
This was particularly evident in terms of the volume of articles, books, journals, and reports
which needed to be reviewed, and analysed, to determine whether they were relevant to the
research topic, in comparison to the quantity examined for the honours programme. It took the
researcher a number of weeks to adjust to the laborious and tedious nature of academic writing,
and even at the conclusion of the study, the process continued to cause incredulity. The
challenges which had been most frequently experienced while compiling the literature review
can be broken into three categories, specifically:

1. Writing and stylistic challenges
2. Issues pertaining to literature review structure and elements
3. Credibility and validity issues.

Initially the researcher began inserting commentary relating to his feelings towards the research
being presented, however, it was quickly pointed out that there should not be any subjectivity
or personal emotion contained in the chapter. Occasionally, this practice resurfaced, however,
as a result of regular weekly meetings with the dissertation supervisor, all personal and
subjective opinions were promptly removed and appropriate sections were redrafted, where
necessary. Furthermore, errors pertaining to the correct referencing of authors' work emerged
while completing the chapter, specifically the referencing of an author's work within another
source. It was swiftly discovered that every attempt should be made to identify the original
source, and guidelines relating to secondary referencing should be strictly followed when the
original source cannot be located.

A significant amount of time was spent on reviewing data pertinent to the research topic, as
previously discussed, meaning it became evident from the outset that prioritising relevant
journal articles and books, while filtering out any content which was either inaccurate, not
relevant to the research question, or outdated, became an invaluable acquired skill. This was
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achieved by thoroughly reading the abstract of each journal article and searehing for key words
using a basic search function of the overall text. Developing this skill not only helped reduee
the amount of time spent trawling through irrelevant articles and books, it also ensured that
only pertinent studies were discussed in the literature review. Although this approach was
adopted, sometimes excessive details regarding the topic were still included. It was, therefore
discovered that while a study may be important to the research topic, all details within the study
are not always relevant. Additionally, the researeher was initially of the opinion that peer
reviewed articles could only be used as valid sources of secondary data, however, other credible
authors such as IBEC, CIPD, and KPMG could be cited in the dissertation. Information
stemming from these authors were used in the final draft of the Literature Review Chapter.

As a result of the regular grammatical amendments being made to the study in eaeh weekly
meeting with the dissertation supervisor, the researcher began to question the syntax of each
sentence composed. A considerable amount of time was subsequently spent eheeking the
correct use of commas, semi colons, apostrophes, and sentence fragments, amongst many other
grammatical components. Quite often, it was felt, especially while completing Chapter 2, that
the researcher would not be able to finish the study as a result. Thankfully, it was found that
the best way to combat this apprehension was to persevere and take each week as it comes,
making the necessary amendments learned from the previous week's meeting.

In retrospect, the literature review should have been completed within a shorter time period as
it pushed all subsequent chapters out further past the supervision deadline. This resulted in no
supervision being available to the researcher for the majority of Chapter 5, Chapter 1, The
Abstract, The Reflective Journal, and the overall review of the dissertation. Initially, it was felt
that there was an abundance of time available to complete the study, as it did not have to be
submitted until the end of August. The importance of the role of the supervisor, however, was
not fully understood during this phase and the time required to eomplete the remaining aspects
of the research were also underestimated. Consequently, the lack of supervision available
towards the final stages of the study impacted the quality of the aforementioned chapters.

As discussed in Chapters 3 and 5, the original intention was to eonduct a eomparison between
outsourced and in-house call centres on absenteeism and presenteeism. This was, unfortunately
not possible due to difficulties in gaining permission from organisations within the industry to
partake. On reflection, too much time was spent waiting for a response from organisations on
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whether they were willing to partieipate in the study. Additionally, more companies should
have been contacted from the outset as opposed to waiting until rejections were received. This
caused further delays in completing the dissertation.

The development of the survey questions proved a difficult task, one which required a lot of
assistance and support from the dissertation supervisor. Although the research aims and
objectives were clearly understood, the means of obtaining the requisite data, via a survey, was
not such a straight-forward task. Basic factors such as the design of a matrix question and the
actual language used in the questions, were all important considerations which had not been
previously thought-out. A considerable length of time was spent writing, and redrafting, each
question until it was satisfactory. If there was, however, a requirement to complete a
dissertation in the future, the researcher would feel much more confident in designing the
survey to capture the data necessary to answer the research question posed.

Analysing the data collated from the survey and subsequently documenting the findings, was
by far the most time consuming part of the process. As both qualitative and quantitative data
were obtained, all responses needed to be analysed individually piece by piece, checking for
any themes, patterns or significant relationships. Furthermore, the survey contained 19
questions, some questions had 9 statements contained within one question, meaning each
finding had to be discussed in terms of its potential impact on the organisation, and whether
there was any corresponding literature to support the finding in the literature review.
Additionally, it needed to be determined if there was a significant relationship between each
finding and absence rates, absence durations, absence causes, and presenteeism. The arduous
nature of this process caused slight sloppiness towards the latter stages in the analysis of the
data, as the repetitiveness resulted in frequent losses in concentration. Thankfully, this was
highlighted and affected sections were redrafted. As previously discussed, the time spent
drafting the literature review, and delays experienced in gaining permission from organisations
to participate in the study, caused unexpected postponements in completing the dissertation.
The supervision deadline was fast approaching while the Findings chapter was in the process
of being drafted, which subsequently led to excessive hours being inputted over a short period
of time, therefore further aggravating the errors experienced during this chapter.

Upon analysis of the data, it was also discovered that some questions had been interpreted
incorrectly by the sample surveyed. As a result, it was difficult to conclusively ascertain the
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amount of sick leave taken, as the results contradicted the data captured regarding the absence
frequency of respondents. Additionally, respondents who attended work while ill were asked
to specify the reason, or reasons, as to why they made the decision. Participants either cited the
illness they had been experiencing, or the factors which influenced their decision to attend
work. On reflection, the survey should have been piloted using a greater sample as the
ambiguity surrounding these questions could have been highlighted, and therefore resolved in
advance of circulating the survey.

Developing a routine was hugely important to the process and was not in place, unfortunately,
until the midway point. It was found that writing as frequently as possible, for shorter periods,
was far more beneficial than assigning specific days where long hours needed to be spent on
the laptop. This approach assisted in identifying gaps in knowledge earlier, therefore speeding
up the process. Moreover, if, for whatever reason, something arose on one of the days assigned
for working on the dissertation, the disruption caused would be far more negligible, in
comparison to adopting the long hours’ routine.
Identifying a topic that is of interest to the researcher, while feasible, and worth researching,
are all extremely significant considerations when selecting a research topic. These points were
repeatedly mentioned in lectures prior to commencing the dissertation. Thankfully, their
importance was recognised, and adhered to prior to beginning the study. This was largely due
to learnings acquired from completing the honours dissertation. Conducting research on a topic
that does not create excitement, causes the research process to be more laborious. Remaining
motivated is challenging enough when the topic is something which stirs passion, never mind
the difficulties faced when choosing a monotonous research topic. As discussed in Chapter 1,
when the study was conceived, the researcher was employed as an Operations Manager for a
company which regularly experienced high absenteeism levels. There were also signs to
suggest that staff may have been attending work while ill. As both concepts had such an impact
on the researcher's profession, this assisted in keeping the interest levels sufficient enough to
complete the study. Additionally, a plethora of research was available on absenteeism in call
centres which further eased the process. The significance of selecting a research topic which
meets the aforementioned criteria cannot be stressed enough when considering completing a
dissertation.
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During the analysis of the key findings, it was realised that the results produeed were not the
findings whieh were anticipated when the study first commenced. Many months were spent
imagining what the answer would be to the research question, however, the correlation between
sufficient training and absenteeism rates, and duration, was not expected to be such a
significant factor. Additionally, the lack of a primary cause for the high absenteeism rates
prevented the researcher from determining which illnesses were linked with higher absent
spells in a call centre. The importance of accepting that you may not conclusively answer your
research question, as well as understanding that this does not necessarily mean there was a flaw
in the methodology, was a lesson which was learned towards the end of the study.

As previously discussed, the inability to obtain permission from many organisations to
participate in the study was a huge stumbling block, at the time. This meant the study had to
be slightly adapted during the methodology phase, causing the literature review to be redrafted
also. This caused major panic as the researcher envisaged that the entire study would have be
scrapped and started from scratch. Tuckily, thanks to the dissertation supervisor, it was
explained that the existing literature could be used but some sections would have to be altered.
If there ever was a requirement to conduct research on a topic in the future, there would be less
of an expectation for everything to go as planned. During the process many things change, it is
important to be ready to adapt to the change, and to refine one's goals when change occurs.

There were feelings of anxiety for the majority of the process. It was felt that the study would
be too big a task, and there wasn't sufficient time to complete it. This was predominantly caused
due to looking at the work as a whole, rather than focusing on the required task at that moment
in time. As time progressed, this tactic changed and deadlines were set weekly. This allowed
for the to work to be completed more effectively and to alleviate unnecessary anxiety.

Finally, taking constructive feedback from the dissertation supervisor is a critical phase in the
research learning process. Initially, when the meetings ended, huge feelings of stress and
hopelessness consumed the researcher. Positive feedback was coveted, in order to acknowledge
the effort put into the study. It was quickly realised, however, that only by understanding that
one's work needs improving, that the necessary changes can be made to rectify any errors.
Additionally, the supervisor has vast knowledge in conducting research, at an even more
advanced level, and is therefore, offering recommendations based on their experience. It was
important to be cognisant of this when receiving feedback. This journal provided a rundown of
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the experiences, and learnings encountered during the research process, and outlined the
changes that would be implemented in future studies, based on the acquired learnings.
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