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Absences from work
among full-time employees

DANIEL E. TAYLOR

American workers with full-time wage and salary jobs
lost about 95 million hours a week in May 1979 as a re-
sult of illnesses, injuries, and miscellaneous personal
reasons. About one employee in 15 reported at least one
absence during the week; the total hours lost represent-
ed about 3.4 percent of the hours usually worked.

In recent years, the overall level of absence has
shown no trend. (See table 1.) The percent of time lost
(inactivity rate) fluctuated narrowly between 3.3 and 3.5
percent from 1973 to 1979, while the percent of workers
absent (incidence rate) moved between 6.1 and 6.7 per-
cent.! Both measures registered their lowest levels dur-
ing the recession of 1974-75.

The data series reported here are based on in-
formation collected once a year in May from the
Current Population Survey (CPS), a national sample sur-
vey consisting of 56,000 households in 1979.2 Absences
are classified into two categories: those resulting from
workers’ illnesses or injuries and those resulting from
various personal reasons, including the sickness or
death of family members, civic or legal obligations
(such as jury duty and military reserve service), and
transportation problems. Absences resulting from vaca-
tions, holidays, industrial disputes, or weather condi-
tions are excluded. The universe consists of nonfarm
wage and salary workers who hold one job and usually
work full time (35 hours or more per week).> Absence
rates are shown for men and women, by marital status
and by race, as well as by occupation, industry, and
union coverage.

Industry and occupation

Time lost from work was a substantially higher pro-
portion of usual worktime in the goods-producing sec-
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tor than in the service-producing sector (3.9 versus 3.2
percent of the usual hours worked in May 1979). This
was largely because of a relatively high rate of absence
in manufacturing, which makes up more than three-
fourths of the goods-producing sector. (See table 2.)

Absences were even higher in mining, but this had
little effect on rates for the entire goods-producing sec-
tor, as the number of mining workers is relatively small.
The proportion of time lost in the construction industry
was no higher than the average for all industries. With-
in the service-producing sector, the proportion of time
lost differed widely by industry.

Absences of factory operatives resulting from illnesses
and injuries (shown in table 3) were a major factor in
the relatively high proportion of time lost in manufac-
turing. Similarly, high rates for transportation equip-
ment operatives and low rates for sales workers affected
rates in transportation and trade industries in which
these workers represented an important segment of the
workforce.*

Personal characteristics

Women lost 4.3 percent of their usual weekly hours
in May 1979; men lost 3.0 percent. The rates of inci-
dence were 8.6 for women and 5.5 percent for men. Ab-
sence rates by sex vary with age and family status. The
male-female difference in inactivity rates, for example, is
higher for persons age 25 to 44 years than for those in
their twenties, probably, in part, because family respon-
sibilities increase absences for women, but not for men.
Rates tended to be higher for older workers of both
sexes, reflecting an increase in health-related problems.

Time lost by blacks tended to be higher than for
whites (5.2 percent versus 3.2 percent).® Although nu-
merous factors are involved, the differences are attribut-
able, in part, to the greater concentration of blacks in
occupations which are characterized by high levels of
absence. Seven of 10 white workers, compared with 5 of
10 black workers, were in occupations with absence
rates below the average. The following tabulation shows
the proportion of time lost by race, sex, and marital
status in May 1979.



Table 1.
{Numbers in thousands|

Rate of absence for nonfarm wage and salary workers who usually work full time, by reason, May 1973-79

Incidence rate Inactivity rate
Number of workers Hours (Percent of workers absent) (Percent of time lost)
Year
Usually liness and | Miscellaneous liness and |Miscellaneous
Employed Absent worked Lost Total injury reasons Total injury reasons
1973 .. 55,283 3,614 2,344,970 81,549 6.5 4.1 24 35 24 11
1974 L 56,248 3,499 2,382,300 79,706 6.2 37 25 33 22 1.1
1975 .. 54,700 3,332 2303410 78,873 6.1 37 24 34 23 11
1976 ... .. 56,414 3,630 2,374 910 82,222 6.4 40 25 35 23 1.1
1977 ... 58,422 3,802 2,473,740 87,487 65 39 26 35 23 1.2
1978 ... 60,153 3,966 2,549,220 89,888 6.6 41 25 35 23 12
1979 ... 64,810 4,336 2,745,060 94,641 6.7 39 28 34 22 12
Note:  Because of rounding, individual items may not equal totals.

industries, May 1979 and average May 1977-79
[Numbers in thousands]

Table 2. Inactivity rate (percent of time lost) for nonfarm wage and salary workers who usually work full time, by selected

Number of Total liiness and injury Miscellaneous reasons
Industry workers Aver:
age Average Average
May 1979 197 1977-79 1979 1977-79 1978 1977-79
AIRAUSIABS | - .. . 64,810 34 35 22 23 12 12
Goods-producing industries ' . ... ... ... 24,364 39 40 27 28 1.2 12
MINING - oo oo 757 67 5.7 21 19 45 38
CONSIUCHION . . ..o 4,230 32 31 2.1 20 11 1.1
Manufacturing ... 19,073 39 41 28 30 11 1.1
Durable goods' . ....... ... .. ... 11,789 38 42 29 3.1 1.0 1.1
Metal manufacturing .. ............... . 2,395 43 44 33 34 1.0 1.0
Machines, except electrical . ........ ... ... ...l 2,338 3.2 38 2.3 28 9 1.0
Transportation equipment .. ............... ... . 2,148 55 5.0 43 38 1.2 13
NONGUFADIE GOOUS T - ... ..ot 7,284 43 40 27 29 14 11
FOO oo e 1475 38 37 23 25 15 12
ADPRIEL .\ oo 1,161 6.1 54 44 39 17 15
PHAING . . oo 1,082 28 27 19 20 9 7
CROMICAIS ..ot 1,079 42 37 27 26 15 11
Service-producing industries® ... ... ... 40,447 32 32 20 20 1.2 1.2
Transportation and public utilities . . .............. ... o 4,996 4.0 43 2.3 26 1.7 16
Transportation . .. .. ... 2,658 55 53 2.9 31 25 2.2
PUBNC UBIIOS - - . .. . oo o ot 2,339 2.1 30 14 21 7 9
TRRUE . ..o 10,951 25 26 17 18 8 9
WROIBSAIE .. .. 3,028 24 23 18 16 6 7
RO . ..o 7923 25 28 17 18 8 10
BANG . oo 1,685 36 37 21 23 15 14
OMEY . - o oo e e 6.238 23 26 16 17 6 9
Finance, insurance, and real estate ' .. ... .......... .. ... ... 4,057 25 27 14 14 11 1.3
BANKING . v 1,771 25 23 14 1.4 1.1 9
INSUFANCE . . ..o 1,394 28 32 1.7 17 1.1 15
SBIVICES | . ..o oo 16,111 33 33 20 20 13 13
BUSINGSS . oo 1,320 23 29 14 1.7 1.0 12
Personal . ... 1,398 34 33 19 19 15 1.5
PrOMESSIONAI T . ... . 12,240 34 33 21 21 13 13
MOTICAl . ..\ oo 4,499 43 42 26 28 17 14
BOUCANIONAL - .. 5243 31 29 18 17 13 12
Public ADMINISIFANON . . .. ... oot 4232 41 35 24 23 17 12
S 2,000 44 36 24 23 19 13
N 572 40 43 31 36 9 8
Other Federal . .. ... .. ...... oo 1,428 45 32 22 18 23 15
SIE ..o 751 48 36 28 24 19 12
LOCAL - v e e e e 1,481 34 33 21 22 13 1.0
'Total includes industries not shown separately. Nove:  Because of rounding, individual items may not equal totals.
Married, As noted earlier, white women who were married had
spouse Never higher absence rates than never-married women. In con-
Total present married trast, rates among black women were the same for mar-
Total ried and never-married women. This, in part, may be
Men . ...... 30 3.0 3.0 bec.ause single black women are more hkely' than their
Women . . ... 43 4.5 3.4 white counterparts to have child-care responsibilities.®
White:
Men ....... 2.8 2.9 2.8 Union status
..... 4.0 4.3 3.0 .
Blac:-v omen Workers represented by unions generally reported
Men . . . ... 4.6 43 50 higher absences resulting from illnesses and injuries (but
Women . . ... 6.0 6.3 6.3 not for miscellaneous personal reasons) than other
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Table 3. Inactivity rate (percent of time lost) for nonfarm wage and salary workers who usually work full time, by selected
occupations, May 1979 and average May 1977-79
[Numbers in thousands]
Number of Total liness and injury Miscellaneous reasons
Occupation workers Average Average Average
Mayte79 | 1978 1977-79 1979 1977-79 1978 1977-79
Alloccupations ' .. ... .. 64,810 34 35 22 23 12 1.2
Professional and technical® ... ................ ... ... .. .......... 10,886 25 25 1.3 14 1.2 1.1
Engineers ............. .. 1,323 23 25 7 13 1.6 12
Healthworkers . .......... ... ... ... ... . ... ... .. ... ....... 1,646 29 35 1.7 22 1.2 1.2
TOAChOIS . . e 2,767 3.1 2.7 15 13 16 15
Managers and administrators . ....... .. ... ... 7515 19 20 1.0 1.2 9 8
Sales WOrkers™ .. ... ... 3,182 23 27 14 17 9 1.0
Wholesale . ................... ... ... 703 8 12 5 9 4 4
Retail ... . ... 1,280 2.7 32 22 23 6 1.0
Clonical ! .. 12,124 33 33 22 21 1.1 1.2
BoOKKGDOr .. ... ... 1,100 25 25 1.0 12 15 1.2
Secretary . ... ... 2,886 30 29 21 19 9 11
Craft and kindred workers ' ............. ... ... . ... .. .. 10,033 3.0 33 21 23 9 1.0
Construction .. ... . 2,711 33 34 24 23 1.0 1.2
Mechanics . ............. . 2,755 27 31 20 22 7 9
Operatives, except transport’ ... ....... ... ... ... ... ... 9,003 54 57 37 40 18 1.7
Assemblers .. ... ... 1,175 5.0 57 39 42 11 15
Welders ... .. ... ... 660 43 47 37 35 7 1.1
Transport equipment operatives’ . ................ ... .. ... 2,697 39 42 23 29 1.6 1.3
TrUCK AVEIS .. ..o 1,505 38 41 24 28 14 13
Nonfarm laborers 3,103 4.9 42 35 29 1.4 1.3
Service workers ! 6,266 5.0 45 33 3.0 1.7 15
Cleaning 1,524 49 48 36 35 13 14
Food ....................... 1,717 48 44 30 28 1.8 16
Protective 1,023 38 34 28 26 1.0 5
"Total includes occupations not shown separately. Note:  Because of rounding, individual items may not equal totals.

workers. However, in some industry groups, nonunion
members lost about the same or larger proportions of
time because of illnesses and injuries than workers rep-
resented by unions for May 1979, as shown in the fol-
lowing tabulation:

Finance, insurance, real estate i 1.4
Educational services 1.7 2.0
Medical services 3.8 2.2
Federal public administration 32 1.8

Union  Nonunion  The generally higher rate of absence for workers repre-

Total (in percent) 3.0 1.8 sented by a union may result in part from differences in

Manufacturing 3.9 2.1 occupational mix as well as a higher proportion of the

Trade 3.1 1.5 union group being eligible for paid sick leave. O
— FOOTNOTES ————

' The inactivity rate is defined as than the increase for all wage and salary workers on full-time sched-

Number of ho bsent ules, and resulted from a repositioning of the question on usual hours

u urs aosen X 100. that reduced the nonresponse rate and from the allocation of certain

Number of hours usually worked
For example, the overall inactivity rate in May 1979 was calculated as

94,641,000 hours

100 = 3.4 t.
2,745,060,000 hours X percen
The incidence rate is defined as

Number of workers absent
Total employed

X 100.

For example, the overall incidence rate in May 1979 was calculated as

4,336,000 absent workers
64,810,000 workers employed

X 100 = 6.7 percent.

*The CPS is conducted for the Bureau of Labor Statistics by the
Bureau of the Census. Data derived from the survey underestimate
absences of workers on full-time schedules because information on ab-
sence is available only for those who were at work fewer than 35
hours. No information is available for workers on part-time schedules.

" The universe in the year ended May 1979 grew from 60.2 million
to 64.8 million or nearly 8 percent. This was substantially greater
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remaining nonresponses. The larger universe probably had a minimal
effect on rates of absence.

* For a description of some of the environmental and personal fac-
tors influencing absence and some company programs designed to re-
duce absence from work, see Reducing Worker Absenteeism, pro-
ceedings of a University of Michigan Workshop sponsored by the
Graduate School of Business Administration and the Industrial De-
velopment Division, Institute of Science and Technology, The Univer-
sity of Michigan, 1979.

* Black workers lose more time and are absent more frequently than
white workers, particularly for illnesses and injuries. In May of 1979,
the only year for which absence data are available by race, the inci-
dence rate for blacks was 9.6 percent versus 6.3 percent for whites
(for illnesses and injuries the figures were 6.0 for blacks and 3.6 per-
cent for whites). These data seem to contradict other findings that
nonwhite workers are absent less frequently than white workers. See
Steven G. Allen, Absenteeism and the Labor Market, prepared under a
grant from the Employment and Training Administration, U.S. De-
partment of Labor, p. 168.

‘ Unpublished Bureau of Labor Statistics data on the marital and
family status of workers, March 1980.






