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ABSTRACT - The current study investigates the degree to which traits from the
five factor model (FFM) of personality can be used to predict absenteeism in the
workplace. On the basis of past research it was predicted extraversion
positively, and conscientiousnessnegatively, predicts work absence. Participants
(N = 54) from a photo processing company were tested and absence data was
collected from the company’s archival records. Regression analysis
demonstrated extraversion to positively predict absenteeism in the workplace.
The results support the FFM as a valuable basis from which to investigate the
relationship between dispositional factors and absenteeism.

Absenteeism in the workplace is an economically costly problem for
employers, with routine employer surveys suggesting that 89% of employers
view sickness absence as a burden on business (Chartered Institute of Personnel
and Development (CIPD), 2002). British employer surveys indicate that 4.4%
of working time is lost through absenteeism — equating to an average of 10
working days per employee per annum (CIPD, 2002). The British government’s
Labour Force Survey suggests that 2% of the working population can be
expected to be absent from work on any given scheduled workday (Barham &
Leonard, 2002). Business consultants Robertson Cooper Ltd. (2001), posita 5%
absence rate —equatingto every employeereceiving two weeks paid absence per
year. The estimated cost of absence as calculated by a variety of employer
surveys, however, is between £400 and £500 per year, per employee! (Barham
& Leonard, 2002). Sickness absence has also been calculated to represent
between 2 and 16% of organization’s annual salary bill (Bevan & Hayday,
2001).
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Although much research has looked at the antecedents of employee
absenteeism, the absence literature suggests that few studies have investigated
directly this issue in terms of personality traits. Research to date suggests it to
be necessary to identify personality variables that could be incorporated into a
model of absenteeism, enabling absence taking behaviour to be predicted in the
workplace, thereby reducing absenteeism and reducing unnecessary costs and
workplace disruption for employers (Ones, Viswevaran & Schmidt, 2003).

Previous research has shown there to be a small, but nevertheless important,
relationship between personality and occupational performance (Barrick &
Mount, 1991; Furnham, 1992; Mount, Barric & Stewart, 1998; Tett & Burnett,
2003, 1993; Vinchur, Shippmann, Switzer & Roth, 1998; Warr, Bartram &
Martin, 2005). There is only modest research however regarding personality and
absenteeism, particularly causes and controls — rarely are personality factors
taken into account. Few organisations appear to keep adequate records of their
employees’ absence (Johns, 2003). Further few companies permit access to
absence records; indeed many are unwilling to divulge such data for research
purposes. It is therefore difficult to obtain a sufficient quantity of absence data
for carrying out research. This may go some way to explain the limited literature
available in the area. Additionally, reasons for non-attendance at work are often
situation and organization specific. Thus individual differences are
overshadowed by these more dominant factors; hence recurrently playing only
a supplementary role in studies (Judge et al., 1997). However, it has been
advocated for many years that enduring personality traits account for
absenteeism’s temperate stability over time and across work situations.

Absenteeism “refers to the non attendance of employees for scheduled work
when they are expected to attend” (Furnham, 1992). Much research to date
assumes such behaviour occurs primarily as a result of unfavourable work
attitudes (e.g. job dissatisfaction). However, contained in such findings is the
plausible existence of additional variables (both personal and organizational),
which may either moderate or enhance the relationship. Steers and Rhodes
(1978) suggest employee attendance at work is principally a function of two
variables — ability to attend and motivation to attend; it is the latter function that
is perceived to be influenced by individual differences.

Many studies are currently available that have investigated the relationship
between demographic variables and absenteeism, in which gender, age, tenure,
education level and family characteristics have been measured (e.g. Markham,
Dansereau & Alutto, 1982, Martocchio, 1989, Price, 1995, VandenHeuvel &
Wooden, 1995,). Such factors have been investigated primarily because itis very
easy to do so and because there is growing recognition that some of these
characteristics consistently predict absenteeism (Garrison & Muchinsky, 1977).
Indeed demographic variables have been assigned arestricted yet important role
in the study of absenteeism. Consequently studies conceming absenteeism
should additionally take into account such demographic variables.
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Bemardin (1977) tested the hypothesis that extreme scores on various
personality traits relate to absenteeism, finding conscientiousness and anxiety to
be associated with suchbehaviour. Paunonen and Jackson (1996)report however
that conscientiousness as a factor lacks coherence and should instead be
separated into three separate dimensions (methodical and orderly, dependable
and reliable, ambitious and driven). Additionally Loevinger (1994) suggests
conscientiousness to no longer reflect a moral nature, thus potentially nullifying
it as a suitable measure. Bemardin (1977) concluded however that personality
variables account for a small but significant amount of variance in predicting
absenteeism. In more recent research, Judge etal. (1997) found extraversion and
conscientiousness predicted absenteeism in a sample of 89 university employees.
This relatively small sample size makes replication of the results particularly
important.

Further, Salgado (2002) reported a meta-analysis of studies of the Big Five
and counterproductive behaviours (including absenteeism), finding none of the
Big Five dimensions to substantially predict absenteeism. Salgado (2002) did
however conclude that conscientiousness and agreeableness were generalisably
valid predictors of deviant behaviours, though conscientiousness did not predict
absenteeism.

The present study investigates the link between absenteeism and personality,
using the NEO Five-Factor Inventory (Costa & McCrae, 1992, 1989). Previous
research indicates that both extraversion and conscientiousness display a
moderate relationship with absence. To date, the remaining three domains have
not been found to predict absenteeism, although specific sub-factors of the FFM
have been found to display stronger relations with absence than the composite
five factors.

Extraversion is generally construed as sociability/gregariousness, with
extraverts being more talkative, active, and assertive than introverts, displaying
a great deal of commitment to social groups and activities. Given the
characteristics of extraverts, they may view the workplace as monotonous and
mundane. It is consequently predicted that extraversion will positively predict
absence (H,). Those who are conscientious are characterised by their punctuality
and reliability, together with personal competence, dutifulness, self-discipline,
determination and reliability (Martocchio & Jimeno, 2003). Due to the
characteristics of conscientious individuals they are likely to be highly motivated
to perform well at work. Frequent absences from work would hinder
performance. Consequently it is further predicted that conscientiousness will
negatively predict absence (H,).

Method
Subjects
Subjects were 54 employees of a photo processing company based in the
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U K., occupying a wide range of positions within the company, and coming from
a variety of offices across the country. In total 38 (70%) participants were
female and 16 (30%) were male. Participants ranged in age from 17 to 62 with
the average age being 36 years (SD=13.89).

Measures

Personality

The NEO Five-Factor Inventory is a 60-item self-report measure based upon
the FFM of trait personality (Costa & McCrae, 1992, 1989) and is one of the
most widely used measures of the FFM. The five dimensions of personality
measured by this inventory are Neuroticism, Extraversion, Openness to
Experience, Agreeableness and Conscientiousness. The manual has ample
evidence of excellent reliability (co-efficient alpha) and validity (convergent,
discriminant, consensus, construct).

Absenteeism

Absence data was collected from the company’s archival records and matched
to participants self-reports using theiremployeeidentificationnumbers. Absence
was operationalised as the percentage of sickness entitlement taken (paid sick
leave). Individual employees were entitled to a different number of hour’s
sickness absence, either per month or fortnightly. Therefore in order to integrate
the data and make comparisons the percentage of sickness entitlement taken was
calculated.

Demographic variables

In addition to investigating the relationships between the Big Five personality
traits and absence this study takes into account additional variables, these being
participants age and gender.

Procedure

The NEO-FFI was distributed to employees of the company with participants
being instructed in a cover letter how to complete the survey. Participants were
informed in the cover letter that individual responses would remain confidential
and were further informed that the survey was not for use by their employer but
was instead collected as a research project. It was further made clear that
completion of the survey was optional. The survey required approximately 10-15
minutes to complete.

Of'the 200 surveys initially distributed within the company, 61 were returned,
of these 7 could not be used since no identification number was provided and
could therefore not be matched to the absence data. Consequently 54 useable
surveys were returned, equating to a response rate of 31%, which is above
average for this sort of research (Moser & Kalton, 1989).
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Results

Correlational Analysis

Table 1 provides the descriptive statistics and intercorrelations of the study
variables used in the investigation. Table 1 shows that some of the Big Five traits
are moderately correlated. Specifically, extraversion and conscientiousness are
significantly negatively correlated with neuroticism. Additionally
conscientiousness is significantly negatively correlated with openness to
experience and significantly positively correlated with extraversion. Results
further show agreeableness to be significantly positively correlated with
openness to experience.

Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Intercorrelations of Study Variables
Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. Absence 19.38 8380 -
2. Age 36.19 13.89 001 -
3. Gender 067 047 026 -0.19 -
4. Neuroticism 1938 880 -0.11 033* 023 -
5. Extraversion 299 49 037** 008 016 -027* -
6. Opemnesstoexperience 2552 5.58 -0.24 -008 012 004 -004 -
7. Agreeableness 3235 519 004 009 006 -044 041 035* -
8. Conscientiousness 3602 610 026 0.30* -0.03 -027* 034** -032* 0.09
N=54

* Significant at the .05 level
** Significant at the .01 level

The results further show that age and gender are not significantly related to
absence. Theresultsdo however show asignificant positive correlation between
conscientiousness and age and a significant negative correlation between
neuroticism and age. Such a finding demonstrates that age positively predicts
conscientiousness (with age comes an increase in conscientiousness) and
negatively predicts neuroticism (the younger subjects were more neurotic).
Furthermore the results (see Table 1) show a negative correlation between
gender and extraversion and gender and conscientiousness (with negative
correlations corresponding to higher scores for men). Neuroticism, openness to
experience and agreeableness are all positively correlated with gender
(suggesting higher scores for women), though none of these correlations were
found to be statistically significant.

Regressional Analysis
Table 2 shows the results of the regression analysis, which was conducted in
order to investigate the degree to which the Big Five dimensions of personality
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predict absence. As Table 2 demonstrates, of the Big Five dimensions
hypothesised to predict absence, conscientiousness did not predict absenteeism,
indicating that the hypothesis was not supported by the data obtained.
Furthermore, according to the prediction, the correlation between absence and
conscientiousness should be negative, however the results show the correlation
to be positive, though not significant. Results show that extraversion positively
predicted absence, thus supporting the hypothesis: F(7,43)=2.14, p<.05,
Adjusted R*=.14. Overall the control variables and Big Five traits account for
14% of the variance in absence.

Table 2
Regressional Analysis: Regression of the Big Five and
Demographic Variables on to Absence

Sendardized Coefficients
Variable Beta t
Gender 17 12
Age -07 -48
Neuroticism -23 -1.35
Extraversion 37 238*
Oparmess to experience -23 -147
Agrembleness =21 -1.19
Corscierntiousness 05 0.34

Table 3
NEO-FFI Normative Data and Data Collected In The Present Study
M SD
Variable Normative Data  Present Study  Nonmative Data Present Study

Neuroticism 24.56 19.38 7.87 88
Extraversion 3049 299 5.8 496
Operwess to experience 27.82 25.52 5.85 5.58
Agrecableness 30.14 3235 54 5.19
Corscientiousness 30.71 36.02 6.79 6.1

Table 3 shows the means and standard deviations for each of the five
personality domains, for both the results obtained in the present study and for the
NEO-FFI normative data (Costa & McCrae, 1992). As Table 3 shows, the mean
scores for the normative data are in general comparatively similar to those
obtained in this study. However, the mean conscientiousness score obtained
from the present data is substantially higher than that of the normative data.
Such a finding potentially implies that participants responded in a socially
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desirable manner. The mean score for neuroticism is additionally substantially
lower than that of the normative data, indicating that the sample used is this
study were less neurotic than the normative data. Such findings suggest that the
participants of the present study are not particularly representative of the
population at large — particularly with respect to conscientiousness and
neuroticism.

Discussion

The findings of this study broadly support past research which has concluded
that specific personality traits influence absence taking behaviour. However, past
research has shown extraversion and conscientiousness to be the most powerful
and consistent predictors of work-related behavior (Barrick & Mount, 1991,
1993; Ones et al., 1994). This study found extraversion was a significant
predictor of absence; however contrary to the hypothesis the data did not support
that trait conscientiousness also predicts absenteeism. No doubt as Warr,
Bartram and Martin (2005) point out in their study of personality and sales
performance, organisational or situations forces can substantially affect the
relationship between traits and job performance outcomes.

It is possible that extraverts go absent more due to their commitment to
activities outside the workplace. They may perceive work as a hindrance to
seeing family and friends or insufficiently stimulating. Since extraversion is
characterised by the seeking out of excitement, they may regard work as
monotonous and mundane, therefore being more willing to be absent from work,
or simply preferring not to attend work when given the opportunity to partake
in more ‘exciting’ activities. Alternatively, since no distinction is made in this
study between voluntary and involuntary absence, it is possible that since
extraverts tend to engage in more social activities they may more frequently
become fatigued and ailing, and hence be absent more. This potentially
elucidates the positive correlation found between extraversion and absenteeism.

It is nevertheless unclear why conscientiousness was not found to predict
absenteeism as hypothesised and has, in preceding research, been verified.
Indeed the dutiful and determined nature of conscientious employees would
imply them to be absent less. Those who are conscientious are characterised by
their punctuality and reliability, explaining why previous research has found this
personality domain to be a negative predictor of absenteeism. As the results
found however, the mean score obtained for conscientiousness was much higher
than that of the NEO-FFI normative data. It is possible that some participants
answered the survey in a socially desirable manner, suggesting themselves to be
more competent, determined, punctual and reliable than they may actually be.
Additionally, though not significant, the correlation between conscientiousness
and absence was positive when in fact previous research posits the relationship
between conscientiousness and absence to be a negative one. Some participants
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may have been motivated to present the image most likely to be viewed
positively, resulting in the exaggerated levels of conscientiousness and
understated levels of neuroticism (see Table 3).

Theresults in addition show a significant positive correlation between age and
conscientiousness. Indeed it is expected that older individuals are more
conservative, organised and dependable — facets of conscientiousness — than
younger individuals. Given that the average age of participants in this study is
relatively low (36 years), it is possible that this may explain why
conscientiousness was not found to be a significant predictor of absence, as
hypothesised.

It is often difficult to determine using absence data whether it is voluntary or
involuntary. Additionally Johns and Nicholson (1982) have argued that absence
events are phenomenologically unique to each individual, hence absence has the
potential to mean different things to different people at different times.
Furthermore the measurement of absenteeism is relatively poor since only one
measure was taken — threatening the reliability of the measure, rendering it
subject to systematic error.

The identification of personality traits that predict absenteeism potentially
denotes it to be possible to use measures of such traits to select applicants for
employment. The identification of specific personality traits which predict
counterproductive behaviours (e.g. absenteeism) in the workplace has the
potential to be tremendously beneficial for employers (Furnham & Taylor,
2004). Considering applicants personality dispositions would enable employers
to take measures to reduce absenteeism which may prove to be a substantial
financial saving.

Footnote
1. Data comes from the Confederation of British Industry (CBI) and the Chartered
Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) both of whom conduct large scale surveys
on an annual basis.
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