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Work absences:  New data,
new insights
by Ernest B. Akyeampong

Previous studies by Statistics
Canada have mentioned work

schedules and collective agreement
provisions as possible factors influ-
encing the level of work absences for
personal reasons (absences due to a
worker�s own �illness or disability�
and �personal or family responsibili-
ties�) (Akyeampong, 1988, 1992 and
1995).  Data from the 1991 and 1995
Survey of Work Arrangements
(SWA) now support this hypothesis:
work absence rates are indeed higher
among employees without flexitime
work arrangements (that is, schedules
that permit, within limits, some varia-
tion of work start and end times), and
among those whose collective agree-
ments include paid sick leave and
vacation entitlements (for details, see
Appendix).

The redesign of the Labour Force
Survey (LFS) in 1997 split the personal
or family responsibility work absence
code into sub-categories (maternity
leave, caring for own children, caring
for elder relative, and other personal
or family responsibilities).  As a result,
it is now possible to produce work ab-
sence estimates that exclude maternity
leave and hence are more relevant to
those who rely on such statistics for
their attendance management policies
and practices.

The LFS enhancements also iden-
tified more types of worker than was
previously possible.  It is now possi-
ble, for example, to estimate work
absence rates by union status, job
permanency and firm size.1

The work absence estimates given
here and in a forthcoming statistical
compendium (Akyeampong and

Usalcas) exclude maternity leave.
Estimates for absences due to illness
or disability are not affected by the
change.

Work absence rates among
full-time workers: An
overview

In 1997, excluding women on mater-
nity leave, an estimated 5.5% (489,000)
of full-time employees missed some
work each week for personal reasons:
4.1% for illness or disability and
1.4% for personal or family responsi-
bilities (Table 1).  As a result of these
absences and their durations, 3.0% of
full-time employees� usual work time
was lost each week in 1997: about
2.5% to illness or disability and 0.5%
to personal or family obligations.  On
average, each full-time employee lost
7.4 days over the year for personal
reasons (about 6.2 for illness or
disability and 1.2 for personal or fam-
ily demands).  In total, full-time
employees lost an estimated 66 million
workdays in 1997 (see Data source,
definitions and measurements).

Variations in absence levels

Several underlying factors affect
absence levels for various demo-
graphic groups, industries, occupa-
tions and provinces.  The effect of
any of these factors is difficult to
measure. Family circumstances, espe-
cially the presence of pre-school aged
children and other dependent family
members, play a role.  So too does the
physical health of the worker, which
is frequently related to age.  Work
environment, degree of job stress,
employer-employee relations, union
coverage and work schedules also
have an effect.

These factors interact in a number
of ways.  Flexitime, for example, is
associated with larger firms, as is
union coverage.  Paid sick leave, too,
is more likely to be available through
collective agreements and large em-
ployers.  None of the simple compari-
sons presented (for example, absence
rate differentials based on firm size)
can measure the effect of only one
variable.  While some interactions are
noted in this article, a multivariate
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analysis would be required to isolate
the influence of each variable on ab-
sence rates.  The following analysis is
limited to differences in average days
lost per worker.  Differences in inci-
dence and inactivity rates are shown
in the tables.

Differences by selected
demographic characteristics

In 1997, time lost for personal reasons
averaged 6.3 days for men working full
time, and 9.1 for women (Table 1).
Women lost more work time than men
for illness or disability (7.6 days ver-
sus 5.3) and personal or family
responsibilities (1.5 versus 0.9).  The
presence of pre-school aged children
tends to exert a strong influence on
work absences for personal or family
responsibilities, especially for women.
Men in families with pre-schoolers
lost 1.8 days for this reason � about
twice the average for all men.  For
women, the days lost amounted to
4.2 � almost three times the level for
all women.

Workdays lost for both men and
women also tended to rise with age.
For both sexes combined, youths (15
to 24 years) averaged slightly less
than 5 days and workers aged 55 to 64
recorded close to 11.  This increase
can be attributed to illness or disabil-
ity; days lost to personal or family
responsibilities remained around one
day per employee for most age
groups, with the notable exception of
women in their prime child-bearing
years (25 to 44), whose level was
approximately twice as high, at around
2 workdays in 1997.

Variations by industry and
occupation

The nature and demands of a job, the
sex composition of the workforce,
and the percentage of employees
belonging to a union or covered by a
collective agreement all contribute to
variations in work absence rates by
industry and occupation.

Workdays missed for personal rea-
sons were highest (at 8.9 each in 1997)
for full-time workers in public admin-
istration and in transportation and
communication � both highly union-
ized industries � and lowest in the
less-unionized agriculture and trade
industries (5.5 and 5.8, respectively)
(Table 2).  Absences due to illness or
disability accounted for most of the
difference, as  variations in time lost
to personal or family demands was
minor (ranging from 1.0 for workers in
manufacturing and trade to 1.4 days
for those in public administration).

By occupation, too, differences
arose mainly from time lost to illness
or disability (Table 3).  Persons in
physically demanding and heavily
unionized transport equipment oper-
ating jobs recorded the most days lost
(10.4); those in sales jobs, the fewest
(4.9).  Workers in white-collar jobs as
a group lost fewer workdays (6.7)
than those in blue-collar and service
jobs (8.4).

Table 1
Absence rates for full-time paid workers, by selected demographic characteristics, 1997

Incidence * Inactivity rate ** Days lost per year †

Personal Personal Personal
Illness or family Illness or family Illness or family

or responsi- or responsi- or responsi-
Total disability bilities Total disability bilities Total disability bilities

% days

All employees (15+) 5.5 4.1 1.4 3.0 2.5 0.5 7.4 6.2 1.2

Men 4.6 3.4 1.2 2.5 2.1 0.4 6.3 5.3 0.9
In families with pre-schoolers 4.9 3.0 1.9 2.4 1.7 0.7 5.9 4.2 1.8
Women 6.7 5.1 1.7 3.7 3.0 0.6 9.1 7.6 1.5
In families with pre-schoolers 8.6 5.1 3.5 4.7 3.0 1.7 11.7 7.5 4.2

Both sexes
15 to 19 4.1 2.9 1.3 1.8 1.5 0.3 4.6 3.7 0.9
20 to 24 4.6 3.2 1.4 2.0 1.5 0.5 5.0 3.9 1.1
25 to 34 5.4 3.7 1.7 2.5 1.9 0.6 6.2 4.7 1.4
35 to 44 5.6 4.2 1.5 3.1 2.6 0.5 7.6 6.4 1.2
45 to 54 5.7 4.6 1.1 3.6 3.2 0.4 8.9 7.9 1.0
55 to 64 6.2 5.2 1.0 4.4 4.0 0.4 10.9 10.0 0.9

Source: Labour Force Survey, annual average
* Absent workers divided by total employed.
** Hours absent divided by hours usually worked.
† Inactivity rate multiplied by working days in year (250).
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Table 2
Absence rates for full-time paid workers by industry, 1997

Incidence * Inactivity rate ** Days lost per year †

Personal Personal Personal
Illness or family Illness or family Illness or family

or responsi- or responsi- or responsi-
Total disability bilities Total disability bilities Total disability bilities

% days

All industries 5.5 4.1 1.4 3.0 2.5 0.5 7.4 6.2 1.2
Goods-producing industries 5.2 3.8 1.4 2.9 2.5 0.4 7.3 6.2 1.1

Agriculture 4.3 3.0 -- 2.2 1.8 -- 5.5 4.6 --
Other primary 4.5 3.2 1.3 2.7 2.2 0.5 6.8 5.5 1.3
Manufacturing 5.5 4.1 1.4 3.1 2.7 0.4 7.7 6.7 1.0
Construction 4.4 3.1 1.3 2.5 2.1 0.5 6.3 5.1 1.2
Utilities 4.9 3.3 1.6 2.5 2.0 0.5 6.2 4.9 1.3

Service-producing industries 5.4 4.1 1.4 2.9 2.4 0.5 7.3 6.1 1.2
Transportation and

communication 5.6 4.4 1.2 3.6 3.1 0.5 8.9 7.6 1.3
   Trade 4.8 3.4 1.4 2.3 1.9 0.4 5.8 4.8 1.0

Finance, insurance and
real estate 4.9 3.4 1.4 2.4 1.9 0.5 6.0 4.7 1.3

Services 5.8 4.4 1.4 3.1 2.6 0.5 7.9 6.6 1.3
Public administration 6.9 5.2 1.7 3.6 3.0 0.6 8.9 7.5 1.4

Source: Labour Force Survey, annual average
* Absent workers divided by total employed.
** Hours absent divided by hours usually worked.
† Inactivity rate multiplied by working days in year (250).

Differences by province

Work absence levels also vary by
province.  Once again, most varia-
tions in work time lost can be traced
to illness or disability, though some
are explained by personal or family
responsibilities: in New Brunswick
and Saskatchewan the latter differed
considerably from the overall level of
1.2 days (at 0.8 and 1.6, respectively)
(Table 4).  For both reasons combined,
full-time workers in British Columbia
and Quebec recorded as many as 8.8
and 8.4 days lost.  At the other end of
the spectrum, those in Alberta
recorded just 6.5 days lost and in
Ontario, 6.6.

Differences by union status,
firm size and job permanency

It is now possible to estimate work
absence rates according to union
status, firm size and job permanency.
LFS data show that full-time workers
who belonged to unions and/or were
covered by collective agreements

Data source, definitions and measurements

Most of the data in this article are
annual averages from the Labour Force
Survey (LFS).  The data refer to full-
time paid workers holding only one job.
Part-time, self-employed and unpaid
family workers are excluded, because
they generally have more opportunity
to arrange their work schedules around
personal or family responsibilities.
Multiple jobholders are excluded
because it is not possible, using LFS
data, to allocate time lost, or the reason
for it, to specific jobs.  Women on
maternity leave are also excluded.
Employed persons on long-term illness
or disability leave (exceeding one year)
are included.2

Personal reasons for absence are
split into two categories: own illness or
disability, and personal or family re-
sponsibilities (caring for own children,
caring for elder relative, and other per-
sonal or family responsibilities) (see
Reasons for work absences in the LFS).
Absences for these two reasons repre-

sented about 27% of all time lost by
full-time paid workers each week in
1997.  Vacations, which accounted for
about 49% of total time away from
work, are not counted in this study, nor
are statutory holidays, which repre-
sented 11%.  Maternity leave and other
reasons represented 7% each.

The  incidence of absence is the
percentage of full-time paid workers
reporting some absence in the reference
week.  In calculating incidence, the
length of work absence � whether an
hour, a day, or a full week � is irrelevant.

The inactivity rate shows hours
lost as a proportion of the usual weekly
hours of full-time paid workers.  It
takes into account both the incidence
and length of absence in the reference
week.

Days lost per worker are calculated
by multiplying the inactivity rate by the
estimated number of working days in
the year (250).
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Table 3
Absence rates for full-time paid workers by occupation, 1997

Incidence * Inactivity rate ** Days lost per year †

Personal Personal Personal
Illness or family Illness or family Illness or family

or responsi- or responsi- or responsi-
Total disability bilities Total disability bilities Total disability bilities

% days

All occupations 5.5 4.1 1.4 3.0 2.5 0.5 7.4 6.2 1.2
White-collar 5.4 3.9 1.5 2.7 2.2 0.5 6.7 5.4 1.3

Managerial/administrative 4.8 3.3 1.5 2.2 1.7 0.5 5.4 4.2 1.2
Professional 5.8 4.5 1.3 3.2 2.6 0.5 7.9 6.6 1.3
Clerical 6.1 4.4 1.7 3.0 2.4 0.6 7.5 6.1 1.4
Sales 4.1 2.9 1.2 2.0 1.6 0.4 4.9 4.0 1.0

Service 5.5 4.3 1.2 3.4 2.9 0.4 8.4 7.3 1.1
Blue-collar 5.7 4.4 1.3 3.4 2.9 0.4 8.4 7.3 1.1

Primary 4.4 3.3 1.1 2.6 2.2 0.4 6.6 5.6 1.0
Processing, machining

and fabricating 6.0 4.5 1.4 3.3 2.9 0.4 8.4 7.4 1.0
Construction 5.0 3.7 1.3 3.0 2.5 0.5 7.5 6.4 1.2
Transport equipment

operating 6.1 4.9 1.2 4.2 3.6 0.5 10.4 9.1 1.3
Material handling and

other crafts 5.9 4.7 1.2 3.4 3.0 0.4 8.5 7.5 1.0

Source: Labour Force Survey, annual average
* Absent workers divided by total employed.
** Hours absent divided by hours usually worked.
† Inactivity rate multiplied by working days in year (250).

Table 4
Absence rates for full-time paid workers by province, 1997

Incidence * Inactivity rate ** Days lost per year †

Personal Personal Personal
Illness or family Illness or family Illness or family

or responsi- or responsi- or responsi-
Total disability bilities Total disability bilities Total disability bilities

% days

Canada 5.5 4.1 1.4 3.0 2.5 0.5 7.4 6.2 1.2

Newfoundland 5.0 3.7 1.3 3.0 2.4 0.6 7.4 6.0 1.4
Prince Edward Island 5.5 4.0 1.4 3.1 2.6 0.5 7.7 6.4 1.3
Nova Scotia 5.3 4.1 1.2 2.8 2.4 0.4 7.1 6.1 1.0
New Brunswick 5.0 4.1 1.0 2.9 2.6 0.3 7.3 6.5 0.8
Quebec 5.7 4.5 1.2 3.4 3.0 0.4 8.4 7.4 1.0
Ontario 5.0 3.6 1.4 2.6 2.2 0.5 6.6 5.4 1.1
Manitoba 6.4 4.7 1.6 3.2 2.7 0.5 8.0 6.6 1.3
Saskatchewan 6.3 4.4 1.9 3.0 2.3 0.6 7.4 5.8 1.6
Alberta 5.5 3.9 1.6 2.6 2.1 0.5 6.5 5.1 1.3
British Columbia 6.4 4.8 1.6 3.5 2.9 0.6 8.8 7.3 1.5

Source: Labour Force Survey, annual average
* Absent workers divided by total employed.
** Hours absent divided by hours usually worked.
† Inactivity rate multiplied by working days in year (250).
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Table 5
Absence rates for full-time paid workers by firm size, union status and job permanency, 1997

Incidence * Inactivity rate ** Days lost per year †

Personal Personal Personal
Illness or family Illness or family Illness or family

or responsi- or responsi- or responsi-
Total disability bilities Total disability bilities Total disability bilities

% days

All firms 5.5 4.1 1.4 3.0 2.5 0.5 7.4 6.2 1.2
Under 20 employees 4.8 3.3 1.5 2.5 2.0 0.5 6.2 4.9 1.3
20 to 99 employees 5.5 4.2 1.4 2.9 2.5 0.4 7.3 6.2 1.1
100 to 500 employees 5.9 4.6 1.3 3.3 2.9 0.5 8.3 7.2 1.1
Over 500 employees 6.2 4.8 1.4 3.6 3.1 0.5 9.0 7.8 1.2

Union status
Union member or covered by

collective agreement 7.1 5.7 1.4 4.3 3.8 0.5 10.7 9.4 1.3
Not a union member 4.6 3.2 1.4 2.2 1.8 0.4 5.6 4.5 1.1

Job status
Permanent 5.6 4.2 1.4 3.0 2.6 0.5 7.6 6.4 1.2
Non-permanent 4.5 3.1 1.4 2.2 1.7 0.5 5.4 4.2 1.2

Source: Labour Force Survey, annual average
* Absent workers divided by total employed.
** Hours absent divided by hours usually worked.
† Inactivity rate multiplied by working days in year (250).

missed almost twice as many work-
days for personal reasons as their
non-unionized counterparts (10.7
versus 5.6) (Table 5).  Absences due
to illness or disability accounted for
most of the difference.  This is not
surprising, since most, if not all, col-
lective agreement provisions include
paid sick leave entitlements.

Full-time workers who considered
their jobs to be permanent (who were
also more likely to be unionized) lost
on average more workdays for per-
sonal reasons (7.6) than those who
said their jobs were not permanent
(5.4).

Days lost for personal reasons also
tended to increase with firm size.  They
ranged from a low of 6.2 in firms with
fewer than 20 employees to a high of
9.0 in firms with more than 500 employ-
ees.  This is also to be expected, given
that the likelihood of union coverage
(and paid sick leave entitlement) rises
with firm size (Akyeampong, 1997).

Time lost for personal or family
responsibilities was around 1.1 to 1.3
days, regardless of workers� union
status or job permanency and regard-
less of the size of firm in which they
were employed.

Conclusion

Recent initiatives undertaken by
Statistics Canada have improved the
quality, diversity, usefulness, and un-
derstanding of the Agency�s data on
work absences.  In particular, the
splitting of the absence code for per-
sonal or family responsibilities now
permits the removal of maternity leave
so that more useful estimates can be
provided to managers and human
resources staff.  Similarly, there is now
some evidence that union coverage,
job permanency, and availability of
paid sick leave entitlements and flexi-
time work options do indeed have an
effect on work absence levels.

Absences due to illness or disabil-
ity appear to be on the rise.  They
have inched up from 6.0 days per full-
time employee in 1993 to 6.2 days in
1997.  The aging of the workforce may
be one factor.  Increased availability
of paid sick leave entitlements (if this
is truly the case) may be another.3

And, as many believe, growing stress
in the workplace as a result of corpo-
rate restructuring and downsizing
may also be having an effect.

With maternity leave removed,
1997 work absence rates for personal
or family responsibilities were similar
for most worker groups, at around 1.0
to 1.5 days.  The only exceptions were
those for workers in families with pre-
schoolers.  For these people the rates
were higher, especially among women
(4.2 days versus 1.8 for men), imply-
ing that women still face greater chal-
lenges in balancing work and family
responsibilities. o
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Reasons for work absences in the LFS

The earlier version (pre-1997) of the
LFS grouped the reasons for being away
all or part of the week as follows:

l illness or disability

l personal or family responsibilities

l weather (part-week absence)

l labour dispute

l vacation

l holiday (part-week absence)

l working short time (part-week
absence)

l laid off during week

l new job started during week

l seasonal business (full-week
absence)

l other

Previous studies referred to the first
two reasons as absences from work for
personal reasons.

Reasons for time lost to illness or
disability included medical or dental
appointments and other temporary
health-related absences.  Absence for
personal or family responsibilities in-
cluded taking care of children, attending
funerals, appearing in court, serving on
a jury, and taking care of a sick family
member.  Longer absences, such as ma-
ternity leave, were also included.

The redesigned LFS, whose 1997
estimates are used in this study, sets
out the following reasons for being away
from work:

l own illness or disability

l caring for own children

l caring for elder relative (60 years or
older)

l maternity leave (women only)

l other personal or family responsi-
bilities

l vacation

l labour dispute (strike or lockout)

l temporary layoff due to business
conditions

l holiday (legal or religious)

l weather

l job started or ended during week

l working short time (because of ma-
terial shortages, plant maintenance or
repair, for instance)

l other

Illness or disability remain
unchanged, and personal or family
responsibilities now consist of caring
for own children, caring for elder rela-
tive and other personal or family
responsibilities.

n Notes
1 Though Statistics Canada has, under
the Corporations and Labour Unions
Returns Act (CALURA), collected and
published union data for more than 30
years, it was impossible to generate mean-
ingful absence rates from these data.

2 Some human resources practitioners
exclude persons on long-term illness or
disability leave (exceeding one year) from
their attendance management statistics.
Such persons are, however, included in the
Agency�s work absence estimates if they

count themselves as employed (that is,
they continue to receive partial or full pay
from their employer). In 1997, the number
of employed persons on such long-term
illness or disability leave averaged only
13,000 in a typical week.  Their exclusion
would have reduced the weekly work
absence incidence for illness or disability
from 4.1% to 4.0%, the inactivity rate
from 2.5% to 2.3%, and days lost per
worker from 6.2 to 5.9.

3 The 1995 SWA marks Statist ics
Canada�s first comprehensive data on paid
sick leave entitlements. For details on this
and other non-wage benefi ts  in the
workplace, see Akyeampong (1997).
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Appendix

The elimination of maternity leave
from the statistics led to an overall
decline in work absence estimates for
personal or family responsibilities,
particularly for some groups of
women.  The overall weekly incidence
dropped from 2.2% to 1.4%.  And
since maternity leaves are more likely
to be full-week absences, the declines
in the inactivity rate, or days lost per
worker, were even greater (see Data
source, definitions and measure-
ments).

Data from the redesigned LFS
show that 75,000 women were on
maternity leave in a typical week in
1997.  This is higher than the aggre-
gate of women who were absent to
care for their own children (12,000) or
an elder relative (slightly over 1,000),
or for other personal or family
responsibilities (48,000).

Unfortunately, improvements
do not come without a price.  Since
the pre-1997 estimates could not
be adjusted to conform to the
changes, the old time series had to be
abandoned and a new one started
with the estimates given here and
elsewhere (Akyeampong and
Usalcas, forthcoming).  The redesign
involved no changes to the own
illness or disability code.

The need to substantiate state-
ments about work absences for per-
sonal reasons was an underlying
consideration in the development of
the Survey of Work Arrangements
(SWA), conducted as a Supplement
to the Labour Force Survey in
November 1991 and again in Novem-
ber 1995.  (The latter was funded by
Human Resources Development
Canada.)  For example, it had been
argued that a person with a flexible
work arrangement could simply
adjust his or her start and end work
times, rather than call in absent
in order to see a physician. Thus,
persons with such work schedules
would be expected to have lower
absence rates.  Similarly, all things
being equal, persons with paid
sick leave entitlements would be
expected to miss more workdays for
sickness than someone who would
have to forfeit wages.

Indeed, according to the 1995
SWA, workers with flexitime work
arrangements were less likely to
report missing some work during the
survey reference week because of
their own illness or disability than
people without such an option (3.4%
versus 4.0%).  In the same reference
week, 4.3% of employees with
paid sick leave reported such an
absence, compared with 3.2% of
those without such entitlements.

LFS redesign; development of the
SWA

Unanticipated needs for survey data
often arise only after a survey has
been designed.  Nevertheless,
because users can see some useful
proxies to their required informa-
tion, they come to rely on the sur-
vey�s findings.  When the survey is
later revised, their applications of
the data can often be better accom-
modated.

This is exactly how the work
absence data from the LFS evolved.
The previous survey redesign in
1975 took place long before a user
community for this information
emerged.  That response, in the late
1980s, inspired some of the most
recent revisions to the survey.

Specifically, prior to 1997, the
personal or family responsibilities
category had included maternity
leave, a reason for absence not
usually addressed by attendance
management policies.  Various stud-
ies had consistently drawn attention
to the problem of including this sub-
category (Akyeampong, 1988, 1992
and 1995; Statistics Canada, 1995).
The revision also created additional
sub-categories: caring for own chil-
dren, caring for elder relative, and
other personal or family responsi-
bilities (see Reasons for work
absences in the LFS).


