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Introduction

What’s the current state of 
workplace absence in the UK 
and beyond?

All too often we see 
headlines about an increase 
in sickness, burnout, stress 
and mental health issues, 
but what do the latest 
statistics really say?

Four years on from the COVID-19 
pandemic, the world of work continues 
to feel the ripple effect of change. 

Debates about flexible working and 
productivity continue, as does the 
question over how much autonomy an 
employee should be given, and how 
much employers should be prioritising 
the health and wellbeing of their people. 

We’ve also seen a shocking number of 
headlines surfacing from around the 
world, detailing how sickness absence 
from work has risen over recent years -
in many cases to record-breaking levels. 

So what are the latest statistics around 
sickness absence, and what impact is it 
having on productivity and employee 
wellbeing?

That’s what we’re looking at in this 
eBook, as well as exploring ways in which 
employers can shift their absence 
management approach to help reduce 
sickness and foster a healthier, more 
productive working environment for their 
people. 



Europe

Current absence rates in Europe vary 
anywhere between 2.5% and 14%, with 
the likes of Czechia, Germany, and 
Belgium experiencing some of the 
highest levels of absence across the 
continent. Countries with low 
absence rates include Switzerland, 
Iceland, and Sweden.1

The United States

The latest figures show that the 
absence rate in the United States 
stands at 2.1%.2 Paid sick leave is not 
mandated by federal law, but many 
states have passed their own laws. 
Instead of being entitled to sick leave 
from the get-go, employees earn it -
accruing one hour of sick time for 
every 30 hours worked.
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A snapshot of absence around the world

Examining the state of absence in different 
countries highlights a few worrying statistics, and
reveals that there are common themes that 
continue to impact workplaces around the world.



Asia

A long-term survey which looked at 
more than 50,000 workers across 
APAC concluded that presenteeism is 
more widespread than absenteeism 
in many regions. When assessing 
factors such as wellbeing, 
organisational support, purpose, and 
engagement, regions such as 
Thailand, the Phillipines and Vietnam 
scored highest, whilst Taiwan and 
South Korea scored lowest.3

Latin America and the Caribbean

Absenteeism is a widespread issue 
across much of Latin America and 
the Caribbean, with as much as 10% 
of an organisation’s workforce calling 
in sick on any given day.4
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A snapshot of absence around the world

Issues such as mental health, stress and the 
aftermath of COVID-19 are recurring reasons cited 
as contributing to workplace unrest and absence.
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What’s the UK state of absence in 2024?

From 2010, sickness absence 
in the UK had been slowly 
trending downwards, only to 
then be followed by a sharp, 
post-pandemic rise. 

However, the latest Office of 
National Statistics (ONS) 
figures show that the 
country’s sickness absence 
rate stands at 3.4%5 (the 
highest since 2004), and 
now costs the economy over 
£100 billion per year.

The data shows that COVID-19 has 
contributed significantly to the overall 
amount of sickness absence taken over 
the last four years. It is estimated that 
COVID-19 was responsible for 14% of 
sickness absence in 2020, 24% in 2021, 
and 37% in 2022.6

But is COVID-19 the only cause of the 
UK’s rise in absence?

A recent survey of more than 1,700 
organisations found that 55% more sick 
days have been taken over the last four 
years, due to both short and long-term 
illnesses.7

The majority of industries have seen an 
increase in sickness absence - with 
employees in more customer-facing, 
and less office-based roles more likely 
to take sick leave, as they don’t have 
the ability to work remotely. 

The research suggests that a general 
rise in sickness, burnout and stress 
could be to blame. Our own 
anonymised edays’ data shows a 29% 
increase in absences taken in 2024 due 
to stress and anxiety versus last year.

It’s also reported that employees used 
7.6% less annual leave days between 
2022-2023, increasing the likelihood 
that burnout, stress and other illnesses 
are able to manifest.

Lacking visibility over 
absence?

edays exists to transform the way 
global organisations approach 
absence, leave and attendance. Track 
sickness and gain powerful insights 
into your people data with our smart 
absence management solution.

Book Your Demo

https://www.e-days.com/book-a-demo?utm_source=State%20of%20Absence%20Report%202024&utm_medium=pdf%20cta&utm_campaign=download
https://www.e-days.com/book-a-demo?utm_source=State%20of%20Absence%20Report%202024&utm_medium=pdf%20cta&utm_campaign=download
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Long-term sickness is on the rise

One of the biggest headlines 
in 2024 has been the sharp 
rise in long-term sickness.

For every 13 employees 
currently working, one 
person is taking long-term 
sick leave.8

In addition, the number of 
unemployed people not 
working due to long-term 
sickness peaked in April 
2024, at 2.83 million.9

The reasons behind people taking long-
term sickness leave, however, remain 
varied.

The majority of people who are on long-
term sick leave are suffering from mental 
health-related issues such as depression, 
anxiety and other mental illnesses. 
Musculoskeletal conditions also remain a 
significant reason for people taking long-
term sickness absence.10

Whilst employers have some 
responsibility in prioritising the wellbeing 
of their employees, and providing the 
right support where appropriate, the UK’s 
long-term sickness problem goes deeper 
than that. A significant NHS backlog, 
coupled with a lack of adequate mental 
health services, are a sizeable issue that 
the new Labour goverment is aiming to 
change.
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What factors influence employee 
absence?

Occasional sickness 
absence from work is 
expected - people become 
ill and need to take time off 
to rest and recover. 

But what underlying factors 
might be causing 
employees to take more 
frequent periods of 
absence in your 
organisation?

Employee disengagement

If employees don’t feel motivated by their 
job, they may be more inclined to take 
time off from work even if they are not 
seriously ill, in order to escape from an 
unsatisfying work environment.

Toxic work culture

A toxic work culture may stem from one 
or several factors such as poor 
management, bullying and harassment, 
or an expectation that work never stops. 
These factors may end up encouraging 
employees to take sick leave to distance 
themselves from a stressful workplace. 

Lack of flexibility & 
autonomy

A lack of flexibility in work hours or the 
ability to work remotely may lead to 
higher levels of absenteeism, 
especially if employees feel unable to 
manage personal and family 
responsibilities alongside their work 
commitments. Likewise, employees 
who feel they have little control over 
their work, or little decision-making 
influence, may be more inclined to 
take time away.

Don’t know why your 
employees take sick leave?

If organisations aren’t capturing the 
reasons for absence, they don’t know 
what’s going on in their teams, and 
people managers can’t step in with 
the right support. 

The solution edays lets you log every 
sickness absence, along with a 
reason, so you can track absence 
rates, spot trends or patterns, and 
take early action where needed.

Book Your Demo

https://www.e-days.com/book-a-demo?utm_source=State%20of%20Absence%20Report%202024&utm_medium=pdf%20cta&utm_campaign=download
https://www.e-days.com/book-a-demo?utm_source=State%20of%20Absence%20Report%202024&utm_medium=pdf%20cta&utm_campaign=download
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The risk of ‘wellbeing washing’

The CIPD’s Health and 
Wellbeing at Work Report 
2023 found that 53% of 
organisations now have a 
stand-alone wellbeing 
strategy, as many employers 
step up their efforts to 
prioritise the physical, mental 
and emotional needs of their 
people.11

But how effective are these 
wellbeing initiatives, and are 
they in fact ‘wellbeing 
washing’?

A recent report, which looked at in 
effectiveness of existing wellbeing 
strategies, and whether more could be 
done in view of the high levels of 
sickness absence in the UK, found that 
the majority of employers admitted that 
initiatives were introduced to improve 
productivity primarily, rather than 
address wellbeing.12

Furthermore, only around half of 
employers surveyed claimed to offer 
fair pay and reward, autonomy, job 
satisfaction and flexibility.

The disconnect between taking 
proactive action to support employee 
wellbeing, and actually having effective 
initiatives in place to achieve that, are 
clear to see. 

And whilst employee wellbeing has 
undoubtedly been a buzzword in the HR 
landscape for a number of years, 
spurred on by the impact of the 
pandemic, too many employers may be 
treating wellbeing as a tick-box 
exercise, without really measuring the 
effectiveness of any benefits, EAPs and 
reward schemes they’re offering. 



The proposed changes: 
arguments on both sides

Unsurprisingly, the reaction of 
employers to the latest proposals 
has been mixed.13

While some have urged the 
government to seek consultation 
on any proposed legislation and 
fear a knock-on effect to business 
productivity and growth, others 
have come forward to say their 
benefits packages already 
accommodate many of the 
proposed changes. 

Some experts argue that forcing 
employers to comply with new 
legislation does not always have 
the desired impact. 

These changes are intended to 
strengthen workers’ rights and 
protection, but if organisations 
reluctantly comply with the 
statutory requirements, it can 
indicate a lack of real buy-in and 
perhaps even the wrong mindset 
when it comes to putting the 
wellbeing of people towards to the 
top of the priority list. 
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What’s changing for UK employers?

In its manifesto, Labour 
promised a raft of 
employment changes, and 
has since outlined a number 
of proposals in its 
Employment Rights Bill 
announced in October 2024. 

What changes to 
employment law should UK 
employers expect to see?

Those proposed changes are varied and 
include the right for all workers to 
statutory sick pay from their first day of 
illness rather than their fourth day.

Changes to maternity will entitle women 
to give notice for maternity leave from 
the first day of their employment (they 
must currently have been employed for 
26 weeks, earning over £123 a week).

Parental leave is also expected to 
become a day-one right, as is protection 
against unfair dismissal. There is also due 
to be a crackdown on ‘exploitative’ zero-
hour contracts, and a right for working 
fathers to claim paternity pay. 
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How is sickness absence impacting 
productivity?

44
of productivity
are lost through employees working 
through illness. Another 6.7 days are lost 
by taking sick leave, up from 3.7 days in 
2018.14

days

In the UK alone, an estimated Absence undoubtedly effects 
productivity in a negative way, but it’s 
more than just the lost working hours 
when an employee is on sick leave. 

There can be a domino effect -
coworkers have to pick up an absent 
colleague’s workload, organisations 
might need to bring in temporary 
cover, and an absent employee may 
take time to re-adjust to returning to 
work, depending on the severity of their 
absence. 

This entire process costs time and 
money, the true impact of which may 
not be fully realised. Employees who choose to 

work through illness are 
displaying presenteeism, 
and it can be counter-
productive. Rather than 
spending two or three 
days on sick leave to 
recover, employees may 
spend a week struggling 
through work, and get less 
done as a result. 

Want to learn more about the 
hidden costs of absence?

Our eBook Uncovered: The 9 Hidden Costs of 
Workplace Absence delves into the knock-
on effect that absence has on an 
organisation, and presents opportunities 
that employers can harness to mitigate the 
impact of absence.

Download eBook

https://www.e-days.com/news/downloads/uncovered-9-hidden-costs-of-absence?utm_source=State%20of%20Absence%20Report%202024&utm_medium=pdf%20cta&utm_campaign=download
https://www.e-days.com/news/downloads/uncovered-9-hidden-costs-of-absence?utm_source=State%20of%20Absence%20Report%202024&utm_medium=pdf%20cta&utm_campaign=download
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How organisations can reduce absence

Given the alarming statistics we’ve covered, it’s 
paramount that organisations do what they can to 
support their people, and take steps to help reduce 
absences amongst their workforce.

In order to reduce absence, organisations must first 
understand how absence is impacting their business. 

Getting access to that crucial 
data, through the use of a 
centralised absence tracking 
system, will provide insight into 
absence rates, reasons for 
absence, frequency and 
average duration, and so 
much more. 

Through consistent absence 
and return-to-work processes, 
HR and people managers can 
keep a closer eye on the 
wellbeing of their people, and
pick up on any potential issues 
before they become more 
serious problems. 

Certain individuals or teams 
may be experiencing higher 
absence - why is that? 
Someone might be calling in 
sick on the same day each 
month - perhaps they are 
actually performing caring 
responsibilities? The only way to 
know is to log all absences, find 
out the reasons, and ensure 
effective communication 
between managers and 
employees to determine what 
support and intervention might 
be needed.



As employers, we have the responsibility to recognise that 
absence is a significant concern that shouldn’t be 
overlooked. We therefore have the power to implement 
strategies to address absence both on an organisational and 
individual level.

An essential aspect of this is ensuring that managers are 
equipped to understand and manage absenteeism.

Look at your key metrics and processes within your 
organisation. Do you see any trends in absence? Is it higher 
amongst certain teams or job roles, and if so, why? Are your 
return-to-work processes being carried out after each 
absence, and do your people managers feel equipped to 
deal with mental health and other issues effectively?

By gaining these critical insights, you can take appropriate 
action, engage with employees who have higher 
absenteeism, direct them to helpful resources, and provide 
tailored support aligned with professional guidance.

Katrina Bennett, People Director at edays

“
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Conclusion

The state of absence in the UK and beyond continues to be a 
prevalent topic in the media and HR landscape, with the latest 
statistics showing no signs of slowing down. 

Now more than ever, organisations should be monitoring their 
own absence rates, taking proactive steps to reduce them, and 
prioritising the health and wellbeing of their people. 
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Understand how absence impacts your 
organisation

Want to gain the upper hand 
over absence today? 

edays absence management 
software provides one system 
for managing absence, leave 
and attendance - from simple 
holiday booking to identifying 
key absence trends in your 
organisation.

Understand why, when, where 
and how your workforce takes 
absence and leave. 

Empowering you and your 
organisation to support your 
people, spots patterns in your 
absence data and take 
proactive steps to increase 
employee wellbeing.

1,400
Organisations Worldwide

300,000
Users

25
Languages
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