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Introduction

It's commonly known that women take more
sickness absence from work than men.

This phenomenon has repeatedly been
shown in studies and statistics from around
the world over the last 50 years.

So how exactly does gender impact

workplace absence?

What do different genders need to
work effectively, and comfortably?
Why do more women than men
experience higher levels of sickness

absence? And what can
organisations do to tackle the
disparity?

That's what we explore in this
eBook. We'll also discuss different
gender needs, to find out where the
workplace might be falling short
when it comes to adequately
supporting their people.
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Absence & gender: What do the statistics

show?

Women in the UK have
had more absences from
work than men every year
since 1995, according to
ONS data.l

Further research has found that the
average UK woman takes 189 days

of sick leave throughout their

career, while the average man only
takes 140 days.?

Ao

This gender absence gap exists
around the world, especially across
European countries, where the
average sickness absence rates
vary between 3% and 6%.3

These countries include the likes of
Spain, Belgium, Ireland and France,
among others — where studies
have found that women tend to
experience both a higher frequency
of sickness absence, as well as a
longer duration of time off work due
to illness.4

Despite the clear statistics on the
gender absence gap, there is no
definitive answer as to why this
phenomenon occurs.

That suggests that there are
multiple factors that affect both
men and women and their need,
tendency, ability, and/or willingness
to take time off work due to
sickness.

Based on the research available,
let's look at what those factors
might be, from work environment,
to ‘'double work’, to the stereotypes
associated with sickness absence.
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Sickness absence between genders: A

complex issue

Without a singular
explanation as to why
women take more
sickness absence than
men, reseadrch concludes
that multiple factors are
contributing to higher
female absence rates.
What are those factors?

Burden of iliness

The concept of women'’s ‘burden of
illness’ refers to the higher prevalence
of certain health conditions
experienced by females, including
reproductive health issues,
autoimmune diseases, and mental
health concerns such as anxiety and
depression.

Double work

Women are more likely to be subject
to ‘double work’ — namely the dual
responsibilities they carry between
paid employment, domestic chores
and caregiving responsibilities. This
extra burden may lead to increased
stress, fatigue and burnout over time,
contributing to iliness.
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Health treatments and services
Women are more likely to require
routine and specialist healthcare,
related to female-specific health
issues. In some cases, delays in
diagnosis and available treatment for
female conditions can also prolong
health issues.

Inequalities at work and the

labour market

Contributing factors relating to lower
pay, greater job insecurity and high-
stress roles may lead to increased
female sickness absence. This, as well
as the risk of being overlooked for
promotions, a lack of flexibility and
facing discrimination can increase
the likelihood of illness.

Gender assumptions

Assumptions related to women'’s
domestic and caring duties may
shape workplace attitudes — or the
expectation that women should ‘have
it all’and be organised at all times.
That burden could contribute to
illness. In contrast, male stereotypes
might lead to an underreporting of
illnesses by men, as they may feel
that admitting to being sick is a sign
of weakness, or could hold them back
in their career.



Sickness absence amongst men

We've looked at
potential contributing
factors for women
taking more sickness
absence from work
than men. But is it
possible that men don’t
take enough time off
work, and if so, why?

Underreporting

Studies have found that women are
more likely than men to report
sickness absence. In one study,
58.8% of women reported at least
one sickness absence spell in the
previous 12 months, compared to
45.3% of men, suggesting that
males choose not to report their
illness and work through it.5
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The nature of job roles

Although shifting over recent
decades, women often occupy roles
with higher mental and emotional
demands, such as teaching and
healthcare, which are associated with
increased stress and sickness
absence. Meanwhile men typically
take up more physical labour such as
construction, manufacturing and
transportation, which carry less
emotional burden.

Recovery time

Studies have consistently observed
that women have longer average
sickness absence durations across
almost all diagnostic categories.
Some research suggests that
biological differences between men
and women mean that men are
naturally able to recover from illness
more quickly.t

Societal pressures

Societal norms often encourage men
to exhibit stoicism and discourage
expressing vulnerability, leading them
to work through illness rather than
taking sick leave. This behaviour can
result in underreporting of health
issues and fewer sickness absences
among men. Additionally, men may
delay seeking medical attention,
which can actually exacerbate health
problems later in life.”



Gender & mental health

How does gender affect mental health? We look at the

statistics behind how women and men experience poor

mental health, and see how this contributes to sickness

absence from work.

In the UK, women are twice as likely
as men to experience common
mental health problems such as
depression and anxiety.

Despite higher rates of mental health
issues reported among women, men
are significantly more likely to die by
suicide, the highest rate of which is
males aged 40-49.

This suggests that women are more
likely to report mental health
conditions (and illness in general), as
well as seek treatment.

In fact, research has found that men
are far less likely to seek treatment
for mental health issues, with only
36% of referrals to NHS talking
therapies being for men.8

The underreporting for male iliness,
and in particular mental health
issues, may be due in part for the
gender assumptions and stereotypes
that we touched on earlier.

Males may feel a certain pressure
to protect their masculinity and
‘toughness’, and admitting to
sickness or mental health struggles
could challenge that.

Despite plenty of efforts to
minimise the stigma that once
surrounded mental health, it is still
something that some people may
feel extra sensitive about
discussing openly.
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https://www.e-days.com/news/download/company-brochure?utm_source=eBook&utm_medium=in%20page%20CTA&utm_campaign=Gender%20Absence%20Impact

Taking a holistic approach to employee

benefits

With health issues relating
to both men and women
laid out, what can
organisations do to ensure
they are meeting the needs
of their employees?

While there is, of course, a level of
personal responsibility when it comes
to one’s own physical and mental
health, employers do have a ‘duty of
care’ to support their employees in
carrying out their job.

In the UK and other countries around
the world, employers are bound by
legislation which mandates that
employers must ensure an
appropriate level of health and safety
at work. It also ensures that
employers provide the right
equipment to enable workers to
perform their jobs effectively.

Beyond that, much of the
conversation post-pandemic has
shifted towards other provisions that
employers can make relating to
employees’ work-life balance, mental
health, physical health, nutrition,
happiness and satisfaction.

In the UK, there isn't any specific
legislation stating that employers
must offer such provisions, but they
are being used as a tool by many
organisations to attract and retain
talent in a challenging labour
market.

In that sense, organisations are
taking a more holistic approach
towards employee wellbeing. Many
employers now offer benefits and
provisions that are aimed at
supporting employees in different
areas and stages of their lives -
whether it be more flexibility,
nutritional advice, mental health
awareness, healthcare services or
additional time off for ‘life events’
like moving house.
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Gender-focused benefits

Ensuring that both men
and women feel
supported in the
workplace can take
several forms. Benefits,
while important, only go
so far, and come with
costs that a business
must balance.

Company culture, behaviours, and
small changes to working
environments also contribute to
providing everyone with what they
need to do their job safely, efficiently
and successfully.

It's also an opportunity for
employers to acknowledge the often
stressful, significant and challenging
life events that employees
experience outside of work.

So, what do these provisions, benefits and culture changes look like?

Here’s a selection of practical examples to consider:

- Remote or hybrid working

- Flexible working hours

- 4-day week [ 9-day fortnight
- Job sharing opportunities

- Results-oriented work rather than
monitoring fixed hours

- Sabbaticals
- Mental health days
- Bereavement Leave

- Menstrual Leave (already legislated
in many countries, such as Spain)

- Menopause Leave

- ‘Life Leave’ (for those big events, like
moving house)

- Childcare subsidies

- Covering costs of appropriate home
working equipment

- Meeting-free days to focus on deep
work

- Quiet rooms
- Ergonomic workspaces
- Employee Assistance Programmes

- Sufficient office lighting, natural
light, and ability to move close to or
away from windows

- Free menstrual products

- Mental health and suicide
awareness training and workshops

- Male and female-specific
healthcare education

- Mental health first aiders

- Buddy systems

- Summer hours or early finish Fridays
- Smart casual dress code

- Gym memberships
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Meeting employee needs: What's the reality

to make it happen?

Creating an attractive, useful
and valuable benefits
package is no small feat.

But the value involved in offering a
comprehensive benefits package
shouldn't be dismissed.

A recent survey found
that 83% of respondents
felt that their
satisfaction with their
benefits package made
them more likely to stay
with their employer.®
While numerous studies
show around 60% of
candidates say that
benefits are a major
factor when choosing a
new role.l°

To meet employee needs,
organisations must first consider
what those needs are amongst
their diverse workforce.

Then, employers must carefully
balance the cost of implementing
benefits with their value and return on
investment. Assessing the impact of
different types of benefits on aspects
such as employee retention,
wellbeing and productivity will help to
justify their costs.

Whilst it's great to offer a range of
thoughtful and appropriate benefits,
organisations must also consider
legal and compliance issues. This will
help to ensure benefits are
accessible to all, unbiased and
inclusive, as well as balanced
alongside statutory entitiements.

Finally, it's key for employers to stay
aligned with shifting employee
expectations and demands. We've
seen how the world of work has
changed since the COVID-19
pandemic, and as Gen Z continues
entering the workforce, workplace
cultures and employee demands are
likely to continue evolving.
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Conclusion

Assessing different gender needs is a significant
challenge, but with it comes opportunity for HR and
business leaders to make impactful changes.

)

By considering the varying needs of
employees throughout their lifecycle,
HR and business leaders can not only
reduce sickness absence, but bolster
productivity, retention and wellbeing
in the process.

That starts with collating, analysing
and understanding people data. Who
are your employees, what stage of life
are they in, and how much absence
are they taking?
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Understanding the answers to those
questions, and discovering what
would help your employees most in
their roles, will provide a picture of the

types of benefits that will have the
greatest impact.

Doing so gives you the opportunity
to enhance people’s lives — offering
real value to your employees and in
turn, providing your organisation with
higher productivity, loyalty,
engagement, and ultimately, better
business outcomes.
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