
How To: Manage Workplace 
Absence Across Generations
From Gen Z to Baby Boomers…



Introduction
From Baby Boomers to Gen Z, we are all influenced by 
the times we grew up in, and factors such as 
education, development, and available opportunities 
have shaped us into diverse working adults. 

Managing absence is no small 
feat. If neglected, it can lead to a 
loss of productivity, a negative 
working environment, 
disengagement, and valuable 
talent eventually walking out the 
door.

In this eBook, we present the 
sickness data, work styles, and 
preferences of Gen Z, Millennials, 
Gen X and Baby Boomer 
employees, and explore what 
organisations can do to support 
their multi-generational 
workforces to reduce absence, 
and boost employee wellbeing. 
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These have formed the way we 
work, as well as which benefits 
and working practices we value 
the most.

Whichever generation we come 
from, we all need to take absence 
from work from time to time. 
That’s a given, but depending on 
your career stage, and indeed life 
stage, the reasons, frequency, and 
duration of absence can vary. 

But how can organisations 
manage absence more 
effectively, when trying to support 
a multi-generational workforce?



The big picture on absence rates
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What does absence 
look like in the 
workplace? Are there 
any notable differences 
between age groups, 
and if so, why?

Notably, there is also a rise in 
the number of younger women 
taking time off work due to 
mental health, which makes 
this demographic now more 
likely to be off work due to 
illness rather than parental 
responsibilities3.

Older UK-based employees 
(aged between 50 and 64) 
experience the highest number 
of sick days, averaging 6.1 days 
per worker annually. 
Collectively, they account for 
approximately 56.4 million lost 
working days each year1.

In contrast, younger employees 
(aged between 16 and 24) 
average 2.7 sick days per year, 
totalling around 10.2 million 
workdays lost annually1.

Recent studies show that Gen Z 
workers in the UK are losing 
about one workday each week 
due to mental health 
challenges. That results in an 
average of 54 unproductive 
days each year2.
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Clearly, there are trends to take 
note of within different 
demographics, so let’s break 
down more details for Gen Z, 
Millennials, Gen X, and Baby 
Boomers.

Minor illnesses, such as 
common colds, are the 
leading cause for short-
term absence, accounting 
for an average of 33 million 
workdays lost annually. 
Stress, depression and 
anxiety contribute to 
approximately 12% of all 
working days lost, 
highlighting the growing 
importance of mental health 
support in the workplace1.



1. Gen Z

A significant 78% of Gen Z 
workers consider employer 
provisions for private health 
cover essential. 

Notably, 66% believe that having 
health cover would reduce their 
sickness leave by enabling 
quicker access to healthcare 
services. 
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Mental health is proving to be a 
massive issue, and Gen Z are 
experiencing poorer mental 
health than any other 
demographic. 

In fact, 71% of Gen Z employees 
have taken time off work in the 
past 12 months due to anxiety, 
compared with 32% of workers 
aged over 554.

Gen Z is reshaping workforce dynamics with distinct 
preferences and expectations.

Born

1997-2012
Percentage of workforce

11%
Average sick days per year

2.7 days

Common health concerns

Mental health, stress, headaches

Preferred work benefits

Hybrid working, mental health 
support

Work style

Adaptable, appreciate flexibility, 
tech-centric
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1. Gen Z

For that reason, Gen Z may 
expect workplaces to be 
hyper-personalised, and 
choose organisations that can 
offer a more refined and 
thoughtful set of company 
values, benefits, and practices 
that suit their needs. 

To support Gen Z workers, 
employers can consider 
enhanced mental health 
support, flexible work 
arrangements, and 
comprehensive health benefits.
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Despite mental health 
challenges, Gen Z are shifting 
workplace culture with ultra-
modern approaches to their 
professional lives. 

In a rapidly-advancing 
technological and inter-
connected society, Gen Z’s world 
is their oyster. 

They also tend to value diversity 
to a greater degree than 
previous generations6. That 
doesn’t just mean race and 
gender, but orientation and 
identity, too. 

The opportunity to work from 
anywhere has been engrained 
into their working norms, so 
they may see traditional office 
spaces and on-site working 
environments as redundant. 
Only around 1 in 10 Gen Z 
workers favour full-time office 
work according to a recent 
survey5.

How To: Manage Workplace Absence Across Generations



2. Millennials (or Gen Y)

They tend to be career-focused, 
as they now find themselves in 
the middle of their professional 
lives. 

Having lived through the 
recessions of 2008, COVID-19 
and 2023, it might not come as a 
surprise that Millennials are 
typically driven by salary.
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As a result, this generation 
appreciate professional 
development opportunities, 
transparency, and clear 
pathways for progression with 
their employer.

Much like their younger 
colleagues, Millennials favour 
flexibility and wellness benefits. 

Millennials, like Gen Z, typically have strong workplace 
preferences and expectations.

Born

1981-1996
Percentage of workforce

40%
Average sick days per year

3.4 days

Common health concerns

Mental health, financial stress

Preferred work benefits

Career development, wellness 
programs

Work style

Collaborative, tech-savvy, 
appreciate feedback

How To: Manage Workplace Absence Across Generations



2. Millennials (or Gen Y)

6

Absence can be high 
amongst this generation, 
who are likely to take time 
off due to stress and mental 
health7, which is often the 
result of financial worry.

These might include IVF leave, 
menstrual leave, miscarriage 
leave, adoption leave, and 
parental leave, to aid 
employees in managing life 
events and work 
simultaneously. 

By also considering the 
implementation of mentor 
schemes, open 
communication channels and 
career development 
opportunities, organisations 
can help to better support 
Millennials in their workforce.

It is also worth considering the 
life stages that many 
Millennials find themselves in. 

They may be beginning to start 
families, or buying a house, or 
making investments for future 
retirement. 

In the interest of taking a 
holistic approach and better 
supporting employees, it’s 
important to have inclusive 
and diverse policies in place 
around these different life 
stages. 
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3. Gen X

As such, they typically look for 
financial benefits from an 
employer, as well as health and 
wellbeing resources.

Approximately 1 in 5 Gen X full-
time workers are also caregivers, 
looking after children or elderly 
relatives, so balancing work with 
personal life has always been a 
priority. 
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Caregiving can be a significant 
reason for Gen X taking absence 
from work8. 

They may have children of 
various ages to take care of, or 
be responsible for aging parents 
in need of more specialist and 
ongoing care.

Gen X, much like Millennials, tend to focus on career 
advancement, whilst seeking work-life balance and 
looking ahead to retirement plans.

Born

1965-1980
Percentage of workforce

31%
Average sick days per year

4.3 days

Common health concerns

Long-term physical and mental 
health conditions

Preferred work benefits

Hybrid and remote working, flexibility

Work style

Appreciate flexibility, self-reliant, 
results-driven
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3. Gen X

Gen X workers’ need to be 
present for their children and 
other family relatives may 
mean they are particular with 
how they use their leave from 
work. 

Periods around half-term and 
summer school holidays might 
be a popular time for Gen X to 
take time off work, so careful 
resource planning with their 
employer is important. 
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This generation are now 
reaching middle-aged, so may 
also be experiencing new 
health concerns. 

Women may be experiencing 
menopause, and employers 
should consider reasonable 
adjustments to help with 
symptom management. 
Flexible working, adequate 
equipment, and accessible 
facilities may be appropriate. 

To support Gen X employees, 
organisations should look at 
their benefits offering, and 
ensure it focuses on health and 
wellbeing initiatives, while 
including professional 
development opportunities.

Gen X men, on the other hand, 
are among the most 
susceptible to poor mental 
health, with 45-49 year olds 
the most likely to die by suicide 
out of any other group9.
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4. Baby Boomers

However, as they’re nearing the 
end of their career, they’re likely 
focused on phased retirement 
and work-life balance through 
flexible work arrangements. 

Nearly 1.2 million UK Baby 
Boomers left work during the 
COVID-19 pandemic, either due 
to redundancy or opting for 
earlier retirement10.
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Sickness absence data for Baby 
Boomers is limited, but 
employers should bear in mind 
that this age group are more 
likely to experience frequent 
and/or long-term health 
conditions that require 
prolonged management, 
potentially resulting in increased 
time off from work. 

Baby Boomers are typically thought of as having a 
strong work ethic.

Born

1946-1964
Percentage of workforce

18%
Average sick days per year

6.1 days

Common health concerns

Chronic illness, musculoskeletal 
issues

Preferred work benefits

Retirement plans, healthcare

Work style

Appreciate clear hierarchy and 
feedback, goal and results-driven
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4. Baby Boomers

It is also true that many Baby 
Boomers are no longer working 
full-time. 
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Given the nature of some of the 
most common health 
conditions amongst Baby 
Boomers, such as 
musculoskeletal issues, it is vital 
that employers consider what 
reasonable adjustments they 
can make to accommodate 
employee needs. 

Proper seating, working 
equipment and accessible 
working environments are 
essential. 

Nearly 47% of Baby Boomers 
work on a part-time basis, as 
they take a step closer towards 
retirement11.

That can introduce some 
complexity for organisations in 
terms of availability of staff, and 
managing leave entitlements 
for part-time workers. 

For these reasons, flexible 
working arrangements and 
accommodations are highly 
valued by Baby Boomers, giving 
them the freedom to maintain 
pride in their work ethic, while 
entering the latter stages of 
their career.
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5. The Next Generation: Gen Alpha

They can work from anywhere, 
move at any time, and reject 
the traditional 9-5, office-
based routines in favour of 
flexibility and autonomy.

However, certain challenges 
may arise in the form of 
economic, political, and 
climate upheaval – potentially 
impacting mental health.

Job market uncertainty could 
also become a factor, seeing a 
swathe of jobs being replaced 
by AI. This might force Gen 
Alpha to develop a more 
diverse range of skills, to stay 
ahead of new technological 
capabilities.

 

Being able to learn on the job, 
and continuously upskill, will 
require appropriate support 
and resources from employers.
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Gen Alpha, currently aged 12 
years and under, is 
undoubtedly going to be the 
most tech-immersed, diverse, 
and globally connected 
generation in history. 

They will be the first generation 
to grow up in an AI world, with 
digital assistants, augmented 
reality and machine learning 
the norm.

Their tech-savviness will more 
than likely shift working 
environments and dynamics 
yet again – and they will grow 
up to be adaptable and 
comfortable in hybrid and 
remote work settings. 

Much like Gen Z, their 
expectations from their 
employer will likely be clear 
and unwavering.

Born

2013-2024
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Is it fair to generalise?
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We are all individuals – 
and you, as you read 
through the different 
generations’ 
characteristics, preferred 
benefits and work styles, 
probably found yourself 
relating to a little from 
each of them. 

We might pick up on a few key 
trends that are unfolding within 
each generation, such as Gen 
Z’s experience of poor mental 
health, but this should not 
cause us to form fast opinions 
about an individual employee 
simply because of the year 
they were born.

We all need time off from work 
occasionally – either due to 
sickness or for a much-needed 
holiday. Personal 
circumstances are crucial to 
understand if we, as 
employers, want to manage 
our employees’ wellbeing.

And while yes, employers can 
(and should) pay attention to 
the demographic of their 
workforce, and consider the 
different career and life stages 
their employees are in to help 
inform decisions and 
procedures, it is not a black 
and white process. 
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While statistics, studies and 
bodies of research in age 
demographics can 
undoubtedly tell us something 
useful, they should be taken 
with a pinch of salt. 



Managing a multi-generational workforce

How To: Manage Workplace Absence Across Generations

Employees have 
different needs 
depending on a variety 
of factors. Knowing 
these factors helps 
employers to 
understand absence, 
and manage it 
appropriately for the 
benefit of all parties.
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Considering some of the ideas 
opposite will help to foster a 
positive workplace culture – 
which should underpin every 
successful organisation. 

Having an environment where 
everyone feels equal and 
supported goes a long way – 
not least in managing 
absence, but also in 
empowering your employees 
to do their best work. 

How can organisations 
support a multi-
generational workforce?

1. Flexible work 
arrangements

2. Personalised benefits 
packages

3. Career development 
opportunities

4. Mental health & wellbeing 
programmes

5. Collaboration & inclusivity

6. Technology & workplace 
tools

7. Retirement & financial 
planning support

8. Recognition & feedback 
processes

9. DEI initiatives

10. Inclusive family & 
caregiving policies



How can organisations manage absence 
in the workforce?
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That way you can monitor 
employees who are taking a 
high amount of absence, and 
take proactive steps to find out 
why.

That should involve a 
supportive, open discussion 
between the employee, their 
line manager, and HR, to find 
out what is causing the 
absence. From there, you may 
discover that there is 
something the employer can 
do to support the employee in 
their work, eventually reducing 
their absence.
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Having access to people 
data is crucial in being 
able to manage 
absence effectively. 

Without visibility over employee 
absence, organisations may be 
missing key information about 
the wellbeing of their employees. 

That information might shed 
light on the reasons for an 
employee’s absence, and how 
frequently they are taking sick 
days. Perhaps they are 
struggling with their mental 
health, or taking time off to care 
for a relative – without sight of it, 
you simply don’t know. 

That’s where processes come in. 
Ensuring that every instance of 
absence is recorded, along with 
a reason. 

https://www.e-days.com/news/download/company-brochure?utm_source=ebook&utm_medium=in%20page%20cta&utm_campaign=absence%20generations%20ebook


Conclusion

How To: Manage Workplace Absence Across Generations

Understanding who your workforce are, their 
demographics, and what career and life 
stages they’re in, are all key in understanding 
absence reasons and patterns.

Providing that supportive space to 
discuss reasons for absence lets 
you take proactive steps, where 
appropriate, to make reasonable 
adjustments for an employee. 
Doing so enables an employee to 
continue performing at their best 
within an organisation for which 
they’re proud to work.
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Having access to such people data 
and absence rates empowers 
people managers (and HR) to plan 
resources, understand reasons for 
absence, and open up supportive 
conversations with employees who 
may be struggling outside of work.

Whilst absence is inevitable, managing it 
involves understanding why an employee is 
off work, and what they may need to return 
to work successfully.
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Gain visibility over sickness absence 
with edays

Want to better understand 
absence in your organisation, 
and take away actionable 
insights?

One streamlined system for 
managing absence, leave and 
attendance– from simple holiday 
booking and time tracking, to 
identifying key absence trends in 
your organisation.

edays goes beyond and enables 
you to understand why, when, 
where and how your workforce 
takes leave and absence. This 
empowers you and your 
organisation to support your 
people, be compliant with local 
laws and increase employee 
wellbeing.300,000

Users
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