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Introduction

If you employ people, then 
you will inevitably have to 
manage sickness absence –
it’s simply part of the job. 

But in the UK, and indeed 
around the world, absence 
levels are increasing. What 
are the latest figures, and 
how can organisations
tackle rising absence in their 
own workforce?

This year, we’re seeing a growing 
number of organisations decide to 
tackle the topic of employee wellbeing 
head-on – with more businesses 
putting strategies into place to address 
the health and wellbeing of their 
people. 

However, many HR leaders believe their 
efforts are still too reactive – with action 
only happening after an employee has 
taken sick leave. What can we do 
instead to be more proactive, and 
prevent higher numbers of absences 
happening in the first place?

That’s what we’ll explore in this report, 
as well as present to you the key 
statistics around workplace absence in 
the UK, plus a wider snapshot of what’s 
going on in different countries around 
the world. 

Our report last year highlighted the 
surge in absence rates, as well as the 
prevalence of mental health, anxiety 
and stress-related issues that many 
employees faced. 



Europe

Absence in European countries continues to rise, 
in some cases at unprecedented levels. In 
Germany, employees take an average of 19 days 
off work per year due to illness. In France, 
absence rates have jumped by an alarming 80% 
between 2014 and 2022. Even Norway, where 
work-life balance is culturally embedded, is 
seeing the highest absence levels in 15 years.1

The United States

The United States has been experiencing higher 
absence rates since 2020, standing at 3.2% as of 
2024. On any given day, one in every ten 
employees won’t show up to work, costing the 
economy more than $225 billion annually, and 
productivity losses of up to 40%.2
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A global snapshot

What’s the state of absence around the world? We 
highlight a few key statistics for a snapshot of 
what’s happening in 2025. 



Asia

In many Asian countries, presenteeism (working 
while sick) is a larger problem than 
absenteeism. A recent report found that 45% of 
employees said that poor mental health 
negatively impacted their work performance 
and efficiency. Compared to other regions 
globally, employees in Asia are significantly 
more prone to risks of low productivity, anxiety 
and depression.3

Latin America
Absence is so widespread across the region that 
as much as 10% of the workforce might not be 
present on any given day.4 Several countries, 
however, are considering reducing working 
hours. Colombia is planning to reduce the work 
week from 46 hours to 42 by 2026. In Chile, it will 
be reduced from 44 hours to 40 by 2028. Brazil is 
also considering implementing a four-day 
working week.5
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A global snapshot

Issues such as mental health and presenteeism 
dominate, negatively impacting productivity and 
employee wellbeing.
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The UK picture in 2025

The CIPD’s Health and 
Wellbeing at Work Report, 
supported by SimplyHealth
and released biannually, has 
found that employee 
sickness absence has 
increased since 2023.

The average rate of 
absence now stands at 
9.4 days per worker per 
year, up from 7.8 days 
per year in 2023, and 5.8 
days in 2019.6

The figure of 9.4 days per worker per 
year is equivalent to 4.1% of working 
time lost – a record high over the 
last couple of decades.

That should raise alarm bells for 
organisations, and presents a 
couple of key questions: why are 
employees taking more sickness 
absence? Are people less healthy? 
Or do people feel that taking sick 
leave is more acceptable now? Do 
organisations need to manage 
team absence more effectively?

The answers to those questions, and 
the real reasons behind the rise in 
sickness absence will be nuanced, 
complex, and multi-faceted. 

How organisations choose to 
address absence in their own 
workplace is a challenge as well as 
an opportunity. 

Without proper data collection, 
metrics, and consistency in place, 
organisations are left in the dark 
when it comes to checking the pulse 
of their workforce, which has a 
knock-on effect on things like 
productivity, engagement, and 
retention. 

Lacking visibility over 
absence?

Track sickness and gain powerful 
insights into your people data with our 
smart absence management solution.

Download Brochure

https://www.e-days.com/news/download/company-brochure?utm_source=in-page%20CTA&utm_medium=eBook&utm_campaign=State%20of%20Absence%202025
https://www.e-days.com/news/download/company-brochure?utm_source=in-page%20CTA&utm_medium=eBook&utm_campaign=State%20of%20Absence%202025


The State of Absence Report 2025 05

Causes: mental health, musculoskeletal 
and minor illness

To look at why absence is 
increasing, we must look at 
the main reasons that are 
causing employees to be 
off sick in the first place.

Mental health issues are 
now the top cause of long-
term sickness absence, 
and are a major driver for 
short term absences, too. 

Employers report workload and non-work 
factors (such as family, finances and 
health) as being some of the leading 
reasons behind mental health-related 
absences. 

Stress is another huge driver of absence, 
and 41% of employers say that heavy 
workloads are the main reason behind 
it.6

This suggests that employees are 
struggling to cope with work pressures, 
and when combined with personal 
stressors such as financial and family 
worries, only exacerbates the issue. 

Workplace interventions should therefore 
be both work-facing, by examining an 
employee’s workload and job role, and 
personal-facing, by choosing to offer 
accessible mental health services as 
part of an organisation’s benefits 
package. 

Other top causes of absence include 
minor illnesses such as common colds, 
flu and musculoskeletal conditions – the 
latter of which is rapidly increasing 
around the world due to a growing and 
aging population.7
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Long-term sickness: the stubborn 
structural challenge

Long-term sickness 
absence remains a central 
issue in the UK, and it’s 
damaging the country’s 
output. It reduces labour
market participation, drives 
higher costs, and is 
dominated by mental 
health and musculoskeletal 
conditions. 

As of 2024, the number of people leaving 
work due to long-term sickness increased 
to its highest level since the 1990s.8 

For every 13 employees, one was taking 
long-term sickness absence.9 

Whilst the problem of long-term sickness 
on a national level is far more complex for 
any one organisation to tackle, it should 
nevertheless be treated as a strategic 
risk. Consideration given to how it can be 
effectively managed and how its impact 
can be minimised is essential.

How well employers support an individual 
on long-term sickness absence can 
directly impact the duration of absence 
taken, as well as how successfully they 
can integrate back into work.

From how employers (particularly 
managers) keep in contact during the 
absence and design a phased 
introduction back into work, to what 
reasonable adjustments can be made, as 
well as a review of the type of work an 
employee is performing are all essential 
in helping someone to return successfully. 



To prevent that, employers can 
provide guidance around home and 
remote working, encouraging time off 
when ill to recover more quickly, and 
ensuring that wellbeing benefits are 
accessible from anywhere.

It’s in the interests of both parties that 
employees take time away from work 
to recover, rather than trying to push 
through it.

On the other hand, absences come 
with extra costs of their own, which 
can easily be overlooked.

Employees tasked with covering an 
absent coworker’s responsibilities 
may feel additional stress to juggle 
everything alongside their own 
workload. This causes delays, missed 
deadlines, or confusion over what 
needs to be completed and when. 

Temporary hires can also be costly –
onboarding and training workers 
means extra time is required to get 
up to speed. For industries that can 
tolerate very little downtime, such as 
manufacturing and healthcare, 
delays to output and services only 
add to the overhead and burden 
placed on teams.
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The hidden costs: presenteeism, 
productivity and replacement

Working from home remains 
a much-debated issue in 
2025, and from an absence 
point of view, raises some 
concerns.

Employers report lower 
sickness absence and 
higher productivity from 
homeworkers, but also 
rising presenteeism 
(working when sick), and 
harder-to-detect mental 
health risks.6

Although working from home brings 
numerous advantages for many, it 
can be challenging for people to 
separate their work and personal 
lives, mentally and physically, when 
both occupy the same space. 

That may influence some people to 
work when they’re feeling unwell, 
simply because they’re at home 
anyway and feel a certain 
expectation or pressure to be 
present and available. 



According to CIPD’s report, 75% of 
organisations say that they are taking 
action to improve employee health and 
wellbeing. Around 57% of employers now 
have a stand-alone wellbeing strategy 
compared with 53% in 2023 and 44% in 
2020, showing an increase in 
organisations that are putting wellbeing 
provisions in place. 

Despite that, more than a third (37%) 
report that their organisation is more 
reactive than proactive when it comes to 
managing absence and wellbeing, 
especially regarding mental health-
related issues. 

What’s more, only 50% of employers 
believe their efforts to reduce work-
related stress are effective – with many 
turning to EAPs and offering flexible 
working as the two main methods of 
decreasing stress.6
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How are employers responding?

There has a been real shift 
towards prioritising
employee wellbeing in 
recent years. 

Driven in part by the COVID-
19 pandemic and the 
seismic changes it brought 
to the way we work, as well 
as the growing mental 
health issues we’re seeing in 
society in general.

Employers have been 
taking a closer look at 
employee wellbeing, with 
74% of HR leaders 
reporting it as being on 
their senior leaders’ 
agenda. 

Despite that, 37% say that 
their interventions are still 
more reactive than 
proactive. 
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How HR leaders can get ahead

Given the statistics, the 
absence problem might feel 
too large to fix – but there is 
a simple way organisations
can get ahead by 
addressing their own 
absence management 
processes.

Here are some key steps to 
put in place:

Robust absence processes
Ensure all instances of absence are 
accurately recorded in a secure, central 
place. Record the reason for all 
unplanned absences, and set triggers to 
alert managers when certain criteria has 
been met (e.g. three absences in a 12-
month period). Carry out return-to-work 
interviews after every absence, and 
enforce consistent self-certification for 
absences lasting up to seven days.

Measure differently
Track days per employee, long-term 
sickness cases, frequency, return-to-
work success and cost per absence. Use 
segmentation to analyse your sickness 
data by team, role and/or location to 
spot any patterns or trends.

Early intervention
Ensure EAP offerings provide faster 
access to mental health and other 
services, train managers in active 
listening skills and spotting signs of 
burnout or stress, and ensure return-to-
work interviews are compassionate with 
an emphasis on empowering the 
employee to perform their best work.

Flexible working as prevention
Offer flexibility where possible. Whilst not 
realistic for all jobs in all industries, flexi-
time, remote working, job sharing, shift 
swapping, and early finish Fridays are 
some methods that offer flexibility versus 
a traditional 9-5 model. 

Engage finance
Demonstrate the avoidable cost of 
absence to secure investment in 
prevention benefits. Use key metrics such 
as recurring reasons for absence, 
frequency, overtime costs and the costs 
of covering absent employees’ 
workloads.

Measure ROI of wellbeing spend
Run pilot programmes for different 
initiatives such as flexible working, or test 
interventions such as alternative EAP 
providers. Monitor absence closely over a 
12-month period and attribute any 
changes directly back to interventions.
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Conclusion

The current state of absence in the UK and around the world, 
though concerning, does present organisations with a couple 
of opportunities to take proactive action. 

The high levels of absence mean that 
employers need to ensure they are 
consistently tracking, monitoring and 
reporting on their own employee 
sickness. 

Without proper visibility and 
management, problems that could be 
prevented can quickly become disruptive 
and costly – harming your organisation’s
productivity, engagement and retention. 

Knowing the reasons behind what’s 
causing absence gives the insight you 
need to examine your culture, benefits, 
and management training. That will 
ensure that issues like mental health are 
handled in a sensitive and effective way. 

Having this crucial data means you can 
intervene when necessary, and work 
together with your employees to find the 
right solution to help them perform their 
best work, and feel supported in their role. 
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Understand your absence data  
with edays

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

Download Brochure

https://www.e-days.com/news/download/company-brochure?utm_source=in-page%20CTA&utm_medium=eBook&utm_campaign=State%20of%20Absence%202025
https://www.e-days.com/news/download/company-brochure?utm_source=in-page%20CTA&utm_medium=eBook&utm_campaign=State%20of%20Absence%202025


Built on absence expertise, edays
helps you manage employee absence, 
time, and HR on a global scale.
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