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Key Findings and Policy Implications
This paper is a comprehensive literature review on worker absenteeism, including days absent from
work for health reasons, and productivity declines from continued workplace presence while sick
(referred to as “presenteeism”). The study outlines the aspects of absenteeism and presenteeism that
would be most important to understanding their role in transitions to SSDI. Among the key findings and
common themes from past research:


The baseline rate of absenteeism and presenteeism for healthy workers is fairly low.
Presenteeism in the workplace, while more difficult to measure, appears to be more prevalent
than absenteeism and could be more costly to the employer.



Absenteeism and presenteeism rates vary across diagnoses and worker characteristics. Mental
health conditions are particularly predictive of higher rates of both absenteeism and
presenteeism. Other conditions associated with absenteeism and presenteeism include allergies,
arthritis, hypertension, migraines, cancer, respiratory disorders, COPD, heart disease,
gastrointestinal issues, obesity, and diabetes.



Access to paid leave has a significant impact on individuals’ propensity to be absent, and on the
duration of their absences. Among the policies that affect absence rates are sick leave, partial or
short-term disability benefits, medical benefits, vocational rehabilitation, and wellness programs.

The policy importance of the study is in better understanding the early patterns of health decline that
may ultimately deteriorate to work departure and SSDI enrollment. Worker absenteeism is a strong early
indicator of how health affects work. This paper reviews past research on these effects, their relationship
to paid leave and early intervention policies, and their potential role in predicting more permanent work
departure and SSDI enrollment.
KATHLEEN MULLEN is the Associate Director of the RAND Center for Disability Research and a
professor at Pardee RAND Graduate School.
STEPHANIE RENNANE is an Associate Economist at the RAND Corporation
Complete DRC Working Papers available on our website: http://www.nber.org/aging/drc/papers/
This research was supported by the U.S. Social Security Administration through grant #DRC12000002-05 to the National
Bureau of Economic Research as part of the SSA Disability Research Consortium. The findings and conclusions expressed
are solely those of the author(s) and do not represent the views of SSA, any agency of the Federal Government, or the NBER.

NATIONAL BUREAU OF ECONOMIC RESEARCH • 1050 MASSACHUSETTS AVENUE • CAMBRIDGE, MA • 02138 • (617) 868-3900
www.nber.org

