
THE STEP-BY-STEP
GUIDE TO MINIMIZING 
ABSENTEEISM WITH A STRONG 
EMPLOYEE ATTENDANCE POLICY



INTRO
As an employer, you will experience absences in 
the workforce week to week. Typical reasons for an 
employee’s absence, such as an illness or paid time 
off (PTO), resolve quickly. The employee returns to 
work with little to no disruption to his job. However, 
absences become a problem when they evolve 
into absenteeism. Absenteeism is an employee’s 
intentional, or habitual, absence from work. It leads 
to decreased productivity, lowers team morale, and 
ultimately affects the financials of the company. It is 
of the utmost importance to catch absenteeism as 
soon as possible. Having a proper attendance policy, 
or policies, can help curb this problem. However, 
in order to start, it is important to understand how 
absenteeism truly affects your bottom line.
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THE COST OF 
EMPLOYEE ABSENTEEISM
The potential cost of lost productivity should be at the forefront of 
your mind as you navigate through tackling and solving the problem of 
employee absenteeism. For example, did you know that absenteeism, 
across all industries, totaled nearly $84 billion dollars annually in lost 
productivity (Gallup-Healthways Well-Being Index)? Additionally, it has 
been estimated that absenteeism costs companies roughly $3,600 
per year for each hourly worker, and $2,650 per year for each salaried 
employee. Costs can be attributed to many factors including:

• Safety and compliance issues due to lack of employee training
• Administrative costs of managing absent employees
• Wages paid to absent employees
• Poor quality service to customers due to understaffing
• Workforce productivity and efficiency losses
• Low morale among employees who have to “pick up the slack”
• Overtime pay, or wages paid to temporary replacements

There are many other factors at play in the costs associated with this 
problem. It is important that you identify them within your own company 
and teams to address each issue directly.



4 |

WHY EMPLOYEE 
ABSENTEEISM OCCURS
In order to drive down the costs of absenteeism, start by 
understanding common causes of absenteeism. These causes 
can vary, but typically fall into one of the following categories:

• Burnout and low morale
• Bullying and harassment
• Childcare or eldercare
• Mental health issues
• Lack of motivation
• Chronic illness
• Injuries
• Job hunting
• Partial shifts

As you can see, people miss work for a variety of reasons. 
Some of these reasons are legitimate, others are less so. 
This makes absenteeism especially difficult to tackle. Some 
companies address this issue by having mandatory sick leave. 
Others choose to reduce absenteeism through incentive 
programs. However you choose to curb this issue, having a 
solid attendance policy will help start the process of setting 
the proper expectations for your employees and encourage a 
culture of “showing up” and getting the job done.

In this e-book, we will discuss the 
best ways to create an attendance 
policy that works long-term, 
engages your employees, and 
helps reduce the cost of chronic 
absenteeism.



5 |

When you begin building out your attendance policy, you will need to decide how deep your policy goes. 
New attendance policies typically fall into the following categories:

The Rule Book: This type of policy typically focuses on defining what an “excused” and “unexcused” 
absence means within the organization. Is it avoidable or unavoidable? Next, the policy has rules around 
how many sick days are allowed in each calendar year, and what procedures employees are expected to 
take when reporting to their supervisors. It tracks absences, but does not follow up with the employee, 
making it difficult to understand the cause of the employee’s absenteeism. However, it is usually beneficial 
to use when a company is smaller, without a human resources team.

The Growth Plan: This type of policy tracks absences as mentioned in “The Rule Book” policy, but 
encompasses counselling programs and progressive disciplinary measures in addition to defining excused 
and unexcused absences. This type of policy is best for reducing employee turnover and finding root causes 
of absenteeism. It is more detailed and typically expands in phases as companies grow and develop, or 
already have in place, a human resources team.

You may find that your company starts with one type and transitions, over time, into another type. Decide 
what works best for your company.  Try it out and determine how it is working. If you find you need to 
change things, make those changes and try it out again. There is no “one-size-fits-all” plan when it comes to 
attendance policies.

STEP 1
DECIDE ON THE BREADTH 
OF YOUR POLICY
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STEP 2
MAKE DECISIONS ABOUT WHAT 
YOUR POLICY COVERS

Once you’ve decided how to structure your policy, you can start thinking 
and deciding what areas you would like to cover within it. Some examples 
of areas to cover, and questions to help you make a decision, may include:

Accumulation of Sick/Personal Days (Points System): You may decide 
that sick and/or personal days not used by an employee can accrue over 
time. Can they use these all at once? Do they reset at the end of each 
year? Can they be used for illness in the future only, or personal days and 
vacation? Ask all of these questions and decide before sharing your policy.

Eligibility Requirements: When an employee hires on to your company, 
how long must  he be employed before having access to paid time off? Are 
sick days guaranteed up front? Are personal days allowed after a certain 
grace period? 

Paid Sick Leave: Will you allow a certain number of days to be used for 
illness unrelated to work?

Personal Paid Time Off: Will you allow personal time off that is not for 
illness, but vacation and otherwise beyond what is required?
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Medical Excuses: Will you require written consent from a doctor if an 
employee is required to miss more than a certain number of days from 
work? How many days initiates the need for a doctor’s note?

Notification Procedures: When an employee needs to miss work, whom 
should be notified? Once that person is notified, does the  employee need 
to check in daily with  his supervisor? Is there a form that needs to be filled 
out to assist with proper reporting and recordkeeping of absences? What 
happens  when there is a no-call/no-show?

Recordkeeping: Which person will take lead responsibility on reporting 
to you about absence trends and chronic problems? What is the proper 
procedure for executing these reports? How frequently are they reviewed? 
Who makes the decisions based on these reports? How do you know if 
your policy is working? What is a sign that it isn’t?

Disciplinary Procedures: When protocol is not followed, how do you 
discipline the employee? If they are over their sick leave or personal time 
off allowances, do you take out part of their wages for missed time? 
What constitutes an “unacceptable” level of absences and how do you 
communicate that before and after an employee is in this situation?

Counseling: Do you devote time and resources to counselling a chronically 
absent employee? Do you draw a hard line and release the employee 
once  he has failed to respond to all other disciplinary actions? Where 
does counseling happen in the process of curbing absenteeism for your 
employees?



8 |

Rewards and Incentives: Reward and incentive programs can be empowering for many 
employees. Will your employees with perfect or nearly perfect attendance be recognized? 
What is the best way to do this in your workplace? What will the rewards be?

Tardiness Allowances: Tardiness is as common, or more so, than full-day absences. Do a 
certain number of tardies add up to one, full absence? What is the disciplinary action for each 
of these tardies? What are supervisors to do with a chronically tardy employee? You might 
decide to have a completely separate policy for this issue depending on your needs as a 
company.

Typical Work Hours: What hours constitute a work day at your business? Is there a specific 
start and stop time, or is it based on total hours worked? How do you track this, by having 
employees sign in or sign out? Do you have a way to stop “buddy punching” for hourly 
workers? Will you include time clocks?

FMLA Leave: If you offer FMLA to your employees, you must include this in your attendance 
policy and list the process and qualifications. It is easiest to designate one lead employee to 
field questions about FMLA leave.

Military Leave: Most businesses are covered by USERRA, so make sure military leave policies 
(including re-employment) are covered in your policy. 

State and Local Laws: Some states and local governments mandate allowable leave for things 
such as attending school events, volunteering, donating blood, and more. Make sure that you 
have researched these laws and included them in your manual.

There are potentially many more categories to consider when building your attendance 
policy. Choose the right categories for your organization. Allow your team to give input and 
“poke holes” in your logic to make the policy as robust as possible. 
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STEP 3
SET ATTENDANCE STANDARDS 
& EXPECTATIONS

Absenteeism is disruptive to any business, but in some cases the 
consequences are more severe than average. For example, an employee 
who must fill in for an absentee worker is likely to be unfamiliar with certain 
aspects of the job as it is not  his typical responsibility. This is problematic 
in settings such as hospitals, schools, and other high-stake industries 
that rely heavily on interacting with the public. Mistakes under these 
circumstances could have dire consequences, leaving the organization 
vulnerable to lawsuits and other costly outcomes. In this case, the demand 
for employees to avoid absences may be greater.

For organizations where the stakes are not quite as high, the cost of 
absenteeism can still drastically affect the company’s bottom line, 
especially if absenteeism is due to low morale, poor management 
training, or employees who are not committed to their jobs. Furthermore,  
workforce productivity is depleted and the customer experience soured, 
costing your organization even more time and money than companies with 
a normal absentee rate.
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COMMUNICATING THE 
NEW POLICY EFFECTIVELY
If you already have an attendance policy in place, question and analyze how it is performing. Do employees 
respond to it? Do your managers and supervisors implement and hold employees accountable to it? If not, 
discuss with your team why this may be happening and how communication around the new policy must 
change from previous implementations. For example, if you are developing a new policy for an hourly workforce 
that is already exhibiting behaviors of an unacceptable level of absenteeism, you may need to come down 
harder on those who are abusing sick leave, or those who fail to report absences on time.  You may also need 
to be harsher to managers or supervisors who have not required their teams to follow protocol. 

Many companies communicate differently with exempt vs. nonexempt employees. For example, your 
organization may use more discretion for exempt employee absences. This is typically true because the 
organization is not required to pay overtime to the employee, thus leniency in the attendance policy is 
common. However, make sure that you are integrating your new policy with your sick pay policy, and other 
leave of absence policies including personal, disability, jury duty, bereavement, etc. You can improve attendance 
for exempt employees by allowing flextime, remote office work, and other alternative work arrangements.
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COMMON ATTENDANCE 
STANDARDS
Attendance standards vary from company to company. There is 
not a one-size-fits-all answer. You must decide what works best 
for your company. Without a standard, you could be setting up 
your company for future losses in cases such as discrimination 
lawsuits. Often, when a discrimination lawsuit is filed, cases 
have been won  by proving the employee was not capable of 
meeting the attendance standard set for the company.

Here are a few examples to help you get started:

Set Amount of Paid Time Off: You can give your employees 
a set number of days off in the year to use at their discretion. 
For example, 2 weeks of paid time off is common across 
organizations in the United States.

Discipline Process Standard: This standard is based primarily 
on beginning the discipline process once absences are abused 
by an employee such as an unreported, or unexcused, absence. 
There is no warning. The discipline process begins immediately.

No Standard is Defined: While this seems counterintuitive, 
it is actually a standard in itself to not have set standard. For 
example, an employee may be expected to attend work on 
all scheduled days, but the level of discipline is left up to the 
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manager’s discretion. “Excessive absences” is not defined in the policy, 
but the training is clear on what is expected of the employee.

Employee Rankings: An internal ranking of employees from best 
attendance to worst attendance is used to gauge those that need 
counselling, and those that are subject to disciplinary action.

A Point System: An allotted number of points is given to each employee. 
Once the points have exceeded the predetermined amount, disciplinary 
actions take place including termination.

Number of Infractions: You can define excessive absences by infractions. 
This is especially useful when you are including tardiness in your policy 
as an absence. For example, you may state that any employee with 
more than 6 infractions will be counselled. You could also use this as an 
indicator of number of shifts missed for hourly workers.

Number of Days: Days instead of infractions is a useful policy standard 
to use for exempt employees who have paid time off in their benefits 
package. For example, if an employee is guaranteed 14 days of PTO, 
you can set the standard that if 15 days or more are missed, disciplinary 
actions will be taken. You can do the same for hourly employees based on 
a predetermined number of days decided on by your team.

Whenever a company sets the standard for attendance, they should 
keep in mind the balance between flexibility, culture, and the need for 
consistency. General rules for what an excessive amount of absences is 
does not exist. It is primarily based on the company and what it requires 
of its workforce to be most profitable. 
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STEP 4
DETERMINE ABSENTEEISM 
CONSEQUENCES

As mentioned in the previous step, it is necessary to communicate 
with your team about how best to formalize the consequences of poor 
attendance. You will also need to decide what form of communication is 
best utilized for your workforce. Do you communicate primarily through 
email, chat tools, phone calls, text messages, a workforce management 
software, a time clock, etc? When the communication style and path have 
been decided, you can start to work on what the consequences will be for 
violators.

A discipline program that includes attendance is common among many 
organizations. Typically when an infraction occurs, an employee is warned 
verbally. After the verbal warning, a written warning is processed when 
another infraction occurs. After that, counseling the individual on the 
importance of attendance and discovering the root cause of the failure 
to attend work is suggested. If infractions continue with an individual, a 
company may decide to revoke privileges or suspend their work without 
pay as a consequence. Lastly, if these external motivations do not work, it 
is in the company’s right to terminate the employment of the individual.
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COMMON CONSEQUENCES OF 
POOR ATTENDANCE
As mentioned above, consequences can vary based on the type of workforce and the 
culture of the company implementing the policy. However, typical consequences to 
consider using are:

Ineligibility for Promotions: This consequence includes being unable to apply for positions within 
the company, even as a lateral move. It also includes lack of consideration for promotions within the 
employee’s team.

Ineligibility for Raises: Should the employee be up for a step, merit, or pay increase, it can be lost due 
to excessive absences. 

Harsher Sick Time Rules: Usually when a company dictates discretionary sick time, this rule can 
become harsher for the employee as  the sick time is abused. For example, requiring a doctor’s note 
when the employee has called in sick more than a predetermined number of days.

No Overtime Pay: If absences occur frequently, the employee could be overlooked for shifts that would 
pay him/her overtime until normal attendance resumes

No holiday pay: If an employee decides to take off time before or after a holiday, he/she could miss out 
on pay for those days.

Loss of bonus: If absenteeism is a core problem for an employee,  he/she could ultimately lose any year-
end bonus.

There are many ways for a company to implement consequences abusing or simply not adhering to the 
attendance policy. Choose the ones that best suit your company culture and policy standards.
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STEP 5
CREATE AN INCENTIVES 
PROGRAM

Have you ever heard of the “Carrot and Stick” approach? The idea 
is that some people enjoy chasing the “carrot,” or reward; others 
prefer to run from the “stick” or consequence. When creating an 
attendance policy it is in your best interest to have both carrots 
and sticks so that every employee has the opportunity to succeed. 
Those employees who are motivated by rewards will become 
defeated if consequences are the only component to your policy. 
Those who are motivated to stay away from the consequences, 
rather than seeking the reward, will take your policy less seriously. 
You need a balance between the two.



IDEAS FOR INCENTIVES FOR 
GOOD ATTENDANCE
With the above in mind, a company may create a very detailed 
incentive program for excellent attendance. Some incentives  
require little to no cost to the company, and may include the 
following ideas:

• Allowing sick days to be cashed in for payment

• Offering lotteries for those with perfect attendance to earn 
more money, or gain more time off (while honoring those   
who did not win, but still qualified for the lottery)

• Posting, or publicly celebrating the names of those with 
perfect attendance

• Offering a lunch or dinner with the CEO for perfect 
attendance employees

• Changing the  usual payday to a day that typically has low 
attendance 

• Accepting  roll-over (or carry-over) sick days 

• Providing increased job responsibility and leadership roles to 
those with perfect attendance

Quite honestly, the list of ideas could go on for pages. The best 
thing to consider is what will resonate most with your workforce. 
You may even test a few ideas before settling on one to carry 
through the foreseeable future.
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR CREATING 
AN INCENTIVES PROGRAM
If you decide an incentive program would be beneficial for your company, there are  several considerations to keep 
in mind and potentially include in your program. A few rules to follow are:

• Establish realistic expectations and goals for the program. 

• Do not penalize employees who have allowable absences in accordance with your policy standards (including 
FMLA, PTO, etc.).

• Be fair in the program. Do not leave the reward to the discretion of a manager. Instead, make it transparent for 
the employee on how to achieve the reward.

• Use rewards that significantly impact the employee. Nobody wants a stress ball or keychain, for example.

• Consider using production goals instead of attendance goals  as the focus of incentives for those in teams, or 
who rely on many other people to get their jobs done.

As you build out your incentives program, remember to retrieve feedback from your team and your workforce. Ask 
questions about what motivates them and what kinds of incentives they would like to see in the program.
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STEP 6
PLAN TO COUNSEL FOR POOR 
ATTENDANCE EMPLOYEES

Often when an attendance plan is not followed by an employee, 
you will need to counsel them to understand, (a) why they are 
missing so much work, (b) communicate the importance of 
attendance, (c) discuss how best  to change their behavior, and 
(d) communicate the consequences of not following through after 
counselling.
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REQUIREMENTS FOR QUALITY 
EMPLOYEE COUNSELING
When creating a counseling program for employees, it is 
important to ensure that they feel safe, respected, and heard. 
Coming to the table with judgement and criticism will not help 
you curb their behavior. Instead it may have the reverse effects. 
To keep counseling effective, remember the following tips:

1. Respect Their Privacy The matters at hand are a private 
issue and, as such, should not be done in public. In order to 
build trust with the employee, you must remember to not 
get involved or provide an opinion on personal matters. You 
are simply there to provide a resolution to the behavioral 
problem at hand and to focus on the employee’s situation. The 
employee may vent, but do not encourage further discussion. 
Listen, respond appropriately, and stay focused. 

2. Treat the Employee as a Person Often when you are 
attempting to change a person’s behavior, the person becomes 
the problem. However, this approach inevitably loses the trust 
of the employee and limits  resolutions. Remember that while  
people make mistakes, typically they want to succeed and need 
a pathway to get there. Counseling can help your employee 
find that pathway.
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3. Listen, Do Not Assume Ask the employees questions and use the socratic 
method(will people know what this is?) to help them find a resolution to their 
own problem. Do not assume the problem is one thing or another, or that the 
solution to the problem is apparent. When the employee is able to analyze and 
consider the cause and effects of  his behavior independently, you will get more 
buy-in when you initiate a performance plan.the proper expectations for your 
employees and encourage a culture of “showing up” and getting the job done.

4. Focus on Behavior, Not Personality It is easy in work environments 
to “pigeon hole” an employee and think of them as lazy, troublesome, or 
unmotivated. Forget that idea and instead accept each new case without 
judgement. Behavior is not an indication of overarching personality. The person 
could potentially be a great employee with the proper plan and encouragement.

5. Come Up with an Improvement Plan Agree on an improvement plan with 
the employee and his manager. It should be trackable and attainable.

6. Agree on a Resolution What does the employee believe is the best 
resolution or outcome? Does it  align with the company goals and attendance 
policies? Come to an agreement on the resolution and communicate back to 
appropriate manager or supervisor what the resolution is and what should be 
monitored.

7. Follow Up and Check In Following up is critical to the success of your 
employee. Do not wait the full 30days or the duration of your improvement 
plan. Instead, check in on a weekly basis and ensure the employee is on target 
to meet his or her goal.
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CREATING A 30-DAY 
PERFORMANCE IMPROVEMENT PLAN
Counselling programs are also an excellent time to introduce growth plans to employees who are 
suffering from absenteeism. This provides the person with an opportunity to make a change, while still 
communicating the standard of the policy and what is expected going forward. Most plans are based on 
a 30-day timeframe and the employee is reviewed on their performance at the end of the period. This 
type of plan also gives the company and the employee time to look for other replacements should the 
goals not be met within the plan. 

The plan may include the following:

• A complete list of performance issues and how to solve them

• SMART goals that the employee must achieve

• Perfect attendance, including no tardies requirements

• Proof of improvement in performance or productivity at work

• A written statement from the manager on improvement, or other recommendations

• Timeline for follow-up

• Consequences for not staying on track

An improvement plan and counseling sessions are the best way to encourage buy-in for behavioral 
changes from an employee.  They can also give you further insight into your potential root causes of 
absenteeism.In this book, we will discuss the best ways to create an attendance policy that works long-
term, engages your employees, and helps reduce the cost of chronic absenteeism.
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STEP 7
BUILD YOUR ATTENDANCE POLICY 
REFERENCE GUIDE

Once your attendance policy or policies have 
been created, your team has  reviewed  each one 
and everyone has agreed that your company is 
implementing the right ones, you should start to 
build out an employee reference guide. This step 
will take time, editing, and a keen sense of detail to 
ensure it is done properly. Once you have finished 
with this step, you will be able to hand out this 
guide to your employees so that they can reference 
it in the future.
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WHAT SHOULD BE INCLUDED IN 
THE REFERENCE GUIDE?
When you start to build your guide, the following outline will help 
you become organized:

1. Cover Page Instead of handing over black and white stacks of 
paper, or PDF documents, put effort into making the reference 
guide appealing to the employee. They will be more likely to read 
what is included, thus helping you implement the policy effectively.

2. Develop a “Quick Reference” or “FAQ” Page You can make 
answering common questions extremely simple by including a page 
that highlights frequently asked questions right after the cover 
page in your guide. This quick reference sheet comes in handy as 
employees become independent. They will be able to pull the book 
out at their desks and immediately know what is expected. If you 
use a system like a “wiki”, include this page when someone logs into 
their portal.

3. State Your Objective and Mission Some employees naturally will 
avoid “rules” as a part of their personality. One way to encourage 
engagement is to state your objective by having these absentee 
policies. An example of an objective might be “Promoting Positive 
Employee Attendance to Make Every Day Count for Success.”
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4. Table of Contents As with most guides and handbooks, a table of 
contents keeps things organized for the reader. If delivering the guide 
electronically, make sure to link to the chapters within the table of 
contents.

5. Include the Following Information/Chapters:
• Why Attendance Matters
• Policies and Expectations for Attendance
• Rewards and Incentives for Good Attendance
• Steps for Time Off Requests
• Chronic Absence Intervention Protocol
• Contacts for Resolving Absenteeism
• Rewards and Incentives for Exceptional Attendance
• Tips for Success
• Dates for Upcoming and Ongoing Training

6. Examples of Commonly Used Forms These examples keep things 
easily understood by new employees, or employees who have never 
gone through the protocol before. Are there certain links they need 
to visit? What should they expect when they visit the links or find 
the forms? What is required on each of the forms? Answering these 
questions will help keep your protocol in place and your attendance 
policy successful.

7. Glossary and Acronym List Often companies use acronyms or 
jargon when communicating within the company. The truth is that not 
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