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Presence is not
performance

A fter years of improvement, unpaid 

overtime is on the rise again, according

to TUC research. On the other hand, new

data released by the consultancy Mercer shows that

the UK has one of the lowest sickness absence

rates in Europe. I’d like to explore the implications

of these apparently conflicting trends in the context

of the current economic climate.

Starting with unpaid overtime, the TUC estimates

that 5.24 million people put in extra work worth a

staggering £26.9bn in 2008. The average amount

of unpaid overtime per person was equivalent to

more than seven hours a week, which meant

workers were each missing out on pay worth an

average of £5,000 annually. 

Most strikingly, the TUC worked out that if an

average employee worked all of their unpaid over-

time at the start of the year, he or she would not

get paid until 24 February! 

This habit that the UK workforce is developing

has several implications for both productivity and

working culture. 

One view is that it is really positive when work-

ers choose to expend discretionary time for the

good of their employers, colleagues and their own

careers. Another is that regularly working unpaid

hours is not only potentially stressful and de-moti-

vating over time, but also leads to specific groups

– like middle managers – being at risk of getting

paid less per hour than the most junior staff when

unpaid hours are taken into account. In the public

sector, this has been one of the concerns of the

inspecting ranks in the police service. 

In reality, a balance is required – employers

should be able to expect flexibility from employ-

ees when it is required. Meanwhile, employees

should not be regularly working way beyond their

contracted hours. And in return for their unpaid

hours they should expect equal flexibility from

their employers.

In the past, when working time culture was on a

trajectory of improvement, the TUC deliberately

chose late February (when workers would theoreti-

cally start getting paid) for Work Your Proper

Hours Day. It was a light-hearted reminder for

staff to work their contracted hours for at least one

day and for employers to thank staff for regularly

putting in extra hours. But TUC general secretary

Brendan Barber has acknowledged that things are

more serious this year, saying: “Long hours are

bad for people’s health, and employers should

never forget that each extra hour worked makes

people less productive once they are over a sensi-

ble working week. The recession should instead

provide a spur to make workplaces more produc-

tive, and for managers to get staff to work together,

not compete for who can stay the latest.”

This makes a lot of sense – in a tough economic

climate with redundancies hitting the headlines

every day, it is tempting for employees to feel they

should be seen to be ever-present. There is no

doubt that discretionary effort plays a critical part

in making the economy tick and no one is saying

that this needs to stop, but these figures are telling

us we might be in danger of losing the balance. 

And getting the balance right is not one party’s

sole responsibility – it emerges from a strong psy-

chological contract between the employee and the

employer. Employers have a responsibility to

clearly communicate their expectation that extra

unpaid work will sometimes be required, but at the

same time they have to be fair. As Barber pointed

out, the big worry in the current climate is that,

even if employers do strike this balance, worries

about job security may lead employees to struggle

with playing their part – succumbing to the tempta-

tion to work as many hours as possible to appear

indispensable and dedicated. This would be a mis-

take as excessive hours usually end up negatively

affecting productivity, so it is important that man-

agers actively send the message that it is perform-

ance and not presence that counts.

The potential risk seems to be confirmed by

Mercer’s findings. Reducing absence is good

news but seen in this context it could be interpret-

ed as a sign that UK employers are perpetuating

the “presence culture” through their efforts to cut

the costs of absence. Mercer’s survey showed

that, on average, European employees are absent

7.4 days per year. The UK compared favourably

with 5.5 days average absence, although this is

likely to be higher in the public sector. 

This reflects the investment that the UK public

and private sectors have made in attendance man-

agement – by designing and implementing proven

processes, supported by appropriate training,

which can drive down absence rates quite dramat-

ically... initially. However, the new processes are

no guarantee that lower absence rates mean better

productivity in the long term – that really depends

on the people involved. This takes us back to rela-

tionship between employer and employee, which

must be actively managed, usually by middle

managers who have the necessary levels of skill

and motivation. 

It is undoubtedly good news that businesses

have got a grip of sickness absence. However, we

need to ensure that these impressive-looking

results do not mask a situation where people feel

an obligation to work unnecessarily long hours just

for the sake of being at work. Remember, presence

does not equal productivity.
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