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Abstract  
Employees’ well-being is crucial for employers to take care of as the condition of employees could 
always translate into work performance. Presenteeism has received an increasingly attention from 
practitioners and researchers due to constant debate whether the act of coming to work despite 
being ill; would contribute a positive or negative impact for the employers. There exist notions that 
suggest that constant presenteeism could lead to employees’ burnout.  However, this paper discusses 
the role of perceived self-efficacy as mediator to the relationship between presenteeism and 
burnout.  
Keywords: Presenteeism, Burnout, Perceived Self-Efficacy, Performance, Employee 
 
Introduction 
Absenteeism, generally defined as not showing up for scheduled work (Johns, 2010) has a long 
history, due to in part to its cost to organization. Presenteeism, on the other hand, is currently the 
subject of interest among practitioners and researchers as it is starting to represent a “silent” but 
significant drain on productivity (Demerouti, Le Blanc, Bakker, Schaufeli & Hox, 2008). Majority of 
existing literature labels presenteeism as a negative phenomenon, claiming that employees often 
demonstrate lower levels of performance and productivity when they attend work while ill (Lu, Peng, 
Lin and Cooper, 2013). Edington and Burton (2003) estimates that presenteeism accounts to 
approximately 60% of the total cost of health care, while the remaining 40% is attributable to 
disability, absenteeism and medical/pharmacy costs. Burton et al., (1999) in Biron et al. (2006) 
demonstrated that productivity losses are mainly attributable to presenteeism, rather than scattered 
and short-term disability absences. In a long-term perspective of evaluating the costs of 
presenteeism, the consequences on workers’ health also must be considered. A study by Kivimaki, 
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Leino-Arjas and Kaila-Kangas (2005) showed that working while ill increases the risk of coronary 
events. Indeed, by taking time off work, people who are ill or distressed allow themselves to recover 
from the illness. The same applies to recovering from work during leisure time for all employees, 
regardless of their health. Kivimaki et al. (2005) demonstrated that chronic lack of recovery from work 
during leisure time increases the risk of mortality due to cardiovascular diseases. Moreover, Stewart, 
Ricci and Chee (2003) have shown that most lost productivity time costs related to depression can be 
explained by reduced performance while at work. 

 
Problem Statement 
Presenteeism; an act of employees attending work while being sick (Qin, Martinez, Ferreira and 
Rodriques, 2016), has attracted an increasing attention among practitioners as well as researchers 
(Aronsson, Gustafsson and Dallner, 2000; Hemp, 2004; Whitehouse, 2005; Johns, 2010; Rainbow and 
Steege, 2017). Though some scholars agree that presenteeism can be seen as employee’s 
commitment or a type of organizational citizenship behaviour (Demerouti et al., 2009), Hemp (2004) 
argued that presenteeism (the problem of workers’ being on the job however due to illness or other 
medical conditions, is not fully functioning) can cut individual productivity by one-third or more. 
Presenteeism is claimed to cause much more aggregate productivity loss than absenteeism (Johns, 
2010) and the idea that managing presenteeism effectively could be a distinct source of competitive 
advantage (Hemp, 2004). Qin et al. (2016) also assumed that presenteeism always have negative 
consequences thus need to be reduced – if not eliminated. 
 
The importance in studying factors that leads to burnout is supported by Yildirim et al., (2014) who 
suggested burnout syndrome as a situation preventing efficiency. Burnout is also considered as a 
critical issue for organizations and has a very important effect on not only productivity but also 
sustainability (Kahn, Schneider, Jenkins-Henkelman and Moyle, 2006). Therefore, Dainbow et al. 
(2017) and Demerouti et al. (2008) proposed on the effect of presenteeism towards burnout. 
Apparently, only a handful of studies have examined the cause for presenteeism yet virtually no study 
has been conducted to examine its consequences (Bakker et al., 2007). Yildirim, Saygin and Uguz 
(2014) emphasised that the repercussion and the need to identify the consequences of presenteeism 
should be examined as it has gained a lot of attention and its affect the cognitive energy of 
employees. Two most mentioned subsequent events by presenteeism are work productivity (Qin et 
al., 2016) and job burnout (Bakker et al., 2007; McGregor et al., 2016). Undeniably, there are serious 
effects on presenteeism towards the productivity of employees (Qin et al., 2016).  
 
Majority of the studies on presenteeism are among employees in the health care industry such as 
nurses and pharmacists which leads to the assumption that their work would be compromised due 
to illness and fatigue (Demerouti et al., 2008). However, it is empirically suggested that job burnout 
brings more impact in employees’ total quality of life (Demerouti et al, 2008), therefore the need to 
look at how presenteeism affect job burnout in the long run is equally important.  
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Literature Review 
a) Presenteeism 

Presenteeism – the act of showing up for work when one is ill (Johns, 2010) has witness a rise in 
attention from practitioners and researcher. Unlike absenteeism which has long been a 
preoccupation of organizations and one of the oldest research topics in the field of work and 
organization psychology (Johns, 2010), presenteeism is argued as the proof of employees’ 
commitment or a type of organizational behaviour (Demerouti et al., 2009), therefore the attention 
through it has just arise recently. 
 
There are several reasons why employees go to work while they are ill which includes perceived 
pressure from colleagues to not let them down and cause them more work, a “trigger point” system 
providing incentives for attendance, the fear that sick leave will put promotion opportunities at risk, 
and the fear of dismissal (Grinyer and Singleton, 2000). However, Roe (2003) disputed on the motives 
of presenteeism, where he claimed that there are also positive reasons why people continue to work 
when they could stay at home sick, for example, interesting and stimulating work and good 
relationships with colleagues and clients. Presenteeism also seems to be dependent on the type of 
health complaints employees experience, i.e. whether the complaint is serious enough to be 
considered as a legitimate excuse to stay at home sick (Demerouti et al, 2008).  
 
Presenteeism is considered as risk behaviour for employees because by repeatedly postponing 
sickness leave that may effectively resolve minor illnesses, more serious illnesses may develop 
(Grinyer et al, 2000). Moreover, Roe (2003) has argued that presenteeism may have negative 
consequences for organizations in two ways; (1) individual performance may suffer since sick 
employees may only be able to produce the same output as healthy colleagues by investing more 
time or effort and (2) collective performance may suffer because workers become involved in helping 
sick colleagues, or because sick employees may pass on infectious illnesses to their colleagues and 
clients. 
 

b) Burnout 
Yener et al. (2013) defines burnout as the cause to fail, wear out, or become exhausted especially 
from overwork or overuse.  Maslach, Schaufeli and Leiter (2001) defines burnout multifaceted 
syndrome of emotional exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment. It 
represents a chronic ongoing reaction to one’s work and a negative affective response to prolonged 
stress (Shirom and Melamed, 2005), which is not immediately reversible after changes in tasks or the 
working conditions and by adequate recuperation. Kant, Jansen, Van Amelsvoort, Mohren and Swaen 
(2004) found in their longitudinal epidemiological study among representative sample over 12,000 
Dutch employees that estimated the average duration of severe burnout to be about 2.5 years. 
 
According to Demerouti et al. (2001), Maslach’s (1982) original definition of burnout (emotional 
exhaustion, depersonalization, and reduced personal accomplishment) restricts the syndrome to the 
human services. In other words, to professionals who work in job where the primary process consists 
of processing people, rather than things or information. Recently Schaufeli, Lefter, Maslach and 
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Jackson (1996) added three more dimensions to burnout; labelled exhaustion, cynicism and 
professional efficacy. This newly constructed dimensions of burnout are to determined burnout in 
accordance to feelings when processing other than people, namely things, information or events. 
 
Burnout may impact the person’s physical, emotional, and social life (Vladut and Kallay, 2010). 
Burnout appears to be quite prevalent in the developed and developing countries and probably 
represents considerable economic, social and psychological costs to employees and employers in 
these countries (Shirom, 2005). Empirical evidence has shown that burnout has important 
dysfunctional consequences implying substantial costs for both organizations and individuals (Yener 
et al., 2013). Burnout is a general term that describes the feelings of people in the helping professions 
who find that the stress involved in their work environment has altered their original feelings about 
themselves and their work. Employees experiencing these feelings of burnout can have harmful 
effects on their co-workers, citizens, and the reputation of the organization where they work for. 
 

 
c) Presenteeism with burnout 

Burnout represents a chronic ongoing reaction to one’s work and a negative affective response to 
prolonged stress (Shirom et al., 2005), which is not immediately reversible after changes in tasks or 
the working conditions and by adequate recuperation. Presenteeism could be the factor leading to 
burnout, according to the following mechanism: when employees feel sick, their performance at work 
is under threat (Wright and Cropanzano, 1998). In order to reach the desired performance standards, 
they will use performance protection strategies (Hockey, 1993). Among the strategies that employees 
can use, those that are of relevance to the present study, are to invest more effort to perform as 
good as healthy employees and not to stay sick at home. In this way, they can try to minimize their 
resource losses related to their sickness. 
 
However, sickness presence impairs physical and psychological recuperation and recovery after strain 
or disease. Meijman and Mulder (1998) suggest that if opportunities for recovery –, e.g. from work-
related fatigue during the non-working period – are insufficient, one’s psychobiological systems 
remain activated and recovery to homeostatic levels may not be achieved. The employee, who is still 
in a sub-optimal state, will thus have to make additional (compensatory) efforts during the next 
working period. As a result, negative load effects accumulate, leading to a further draining of one’s 
energy, and chronic fatigue or even a to a total breakdown. Thus, presenteeism; because of its 
potential for reducing recovery, is likely to lead to higher levels of exhaustion in the long run. 
Alternatively, sickness absence could be health-promoting since it would facilitate recuperation 
following strain or disease (Aronsson et al., 2005). Moreover, because of inadequate recuperation, 
employees may develop negative attitudes towards their work, thus develop depersonalization over 
time (Fritz and Sonnentag, 2005). 
 
While there is no empirical evidence yet that presenteeism leads to burnout, there are suggestions 
that sufficient recovery during the weekend decreases burnout complaints and fosters general well-
being after the weekend (Fritz et al., 2005). Thus, staying away from work positively contributes to 
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the reduction of burnout (Demerouti et al., 2009). The only study that shows the effects of 
presenteeism on health is the eight-year prospective study of Kivimaki et al. (2005) among male civil 
servants. Therefore, it is believed that working while ill may produce a cumulative psychological 
burden with psycho-physiological consequences. 
 

d) The mediating role of perceived self-efficacy in burnout 
Job burnout is a concept that can be considered as a symptom of emotional exhaustion that was 
commonly observed among individuals (Yu, Wang, Zhai, Dai and Yang, 2014). Generally it is an 
extreme reaction that individuals experience when they cannot successfully cope with work pressure 
(Yu et al., 2014). The antecedents of job burnout have been an interest to scholars and researchers 
as to what makes employees feel a particular pressure when they are working. Burnout has been 
linked to work ability (Hanaken, Bakker and Schaufeli, 2006), mental health (Liu and Wang, 2004), 
perfectionism (Stoeber and Rennert, 2008), emotional regulation (Tsouloupas, Carson, Matthews, 
Grawitch and Barber, 2010), and job satisfaction (Fisher, 2011) and burnout has been the cause of 
employees’ turnover (Chan, 2006).  
 
The relationship between self-efficacy and burnout has widely studied specifically among teachers. 
Classroom management self-efficacy (CMSE) which acts as a sub-component of teacher self-efficacy 
(TSE) (Tschannen-Moran and Woolfolk-Hoy, 2001), can be seen as a protective factor against the 
psychological and physical feelings of burnout among teachers (Aloe, Amo and Shanahan, 2014). 
Skaalvik and Skaalvik (2007) structural equation modelling found a strong relation between teacher 
self-efficacy and teacher burnout. Self-efficacy and burnout are not only limited to a direct negative 
relationship but self-efficacy also has been suggested to mediate the relationship of burnout with 
other predictors (Aloe et al., 2014). Yu et al. (2014) in their research on mediating role of self-efficacy 
between work stress and burnout among teachers found that self-efficacy can mediate the effect of 
pressure on job burnout, where it represents the faith of teachers toward their teaching ability. 
 
According to Wright and Cropanzano (1998), it is possible to understand presenteeism as the relevant 
indicator leading to burnout. Employees who attend work despite being ill are prone to emotional 
exhaustion; when they couldn’t perform their task due to feeling ill. Nevertheless, the relationship 
between presenteeism and job burnout can be influenced by mediating variables, as may be the case 
for perceived self-efficacy. Sense of self-efficacy is related to the three dimensions of job burnout. 
For example, high perceived self-efficacy is related to low emotional exhaustion, high personal 
accomplishment and low depersonalization (Skaalvik and Skaalvik, 2010). 
 
Thus, perceiving a situation as threatening will depend on the way the individual interprets that 
situation and coping skills. In this sense, taking into account the importance of perceived self-efficacy 
in promotion and maintenance of emotional well-being, it is proposed that self-efficacy takes on 
mediating role between presenteeism and job burnout. Those individuals with higher self-efficacy 
will assess, affectively, their lives as better, even when they need to present at work while being ill.  
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Research Framework 
The variables of this study are presenteeism (independent variables), perceived self-efficacy 
(mediating variable) and burnout (dependent variable) 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

Figure 1: Research framework 
 

Conclusion 
There are numerous assumptions among the workplace is that employees who are in attendance are 
the best employees, regardless of their current situation. Presenteeism is always associated to the 
fear of causing colleagues perform extra tasks, policies that provide incentives for attendance, putting 
promotion opportunities at risk, and fear of dismissal (Grinyer and Singleton, 2000; McKevitt et al., 
1998). These assumptions however give significant impact towards employees’ well-being, especially 
when they are not physically able to attend to work thus leading to sickness and burnout. 
 
When employees are unwell, their performance at work is under threat (Wright and Cropanzano, 
1998) therefore as a defense mechanism, employees tend to use performance protection strategies 
in order to maintain their performance standards. Among the strategies that employees use is to 
invest more effort in order to perform as good as healthy employees and not to stay sick at home 
(Bakker et al., 2009).  
 
Meijman and Mulder (1998) suggested that if opportunities for recovery from work-related fatigue 
during the non-working period are insufficient, then recovery is not achieved (also known as 
sustained activation). The employee, who is still in a sub-optimal state, will have to make additional 
(compensatory) efforts during the next working period. As a result, negative load effect is 
accumulated leading to a further draining of one’s energy, and chronic fatigue or even a to a total 
breakdown. Therefore presenteeism, because of its potential for reducing recovery, is likely to lead 
to higher levels of exhaustion in the long run. Alternatively, sickness absence could be health-
promoting since it would facilitate the recuperation of strain or disease (Aronsson and Gustafsson, 
2005). Inadequate recuperation may result to employees developing negative attitudes towards their 
work thus develop depersonalization over time (Sonnentag, 2005). 
 
Self-efficacy has been hypothesized to influence choice of behavioral activities, effort expenditure, 
persistence in the face of obstacles and task performance (Multon, Brown and Lent, 1991). Therefore, 
the relationship between presenteeism and burnout may be influenced by mediating variables, as 
may be the case for perceived self-efficacy. 

Presenteeism Perceived Self-

efficacy 
Burnout 

Independent variable Dependent variable Mediating variable 
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The intention of this paper is to create awareness among employers and employees of the effects of 
presenteeism and dispute the assumptions of absent employees due to sickness are underperformed 
employees. It is also meant to create a working environment that encourage employees to take a 
break when needed so they are able to return refreshed and productive. 
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