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Abstract

How do the supervisors’ attitudes influence organizational adjustment 
norms and attendance pressure norms? To test the hypothesised study 
model, we employed the partial least squares path modelling (PLS-
PM) approach to structural equation modelling (SEM). Analyses 
on information provided by employee representatives (n=1658) in a 
nationwide study, showed that employee representatives’ perception 
of supervisors’ attitudes influenced organizational adjustment norms 
and attendance pressure norms. Positive supervisors’ attitudes towards 
adjustment of work influenced the desire to attend work despite ill 
health, and this can reduce costs associated with sick leave. This paper 
also discusses the importance of including attendance pressure norms 
and organizational adjustment norms in research on antecedents of 
sickness presenteeism. 

Keywords: workplace norms; work adjustment; attendance pressure; 
supervisors’ attitudes; sickness presenteeism; sickness presence
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Background and rationale 
for the study

Work is essential for both physical and 
mental health and also important for social 
status and identity (Waddel & Burton, 
2006). There is a delicate balance between 
workplace factors that stimulate employees 
to come to work without threatening their 
health and factors that induce negative 
health resulting in productivity loss (Biron 
& Saksvik, 2010). The workplace can 
develop suitable adjustment arrangements 
that promote a climate in which it is 
legitimate to come to work with a minor 
health problem and still maintain adequate 
productivity levels. Conversely, employees 
could also experience attendance pressure 
where there are no adjustment arrangements 
present in the work organization. Therefore, 
it is important to distinguish between 
positive factors that trigger an employee’s 
decision to work, because it is sincerely 
perceived as the best option for their 
positive health development, and factors 
that trigger attendance pressure leading to 
an impairment of their health. The objective 
of this paper was to study how supervisors’ 
attitudes were related to positive and 
negative attendance norms. 

Work adjustment makes it possible 
to work while ill and use the remaining 
work-capacity. Activation requirements 
can reduce the probability that long-
term sickness absence leads to inactivity, 
and reduce benefit claims (Markussen, 
Mykletun, & Røed, 2012). Markussen et 
al. (2012) showed, that employees who 
were assigned partial (graded) absence 
certificates by their physician, had shorter 
absences. Partial absence presupposes work 
activity and work adjustment by requiring 
the employee to use his/her remaining 
work-capacity (Markussen et al., 2012). 
The possibility to adjust work is important 
for individuals who want to return to 
work after long-term absence (Johansson, 
Lundberg, & Lundberg, 2006) and may 
affect the choice of attendance or absence. 
The cost of sickness absence represents 
a major challenge for many workplaces 
and for the society as a whole (Odeen et 
al., 2013). It is important to look further 
into factors that may trigger workplace 

adjustment since it may reduce sickness 
absence and its challenges. In this study 
we wanted to find out how supervisors’ 
attitudes are related to organizational 
adjustment norms and attendance pressure 
norms. This study is among the first to look 
at organizational adjustment norms and the 
relation to supervisors’ attitudes. Since work 
is essential for our health, it is important to 
look at factors in the workplace that foster 
attendance and activity instead of pressure, 
inactivity, and absence. 

To find out more about organizational 
adjustment norms and attendance pressure 
norms we surveyed employee representatives 
that were employed in Norwegian 
enterprises that had decided to participate 
in The Agreement on an Inclusive Working 
life (The IW-agreement) (The Norwegian 
Labour and Welfare Administration, 2013). 
(More information about the IW-agreement 
is found at the end of the introduction). 
We asked the representatives about their 
evaluation of their supervisors’ attitudes 
related to cooperating and communicating 
with their employees, as well if they 
involved them in decisions regarding work 
arrangements. We also asked the employee 
representatives about existing norms in their 
organization concerning work adjustment 
and attendance pressure. By doing so we 
hoped to learn what differentiated the 
companies that managed to reorganize 
work, i.e., find good solutions for work 
adjustments compared to those that, to a 
larger extent, relied on attendance pressure. 

Organizational adjustment norms and 
attendance pressure norms

Norms are beliefs, usually taken for 
granted, about how people should think and 
behave (Homans, 1992). Organizational 
norms are collectively agreed upon 
behaviors, attitudes, and beliefs that 
give employees a shared purpose and 
understanding of the workplace and their 
roles in it (e.g., Cooke & Rousseau, 1988; 
Schein, 1992). The domain of behaviors 
covered by norms will differ across 
organizations, but implicit rules about 
appearance, work performance, social 
relations, and interaction patterns exist 
in most workplaces (Hammer, Saksvik, 
Nytrø, Torvatn, & Bayazit, 2004, p.84). It 
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is important to examine workplace norms 
because the leading attendance norms and 
work pressure norms in the workplace are 
positively related to job stress experiences at 
an individual level (Rennesund & Saksvik, 
2010). Norms may influence the decision to 
go to work (Steers & Rhodes, 1978). More 
specifically, group absence norms have been 
found to be associated with attendance 
behavior (Rentsch & Steel, 2003). 

Attendance pressure norms reflect 
circumstances that pressure employees 
into working despite their health condition 
(Saksvik, 1996). Many workers experience 
attendance pressure at more intense levels 
than others. Attendance pressure weighs 
more heavily upon those workers who are 
obligated to actually be present at work in 
order to perform their job. Medical doctors 
(Elstad & Vabø, 2008; McKevitt, Morgan, 
Dundas, & Holland, 1997), teachers, and 
health-care workers (Aronsson, Gustafsson, 
& Dallner, 2000) are prime examples of 
these types of employees.

Organizational adjustment norms take 
into account that you are sick and that the 
job is adjusted so that you can perform it 
or any other job that is possible to manage 
with the illness, without getting worse 
or, preferably, achieve an improvement 
in health status (Biron & Saksvik, 2010). 
Adapting the work environment and the 
work tasks in order to help the worker 
recover from certain minor illnesses without 
having to take sick leave, could promote 
positive results for both the worker and the 
employer (Biron & Saksvik, 2010). The key 
factor may be the attitude of the employer 
in regard to finding good organizational 
solutions given the impairment of the 
employee. This could include offering 
assistance from co-workers, special 
equipment to make the work easier or 
special time arrangements that would not 
jeopardize productivity. 

Organizational support theory supposes 
that employees develop universal opinions 
concerning the extent to which the company 
values their contributions and cares about 
their well-being (Eisenberger, Huntington, 
Hutchison, & Sowa, 1986). The theory 
also presumes that the work effort will 
increase if the work organization meets 
employees’ socio-emotional needs and 

beliefs. Supervisors act as agents of the 
organization and have an important role 
in directing and evaluating employees. The 
supportiveness offered from supervisors 
tends to be attributed to the organization 
by the employees (Shanock & Eisenberger, 
2006). 

Perceptions of superiors’ supportiveness 
have a strong influence on the employees’ 
perceived organizational support. We 
argue that perceived supervisors’ attitudes 
toward work adjustment and attendance 
pressure are similar to thoughts behind 
organizational support theory and perceived 
supervisor support. These factors influence 
employees’ beliefs concerning adjustment 
and pressure. Employees in an organization 
tend to form universal opinions about the 
extent to which the organization cares 
about their well-being. Such perceived 
organizational support reduces absenteeism 
(Eisenberger et al., 1986). In this project the 
universal opinions are reflected through the 
eyes of the employees’ representatives. 

Employees’ perceptions about supervisors’ 
attitudes can be positively compared 
to the organizations’ values and rules 
regarding aspects of the work environment 
(Eisenberger et al., 1986; Rhodes & 
Eisenberger, 2002; Shanock & Eisenberger, 
2006). Employees may care about 
supervisors’ attitudes because supervisors 
hold the responsibility for directing and 
evaluating the subordinates’ performances. 
The employees can feel more obligated to 
“pay back” or respond by becoming more 
committed to the organization if they feel 
that the supervisors are treating them well 
(Wang & Walumbwa, 2007). Additionally, 
employees that perceive their supervisor as 
being supportive may be more willing to 
attend work even when conditions are bad 
(Bacharach, Bamberger, & Biron, 2010). 
We argue that the perceived attitudes 
of supervisors may have an impact on 
organizational adjustment norms and 
attendance pressure norms. 

H1. There is a positive association 
between employees perceiving supervisors’ 
attitudes as positive towards work 
adjustments and the existence of 
organizational adjustment norms in the 
workplace. 
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H2. There is a positive association 
between employees perceiving supervisors’ 
attitudes as negatively towards work 
adjustments and the existence of 
attendance pressure norms. 

 Organizational adjustment norms and 
attendance pressure norms are thought 
to be relevant to the occurrence of 
sickness presenteeism. This assumption 
is based on Steers’ and Rhodes’ (1978) 
model summarizing variables influencing 
employee attendance as well as Johns’ 
(2010) dynamic model for presenteeism 
and absenteeism.  It is also important 
to use a behavioral approach (Johns, 
2011). Today the widely used definition 
of presenteeism is, “attending work 
when ill when they should have been 
absent with regard to their health 
situation” (e.g. Aronsson, Gustafsson, & 
Dallner, 2000; Biron & Saksvik, 2010; 
Bökerman & Laukkanen, 2010 Caverly, 
Cunnigham, & McGregor, 2007, Johns, 
2010). Presenteeism has shown to be 
a stronger predictor of health than 
absenteeism (Caverley, Cunningham, 
& MacGregor, 2007), and therefore it 
is important to look at antecedents of 
presenteeism.

Information about the antecedents of 
sickness presenteeism is still relatively 
sparse (Böckerman & Laukkanen, 
2010). Virtually all medical and 
organizational literature treats the 
phenomenon negatively, either with 
regard to the organization or the 
employee (Johns, 2010). We argue that 
there is a positive side of presenteeism 
and there exists other outcomes that are 
related to productivity and health gains. 
It is important to emphasize that the 
focus of this article is on the separation 
of the different antecedents of sickness 
presenteeism. There is a more positive 
aspect of sickness presenteeism in the 
form of organizational adjustment norms 
and a more negative aspect in regard to 
attendance pressure norms. The actual 
frequency of presenteeism is not at issue. 
This study is not focused on employees’ 

evaluations of their superiors, but rather 
on the superior’s ability to have general 
attitudes regarding work adjustment and 
pressure norms in the workplace.

The Agreement on an Inclusive 
Working life. In Norway, authorities 
invest significant amounts of money 
and effort to increase workplace 
adjustments because the national cost 
of sick leave is significant for the society 
(The Norwegian Labour and Welfare 
Administration, 2012). All sick leaves 
are paid by the company for the first 2 
weeks and by society for the rest of the 
year, if necessary. It is therefore more 
expensive for the organization if the 
employee is absent due to illness than 
if the employee is present with health 
problems. In response to high rates 
of sickness absenteeism and disability 
benefit throughout the 1990s, the 
Norwegian government decided on 
a very different approach to reach a 
possible solution. They choose to shift 
parts of the responsibility for solving 
these issues to the social partners, 
a move that was perceived as quite 
unusual internationally (OECD, 2005). 
The agreement, which was to become 
known as the IW-agreement, was 
between the Norwegian government 
and social partners, and it promoted 
cooperation in strengthening proactive 
measures at the workplace. 

This agreement is relevant in the 
present study because it based on an 
IW-evaluation study. It is also significant 
because the agreement highlights 
central aspects, which are important to 
understand when Norwegian working 
life is being studied. All companies in 
Norway are urged to voluntarily sign 
up to become Inclusive Working life 
enterprises (IW-enterprises). One of the 
responsibilities of employers is to make 
necessary adjustments in the workplace 
when an employee reports injury or 
health problems and can no longer carry 
out his or her normal job tasks. This 
allows the employee to work part time 



Impact of Supervisor’s Attitudes on Norms Thun, Saksvik, Ose, Mehmetoglu and Christensen

19

or have a reduced work day in the sick 
period instead of being away from work 
altogether (The Norwegian Labour and 
Welfare Administration, 2012). The IW-
agreement is in effect urging employees 
to be present while sick. 

In regard to the IW-agreement, we 
were interested in a variable called 
structural barrier. One aspect of 
structural barriers is the possibility that 
the adjustment of work can cause an 
increased workload for the colleagues 
of people who come to work ill or 
cause difficulties in replacing absentee 
employees (e.g attendance requirements 
in Johansson & Lundberg, 2004). 
It is likely that highly skilled people 
cannot find co-workers to adequately 
accomplish their tasks if they are ill 
and they must therefore catch up 
on their workload upon their return 
(Biron & Saksvik, 2010; Thun, 2010). 
In Giæver, Saksvik, & Thun (2013) 
structural barriers in the general health 
care system prevented psychologists 
from achieving a full potential for a 
new arrangement, where psychologists 
had the possibility to write out sick 
leaves and arrange work adjustments. 
Structural barriers can make it harder 
to make workplace adjustments. Johns 
(2010) argue that contextual factors 
like ease of replacement (increase 
workload and none substitute) influence 
the choice of attending work or not. In 
this study, increased workload is one of 
the contextual factors that we measure 
in structural barriers. The relationship 
between attitudes and norms may 
be dependent on the barriers in the 
situation. Structural barriers in the 
workplace may therefore influence the 
supervisors’ attitudes. 

H3. If there are many structural barriers 
in the company, it will be associated 
with lower existence of organizational 
adjustment norms through the indirect 
relation with perceived supervisors’ 
attitudes.

H4: If there are many structural barriers 
in the company, it will be associated with 
the existence of more attendance pressure 
norms through the indirect relation with 
perceived supervisors’ attitudes.

Firm size may have an impact on how 
employees perceive that the organization 
meets their individual needs (Dekker & 
Barling, 1995). There may be a link between 
firm size, ownership of the company, and 
attendance behaviour (Claes, 2011). In a 
large organization it may be more difficult 
to meet individual needs considering work 
adjustments. We have controlled for the 
number of employees (firm size), and 
whether the organizations are in the private 
or public sector. Firm size and sector were 
included from independent databases. 1

Method

Participants and procedure

In this study we have analysed 
the answers provided by employee 
representatives in a nationwide 
evaluation (Ose et al., 2009). We 
randomly selected IW firms with 9 
or more employees (n=25140) and 
every fifth firm received the survey. 
Statistic Norway (SSB) drew the sample 
from the Register of Company and 
Business Enterprises and the sample is 
representative for the IW-firms. 5,000 
IW-agreement businesses received a 
questionnaire and 3,075 participated 
(Response rate 62 %). The main sample 
consisted of both leaders (50%) and 
employee representatives (33%) who 
worked with and were involved in IW-
work. The present sample consists of 

1 In our first model we also controlled for 
change in absenteeism. The change in absentee-
ism was constructed by all employees’ absence 
mean (%) before each workplace signed the IW-
Agreement, minus the absence mean (%) at the 
time of the survey. This variable did not contrib-
ute to the model, and since the model remained 
the same without it we argue that the model is 
better without it. This shows that change in ab-
senteeism is not a significant contributor explain-
ing the study’s dependent variables.



Scandinavian Journal of Organizational Psychology, December 2013 Volume 5, Issue 2

20

1,658 employee representatives (response 
rate 40 %). In Norwegian workplaces it 
is common to have an elected employee 
representative. Employee representatives 
are nominated and voted for by 
colleagues to represent them on different 
boards and councils. They are not the 
same as union representatives. Among 
the respondents, 66% were elected as 
employee representatives and 22% as 
safety delegates. We had participants 
working in private (61%) and public 
(33%) sectors. Firms in our sample 
varied in size from having 9 to 1,816 
employees, with a mean of 52. 

The participants in this study represent 
the voice of the employees and are people 
who have worked closely with IW-agreement 
cases. It was a criterion that the person 
who participated in this study was the one 
who had worked the most with the IW-
agreement. The representatives answered 
on behalf of the employees and gave their 
subjective evaluation on the IW-agreement, 
their leaders’ attitude regarding the IW-work 
and the work climate.

The survey was distributed by mail 
and the respondents were given a choice 
to either answer a printed version or one 
on the internet using a personal code. All 
respondents received a description of the 
study with information about confidentiality 
and anonymity. The participation was 
voluntary and the study was conducted in 
2008.

Measures

The questionnaire used in this study 
consisted of 16 questions. The questions 
were comprised of statements in which 
the participants were asked to answer the 
statements on a five-point scale from “totally 
disagree” to “totally agree”. 

Organizational adjustment norms. 
This index consisted of four items that 
assessed the perception of the existence 
of different attitudes in the workplace 
that would influence a company 
to promote sickness presenteeism. 
Examples are (1) It is easy to find 

alternative work for those who need less 
strain, and (2) At this workplace it is 
taken into consideration that different 
health problems may demand different 
arrangements. Individuals’ perceptions 
of their work experiences are important 
and these items are developed according 
to the norm scale used by Hammer et al. 
(2004).

Attendance pressure norms. This index 
consisted of three items that assessed the 
perception of the existence of different 
attendance pressure norms that would 
pressure employees to attend work in 
spite of health problems (Saksvik, 1996). 
These items were also collected from 
the norm scale used by Hammer et al. 
(2004). Examples are: (1) It’s expected 
that you attend work irrespective of how 
you feel, and (2) Employees who are 
absent are seen as disloyal.

Perceived supervisors’ attitudes. 
This index consisted of four items 
measuring the perceived attitudes of 
supervisors in regard to cooperating and 
communicating with their employees 
as well as involving them in decisions 
regarding work adjustment. Examples of 
items from this index are: (1) Superiors 
are attendant to ideas from their 
followers, and (2) In our workplace the 
management does quality and systematic 
work with IW. These items are not from 
an established scale, but are based on the 
QPS-Nordic items concerning support 
from the superior and social interactions 
(Elo et al., 2000), which are designed to 
be meaningful in a concrete IW-context. 

Structural barriers. The index 
consisted of three items assessing 
perceived limitations and consequences 
regarding work adjustment. Examples 
of these barriers are: (1) Adjustment of 
work for individuals causes increased 
load for their colleagues, and (2) The 
activity of our firm makes organizational 
adjustment of work complicated. The 
items were developed for the present 
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study. In the first two hypotheses 
structural barriers were controlled for. 

Control variables. Number of 
employees (firm size), sector (public or 
private) and structural barriers served as 
control variables.

Data analysis and results
We employed a partial least squares path 

modelling (PLS-PM) approach to structural 
equation modelling (SEM) to test the 
hypothesised model of the study (see figure 
1). Despite the fact that PLS-SEM and COV-
SEM are complementary approaches, there 
are still some cases in which PLS-SEM is 
seen as an alternative to COV-SEM. Three 
of these situations are when multicollinearity 
is severe (Cassel, Hackl, & Westlund, 
2000; Kristensen & Eskilden, 2010), 
when adjustment measures are not well-
established (Chin, 2010; Smith & Barclay, 
1997), and when the research objective is an 
explanation of variance (prediction of the 
constructs) (Hair, Hult, Ringle, & Sarstedt, 

2013). As all of these situations apply to our 
study and data, we have chosen the PLS-
SEM approach. The XLSTAT software was 
used for estimating the measurement and 
structural model of the study.    

Measurement model

Since the measurement model consisted 
of only constructs with reflective measures, 
we examined the following psychometric 
properties: item reliabilities (loadings’ 
size), composite reliabilities (CR), average 
variances extracted (AVE) and discriminant 
validity. As shown in Table 1, all of the 
item loadings were large enough (>0.6), and 
the composite reliability coefficients were 
satisfactory (>0.7), indicating acceptable 
internal consistency. 

Convergent validity was further 
demonstrated because the AVE values of the 
four constructs were higher than 0.5. Finally, 
the AVE of each of the constructs was larger 
than the squared correlations between any 
two constructs in the model, which was 
indicative of discriminant validity (Table 2). 

Figure 1. The hypothesised model of the study
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Structural model and hypothesis testing

As shown in Table 3, the findings indicate 
that perceived supervisors’ attitudes are 
positively and strongly ( = 0,613) related 
to organizational adjustment norms. Firm 
size, structural barriers and sector were all 
controlled for in reaching this conclusion. 
These findings lend support to the first 
hypothesis of our study. The results of the 

analysis further reflect that supervisors’ 
attitudes are negatively and moderately ( = 
-0,301) associated with attendance pressure 
norms, again having controlled for firm size, 
structural barriers and sector. These results 
provide support for the second hypothesis of 
our study. 

The findings further indicate that 
structural barriers do have small negative 

Table 2. Discriminant validity (Average variance extracted > squared correlations) 

1 2 3 4

1. Structural Barriers -

2. Perceived Supervisors’ Attitudes 0.030

(-0.173)

-

3. Organizational Adjustment Norms 0.068

(-0.260)

0.403

(0.635)

-

4. Attendance Pressure Norms 0.046

(0.214)

0.104

(-0.322)

0.100

(-0.316)

-

Average variance extracted (AVE) 0.553 0.632 0.612 0.541

Average variance extracted in italics 
Squared correlations are in bold  
Correlations are provided in parentheses, Pearson’s r

Table 3. Structural Model with standardized path coefficients ( )

Direct effect 
on

Organisation 
Adjustment 

Norms

Indirect effect 
on

Organisation 
Adjustment 

Norms

Direct effect 
on

Attendance 
Pressure 
Norms

Indirect effect 
on

Attendance 
Pressure 
Norms

Direct effect 
on

Perceived Su-
pervisors’ At-

titudes

Structural Barriers -0.155*** 0.153*** -0.173***

Perceived Supervi-
sors’ Attitudes

0.613*** -0.301***

Firm Size -0.037 0.045

Sector 0.014 0.072**

Structural Barriers 
Via Perceived Super-
visors’ Attitudes

-0.106*** 0.052***

Adjusted R2 0.43 0.13 0.03

** Statistically significant at 0.01 *** Statistically significant at 0.001
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( = -0,106) and positive ( = 0,052) indirect 
effects through perceived supervisors’ 
attitudes on organisational adjustment 
norms and attendance pressure norms, 
respectively. This finding supports the third 
and fourth hypotheses of our study.      

To adequately evaluate the quality of a 
structural model estimated with PLS-PM, a 
global criterion of goodness-of-fit (GoF) has 
been proposed by Tenenhaus et al. (2004, in 
Esposito, Trinchera, & Amato, 2010). The 
aim of the GoF-index is to account for the 
model performance at both the measurement 
and the structural model [all of the R2-
values are taken into consideration] with 
an emphasis placed on overall prediction 
performance of the model (Chin, 2010). This 
GoF-index is bounded between 0 and 1. 
Models exhibiting relative GoF-values equal 
to or higher than 0.90 are considered good 
(Esposito et al., 2010), which clearly was the 
case in our study (i.e. GoF = 0.922).

Discussion
The main results of the present study 

support our initial hypotheses that 
perceived supervisors’ attitudes are related 
to organizational adjustment norms and 
attendance pressure norms. There was a 
strong and positive influence from perceived 
supervisors’ attitudes on organizational 
adjustment norms. Perceived supervisors’ 
attitudes and structural barriers accounted 
for 43% of the variance in organizational 
adjustment norms. It is important that 
superiors are aware of their attitudes 
regarding adjustment at the workplace. 
How employees perceive the attitudes of 
their superiors regarding organizational 
adjustment is crucial. Supervisors’ attitudes 
may have an essential role in working 
with positive sickness presenteeism (work 
adjustments) and affect the adjustment 
norms. The supervisor can contribute to 
successful work adjustments and influence 
the workplace to emphasize the positive 
aspects of presenteeism. The supervisors’ 
attitudes toward adjustment may also 
influence employees’ perception of the 
work environment. Another aspect that 
is important and may be affected by the 
attitude, is the quality of the relationship 
between the supervisor and the employee. 

Effective and appropriate leadership 
is an important issue when promoting 
presenteeism (Buck, Porteous, Wynne-Jones, 
Marsh, Phillips, & Main, 2011). These 
findings relate to the organisational support 
theory indicating that supervisors have an 
important role in directing the employee (e.g 
Eisenberger et al., 1986).

Structural barriers have an influence on 
the perceived supervisors’ attitudes, and how 
the organization makes adjustments can 
potentially affect the superiors’ attitudes. 
Ose (2010) argues that it is a paradox where 
those who are ill or vulnerable require 
resources from the superiors, thereby taking 
time and resources from other workers and 
resulting in the healthy employees not being 
supported sufficiently. One can therefore 
argue that the number of employees a 
superior is allowed to have personal 
responsibility for should be lowered. 

Structural barriers influenced 
organizational adjustment norms both 
directly and indirectly through the 
perceived attitudes of supervisors when 
controlling for firm size and sector. The 
prediction of a direct influence was not 
hypothesized, yet it is a very interesting 
finding. This could quite possibly mean 
that it is important to acknowledge how 
organizational adjustments may affect 
colleagues. If the workplace itself makes it 
difficult to accomplish something positive 
regarding the adjustment processes, it may 
be more difficult for the employees actually 
present in the workplace to maintain a 
positive attitude toward these adjustments. 
Working with organizational adjustments 
can affect employees’ presence in the 
workplace because they have to take over 
others’ tasks in addition to their own (Ose, 
2010). It is possible to experience negative 
consequences of being away from work 
that can affect either the subject, colleagues, 
or a third party (Johansson & Lundberg, 
2004). One must be aware of the negative 
aspects of work adjustments, especially if the 
adjustments for some employees go beyond 
those of others (Ose, 2010). Some employees 
may choose to go to work while ill to avoid 
creating more workload for their colleagues. 
Structural barriers may therefore be a double 
risk factor. Double risk factors contribute to 
employees working through illness directly 
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as stressors and indirectly because they 
worsen health (Aronsson & Gustafsson, 
2005; Hansen & Andersson, 2008). 

Perceived supervisors’ attitudes, structural 
barriers and sector explained 13% of the 
variance in attendance pressure norms. The 
existence of attendance pressure norms was 
perceived as higher in the private sector. 
Structural barriers also had a positive 
indirect relationship with attendance 
pressure norms. If there is little perceived 
support from superiors regarding work 
adjustment, attendance pressure increases. 
Employees then tend to come to work while 
sick as a consequence of this increased 
attendance pressure. Appearing at work 
as a result of attendance pressure may 
be unhealthy in a long-term perspective. 
Salutogenic factors have a positive impact 
on health, whereas some of the attendance 
pressure factors (e.g. time pressure) have 
been found to be a double risk and increase 
the probability of ill health (Biron & 
Saksvik, 2010). In terms of psychological 
pressures and the social context in which the 
employees work, there is a significant need 
to understand the impact of health problems 
on the workforce (Wynne-Jones, Buck, 
Varnava, Phillips, & Main, 2009). The ways 
in which attendance pressure norms affect 
groups and individuals can vary according 
to individual characteristics (Biron & 
Saksvik, 2010). It is important that there 
are salutogenic factors in the psychosocial 
work environment, and perceived attitudes 
of superiors may stimulate these positive 
factors. 

The findings in the present study are 
important as they extend current literature 
on antecedents of sickness presenteeism by 
focusing on norms. People’s social norms, 
attitudes, beliefs, and contextual factors are 
important in understanding presenteeism 
(Aronsson & Gustafsson, 2005; Johansson 
& Lundberg, 2004). Existing literature on 
sickness presenteeism has, for example, been 
focused on productivity loss (e.g. Chapman, 
2005), working time arrangements 
(i.e. regular overtime increases sickness 
presenteeism) (Bökerman & Laukkanen, 
2010), the cost of presenteeism (Cooper & 
Dewe, 2008), the individual’s decision to 
take sick leave or to remain at work while 
ill (Wynne-Jones et al., 2009), type of health 

complaint (Aronsson et al., 2000), and 
occupation (Elstad & Vabø, 2008; McKevitt 
et al., 1997). A behavioral approach to 
presenteeism is important (Johns, 2010), 
and studies examining psychosocial factors 
revealing theoretical grounding are required 
(Johns, 2012). 

Perceived attitudes of supervisors were 
related to antecedents of presenteeism in the 
context where the companies wanted their 
employees to be present at work, by having 
adequate work adjustments in place, if they 
were to become ill. These findings make a 
relevant contribution to the literature since 
we were studying IW-workplaces. The 
results were therefore based on experiences 
and perceptions from employees working 
at companies that emphasize the positive 
aspects of sickness presenteeism. It is 
important to distinguish between presence 
as a result of efficient work adjustments 
and presence that results from attendance 
pressure. The complexity of the relationship 
between health and work is evident. The 
individual needs may vary according to the 
type of health complaint and job, as these 
can affect absence and presence in different 
ways (Wynne-Jones et al., 2009; Johns, 
2008).

The establishment of a well-constructed 
sickness presenteeism scale that is more 
detailed and, if possible, more objective than 
a single-item measure is necessary (Baker-
McClearn, Greasley, Dale, & Griffith, 2010; 
Demerouti, Le Blanc, Bakker, Schaufeli, 
& Hox, 2009; Gustafsson & Marklund, 
2010; Johns, 2012). Many methods of 
measuring presenteeism and antecedents 
of presenteeism exist in current literature. 
Some methods measure presenteeism 
directly by asking about its frequency (e.g. 
Aronsson & Gustafsson, 2005), while others 
measure indirectly by examining outcome 
factors such as productivity loss related to 
presenteeism (e.g. Hemp, 2004). Due to the 
notion that work environment and context 
are important determining factors, we argue 
that it is important to explore antecedents 
of sickness presenteeism and not merely its 
frequency and productivity loss. Knowledge 
about the antecedents may help reduce 
sickness presenteeism that results in further 
health issues. Some may argue that it is 
difficult to talk about presenteeism when 
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we are measuring norms, but organizational 
culture plays an important role in shaping 
the decision as to whether or not a person 
will come to work while ill (Nicholson 
& Johns, 1985). Sickness presenteeism is 
continually being shaped by individual and 
organizational factors; it is not an individual 
one-dimensional construct (Baker-McClearn 
et al., 2010). Consequently, it is important 
to look at norms in the workplace. 

Study limitations 

Limitations need to be considered with 
regard to the findings of the present study. 
Firstly, the study was cross-sectional and 
has self-reported data. The research agenda 
on sickness presenteeism argues for both 
cross-sectional and longitudinal approaches 
(Claes, 2011). The present study is not 
oriented toward causality, but toward the 
concurrent interaction between positive and 
negative workplace factors and resulting 
attendance behavior. It is difficult not to 
utilize self-reported data because it is the 
individuals themselves who inherently 
know if they are working while sick or not 
(Claes, 2011) and if this is due to attendance 
pressure or work adjustments. 

Supervisors’ attitudes were measured 
by questioning employee representatives 
and were based on their perceptions. This 
means that the results are based on the 
employee representatives’ experiences and 
thoughts about their superiors’ attitudes 
and actions. How the representative and the 
superior cooperate and their relationship, 
may affect these results. Same source bias 
can also be a limitation and the correlation 
may be larger as a result of this. It can 
be difficult to generalize the employee 
representatives’ answers to other employees 
because organizational norms are often 
a result of shared attitudes, beliefs and 
behaviors (e.g., Cooke & Rousseau, 1988; 
Schein, 1992). It is, however, reasonable to 
assume that employee representatives can 
adequately represent the employees and that 
it is possible to successfully generalize the 
findings to the remainder of the workplace. 

We cannot generalize our findings 
to the entire working population (non 
IW-enterprises) because our study was 
conducted in a specific context (in IW-

enterprises). It is possible to use this 
knowledge in other contexts however, 
because there are many companies working 
toward reducing sickness absenteeism and 
gaining productivity without having an IW-
agreement act. In these cases our results 
could contribute to an increased knowledge. 
The companies in this study were not a 
random sample of all Norwegian firms, and 
this could undermine the generalizability of 
the study results because the IW-firms may 
constitute a biased sample. 

This study does not control for variation 
between industries in the private or 
public sector or the differences between 
occupational structures in firms that may 
be determinants of the dependent variables. 
These issues are a potential limitation of our 
approach. 

Practical implications

A management program that succeeds 
in improving attitudes may be effective 
in reducing voluntary absenteeism (Sagie, 
1998). Further research should investigate 
whether a management program can succeed 
in improving organizational adjustment 
norms instead of sickness absenteeism or 
attendance pressure. Another practical 
implication would be to do a descriptive 
study of workplace norms and conduct 
a relevant seminar with the employees. If 
organizational norms are accepted beliefs 
and collectively agreed upon behaviors, and 
attitudes promoting a shared understanding 
of the workplace for employees are present, 
then it may be important to make these 
norms more explicit. In some cases, the 
norms could have been established on 
incorrect assumptions. By more thoroughly 
exploring workplace norms, it may be easier 
to change some of the collectively agreed 
upon beliefs. It may also be helpful to 
conduct an interactive workshop where both 
supervisors and employees come together 
to solve different work adjustment cases. 
The IW-agreement can be of benefit by 
improving the focus on the role supervisors 
have in workplace norms and use this 
knowledge to improve the IW-work. Future 
IW-agreements may benefit by doing work 
health promotion and interventions that 
consider norms at the workplace. IW-
arrangements should focus on activity and 
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adjustment as a result of the cooperation 
between the employer and the employee. 
Partial sick leave that also involves a third 
part, the stakeholder of the sick leave 
(i.e, the physician), may be an important 
tool, but we argue that daily psychosocial 
work environment improvements are more 
important. It may also be practical to know 
that attendance pressure was perceived as 
higher to workers in the private sector.

In Norway it has for the last 15-20 
years been a governmental initiative to find 
solutions to lower absenteeism and reduce 
costs for the society. The IW-agreement and 
more use of partial (graded) sick-leaves are 
examples of such efforts. A message from 
the present study to the stakeholders of 
innovative regulations to reduce absenteeism 
is that one has to be aware of the potential 
pitfalls connected to increased pressure on 
employees that in a longer time perspective 
may lead to even higher absenteeism or 
increased early retirement. The initiatives 
can succeed if good initiatives for workplace 
adjustment also are initiated parallel to these 
governmental strategies to tighten up the 
absenteeism system. But as we have shown, 
structural barriers may be obstacles, even 
if the leaders have the best attitudes and 
ambitions.

We argue that it is important to 
look at contextual and personal factors 
when attempting to gain knowledge of 
antecedents of presenteeism. We also need 
research on how salutogenic workplace 
factors can reduce antecedents of negative 
sickness presenteeism and productivity 
loss while promoting productivity and 
health. Productivity loss will most likely be 
dependent on how urgent the need is for the 
worker to come to work in order to avoid a 
reduction of income.

Further research should continue to 
focus on antecedents of presenteeism, use 
longitudinal studies that explore causality 
and consequences of presenteeism on health 
and undertake cross-national studies. 

Conclusion 

Issues concerning workplace norms, 
antecedents of sickness presenteeism 
and perceived supervisors’ attitudes are 

of considerable interest to practitioners 
concerned with management issues, 
human relations, health issues and sickness 
absenteeism. Through the supervisors’ 
attitudes it is possible to stimulate the desire 
to attend work despite ill health, and this 
can reduce costs associated with sick leave. 
This study has shown the importance of 
including attendance pressure norms and 
work adjustment norms in the research on 
antecedents of sickness presenteeism. This 
inclusion fosters a focus on health outcomes 
as opposed to job productivity. Since this 
is the first article about organizational 
adjustment norms and attendance pressure 
norms as antecedents of presenteeism we 
conclude that more studies are needed.  
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Abstract 
Although work factors have been associated with both presenteeism and exhaustion among hos-
pital physicians, we lack knowledge on the dynamic relationship between demands in the work 
context and presenteeism and how this can be mediated by symptoms of exhaustion when con-
trolling for job resources. The objective of this study is to examine a health impairment process of 
presenteeism among university hospital physicians. A cross-sectional survey of 545 university 
hospital physicians in Norway was conducted. Variables included in the model were presenteeism, 
exhaustion, work-family conflict, role conflict, social support and control over work pace. Findings 
from structural equation modeling indicated that exhaustion mediates the relationship between 
job demands and presenteeism. Job resources had no direct effect on presenteeism in the hy-
pothesized model. The variables in the study explained 17% of the variance in presenteeism. The 
study is one of the first to demonstrate that the relationship between job demands and presentee-
ism is mediated by exhaustion when controlling for job resources. The results highlight the im-
portance of considering the link between health symptoms and job demands to reduce the nega-
tive effects of presenteeism. 
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