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ABSTRACT  
Purpose of the study: The construction industry is characterised by high rates of accidents linked to workplace 
absenteeism. Absenteeism disrupts project timelines, leads to breaches of contractual agreements, increased 
labour costs, and hinders overall productivity. While absenteeism among construction workers is a well-
documented concern, there is a need for a more nuanced understanding of specific health and safety (H&S) 
factors that contribute to absenteeism among small and medium-sized contractors. Hence, this research seeks 
to assess the relationship between H&S factors and absenteeism among small and medium-sized contractors 
in the Johannesburg metropolitan area. The research aims to influence the adoption of management practices 
that can assist contractors in mitigating absenteeism through enhanced H&S performance in the construction 
industry. 
Design/methodology/approach: This study used a cross-sectional design to determine a correlation between 
H&S factors and absenteeism among construction workers employed by small and medium contractors. A 
simple random sampling technique was used to select research participants, to give each construction worker 
an equal opportunity to participate in this study, and to minimise biased representation. Epi InfoTM 7.2 statistical 
software for epidemiology was used to determine the sample size. The data was collected using a self-
administered questionnaire over a period of three months. The questionnaire and the informed consent forms 
were translated orally to research participants with a low level of literacy. The data was analysed using the IBM 
SPSSTM Statistics version 26. The data was presented and analysed using data frequency distributions, 
contingency tables, and t-tests of Independence. 
Findings: The research findings indicate varying degrees of intercorrelation between various independent 
variables and absenteeism, a dependent variable measured by Cramér's V. However, such relationships were 
found to be generally weak to moderate in strength. A medium practical significance was observed between 
workplace stress causes and absenteeism, implying that increased workplace stress led to a noticeable but not 
overwhelming increase in absenteeism.  
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Recommendations/value: Understanding H&S factors linked to absenteeism among contractors should 
influence the adoption of strategies to manage absenteeism through enhanced H&S performance in the 
construction industry. 
Managerial implications: Research findings can be used to assess the impact of absenteeism on productivity, 
quality of work, and contractor reputation. Furthermore, they can be used to enhance H&S consciousness 
among construction workers, contractors, and other relevant stakeholders. H&S consciousness is vital in 
creating a healthy and safe workplace and improving construction workers’ wellbeing, linked to decreased 
absenteeism among contractors. 
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The construction industry is known as the most hazardous and risky industry and has always 

been plagued with high accident rates and health problems (Abas et al., 2020; Ammad et al., 

2021). Unsafe working conditions, non-compliance with H&S regulations, a lack of workplace 

H&S programmes, and practices that enhance prioritisation of construction workers’ H&S, 

welfare, and well-being can adduce absenteeism associated with workplace accidents, 

injuries, and illnesses among construction workers (Adebiyi et al., 2020; Malomane et al., 

2022). Workplace absenteeism has a negative impact on productivity, work schedules, 

workflow, task accomplishment, and profitability (Mashwama et al., 2018; Omari et al., 2019). 

Workplace exposures, accidents and injuries, workplace stress, and other H&S factors 

contribute to absenteeism, presenteeism, and low productivity in the construction industry 

(Zaccheus et al., 2022). According to the authors’ knowledge, no study has been conducted 

in South Africa, linking H&S factors and absenteeism. Therefore, it is vital to assess the 

correlation between absenteeism and H&S factors among small and medium-sized 

contractors to influence the adoption of management practices that can assist such 

contractors to manage and control absenteeism. 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW 

The literature review contextualised the meaning of absenteeism among contractors, after 

which the types, causes and effects of absenteeism were explored. Managing absenteeism 

among contractors was then deliberated from this background. 
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3.1 Contextual definition of absenteeism among contractors 

Absenteeism is a planned or unplanned, justifiable, or unjustifiable lack of physical presence 

of a worker in the workplace for two or more hours in a day or working < 35 hours during the 

reference week (Groenewold et al., 2019). In the South African context, there is no statutory 

definition of ’a reasonable time’ that defines workplace absenteeism. Generally, a lack of 

physical presence at work, arriving late, leaving early, extended tea or lunch breaks, attending 

to private business during working hours, not attending to duties in terms of the employment 

contract, extended toilet breaks, and feigned illness can be regarded as being absent from 

work (Claassen, 2023). 

3.2 Types of absenteeism 

Absenteeism can be classified as authorised, unauthorised, habitual, and circumstantial 

absenteeism. Authorised absenteeism is a lack of physical presence at the workplace, where 

prior notice is given to the contractor who allows the absence based on the circumstances and 

the reason a construction worker provides (Kaiser, 2018; Saruan et al., 2020). Unauthorised 

absenteeism entails illegitimate absence from work (Chiloane & Mpanza, 2021). This type of 

absenteeism is not applied for or approved by the employer. Habitual absenteeism is usually 

a regular and predictive pattern of absence from work without good reason, or it is an implicit 

breach of contract by a worker through wilful nonattendance (Zaccheus et al., 2022). 

Absenteeism can also be regarded as circumstantial if a worker is absent from work due to 

situations beyond their control. Circumstantial absence can be legitimate or illegitimate and 

can be caused by illness, injury, and personal or family responsibility (Parsley et al., 2022). 

3.3 Causes of absenteeism 

Identifying H&S factors influencing absenteeism is key in terms of improving the management 

of absenteeism by managing H&S factors (Boakye et al., 2022). Understanding the causes 

and reasons for worker absence can help management effectively handle worker absenteeism 

(Nath et al., 2022). Worker absenteeism in the construction industry can be linked to workplace 

exposures, workplace stress, workplace accidents and injuries and other H&S factors. 

Researchers have categorised absenteeism as individual and organisational factors, where 

individual factors include personal issues, illness and disease, personal attitude, lifestyle, 

family responsibilities, and transport problems (Qi, 2018). Organisational factors include work 

stress, work fatigue, job dissatisfaction, poor or unsafe working conditions, lack of adequate 

resources, poor workplace interpersonal relationships, few opportunities for promotion, 

unattractive salaries, low morale, inadequate leadership and poor supervision and work-

related injuries (Qi, 2018; Attridge, 2022). 
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3.4 Effects of absenteeism on contractors 

Absenteeism has been identified as a major contributor to contractor non-performance and 

productivity losses (Nath et al., 2022; Zaccheus et al., 2022). Due to absenteeism, contractors 

are faced with impeded productivity, inefficient service delivery, and reduced performance, 

thereby negatively affecting sustainability (Singh et al., 2016). Research has shown that 

productivity losses caused by absenteeism cost contractors billions of dollars each year (Nath 

et al., 2022). Reduced productivity, quality of service delivery, and promptness in satisfying 

the customers’ needs due to absenteeism’s impact on contractor profitability and sustainability 

(Nath et al., 2022). Furthermore, worker absenteeism casts doubt on a contractor’s 

commitment and capacity to achieve their contractual and mandatory obligations relative to a 

project (Dhlewayo et al., 2021). 

Contractors incur direct and indirect costs due to unscheduled absences from work. Direct 

costs to the contractor include lost working days, sick pay, lost productivity, and reduced 

service provision (Moletsane, 2018; Arum et al., 2019; Dinizulu, 2020; Aboagye-Nimo et al., 

2021). Indirect costs comprise disruptions of work schedules, administrative costs to monitor 

and administer leave policy, loss of expertise and experience, training costs for construction 

workers’ replacements, resentment and lower workplace morale, reduced productivity, staff 

turnover, termination of contracts, and loss of income (Moletsane, 2018; Dinizulu, 2020; Umar 

& Umeokafor, 2021). Productive time is also lost when management spends time securing 

replacement workers, reassigning remaining workers and maintaining administrative systems 

for dealing with control measures for absenteeism (Moletsane, 2018; Dinizulu, 2020; 

Dhlewayo et al., 2021; Nath et al., 2022). 

3.5 Managing absenteeism among contractors 

The construction industry is dynamic. Its complex project-based nature and its reliance on 

migrant, casual, and transient workforce makes the task of implementing human resource 

management (HRM) functions difficult (Srour et al., 2017). Despite the intricate nature of the 

construction industry, there is a need to adopt and employ strategies to reduce absenteeism 

and promote work attendance among contractors (Dhlewayo et al., 2021). Effective 

management of the labour force for reduced absenteeism can lead to improved productivity, 

contractor organisational effectiveness, efficient and effective service delivery, profitability, 

and overall organisation H&S performance (Moletsane, 2018; Dinizulu, 2020; James, 2020; 

Dhlewayo et al., 2021). Furthermore, the development of a robust means of motivating 

workers improves worker morale. The implementation of health risk management approaches 

centred on compliance with regulations, risk assessment, risk prevention, and accident 
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analysis to achieve optimum health and well-being of workers for reduced absenteeism 

(Dhlewayo et al., 2021; Moyo et al., 2021). 

Given the impact of absenteeism on construction productivity, a sound understanding of the 

underlying causes of absenteeism is critical in terms of identifying possible mitigating 

strategies for this challenge (Srour et al., 2017). Furthermore, an understanding of patterns of 

absenteeism can assist managers in designing and or revising policies to eliminate or 

moderate financial losses and the probability of economic insolvency through the control of 

workplace absenteeism (Nath et al., 2022). Contractor commitment to H&S is vital in terms of 

circumventing absenteeism caused by injuries in the workplace (Ugwu et al., 2021). 

Management commitment to H&S ensures that H&S standards are considered as a 

component of project performance (Mohammadi et al., 2018; Abas et al., 2020). 

H&S compliance should be considered a driver for productivity, profitability, and client 

satisfaction to militate against lowered project performance due to H&S risks linked to 

absenteeism (Mohammadi et al., 2018; Abas et al., 2020; Moradi et al., 2022). Contractors 

should adopt policy-driven H&S measures to minimise construction accidents and worker non-

attendance as a strategy for managing absenteeism. Such measures may include managing 

and preventing H&S incidents through the hierarchy of elimination of hazards, substitution, 

engineering controls, administrative controls, and the provision of personal protective 

equipment (PPE). 

PPE is used to protect construction workers from experiencing exposure or injury if properly 

used (Ammad et al., 2021; Puthillath et al., 2021). Provision and proper wearing of PPE can 

mitigate and prevent work-related injuries, leading to reduced rates of workplace absenteeism 

among contractors (Arum et al., 2019). The provision of PPE such as safety goggles, high 

visibility vests, safety boots, gloves, hard hats, and safety harnesses to construction workers 

is essential as PPE can protect construction workers from hazards and risks, provided 

construction workers are trained in terms of their use (Ammad et al., 2021). 

Research informs that construction workers who have received training relative to the use of 

PPE are about three times more likely to use PPE than those who are not trained (Alemu et 

al., 2020). In cases where construction workers are reluctant to wear PPE or remove their 

PPE, strict enforcement of H&S management controls should be implemented to encourage 

their continued use at construction sites (Eteifa, 2018). Appropriate positioning of risk 

assessment in the lifecycle of a construction project is critical in terms of H&S management 

controls, which includes PPE misuse, an often-neglected hazardous behaviour linked to 

workplace injuries and accidents on construction sites (Ammad et al., 2021). 
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Furthermore, the presence of qualified and experienced H&S specialists on construction sites 

is key in terms of managing drivers of absenteeism in the construction industry (Okonkwo & 

Wium, 2020). During research conducted in South Africa, it was determined that there is a 

scarcity of suitably qualified H&S personnel registered with the South Africa Council for the 

Project and Construction Management Professions (SACPCMP) (Okonkwo, 2019). The 

SACPCMP is the statutory body mandated to register appropriately qualified and experienced 

construction H&S personnel in South Africa. Qualified and experienced construction H&S 

personnel are essential for the successful implementation of H&S programmes on 

construction sites because of their ability to be role models in imparting and reinforcing 

behaviours that optimise H&S (Okonkwo, 2019). During other studies, researchers determined 

that insufficient qualified H&S personnel, inadequate H&S knowledge and awareness, 

inadequate H&S management techniques, inadequate H&S training, inadequate safe 

operating procedures (SOPs),  safe working procedures (SWPs), and poor client H&S 

leadership were the primary causes of H&S non-compliance, injuries, and fatalities on various 

construction sites (Liu et al., 2020; Mafuya & Smallwood, 2020). Therefore, concerted efforts 

should be made by the relevant stakeholders to promote and facilitate training and registration 

of H&S personnel who meet the needs of the construction industry (Okonkwo, 2019). 

3. RESEARCH METHOD 

Construction workers from small and medium contractors undertaking projects in the 

Johannesburg metropolitan area were sampled for this cross-sectional design study. The 

sample size was calculated using Epi InfoTM 7.2. The confidence interval was set at 95%, with 

a cluster sample size of 400. A 25% contingency for multiple comparisons and missing data 

was considered, and the final sample size of 500 from an estimated population of 2 030 

construction workers was decided. Contractors were identified and selected through 

convenience sampling. Respondents (bricklayer, carpenter, carpet installer, drywall installer, 

electrician, painter, plasterer, plumber, tiler, and general worker) were selected using simple 

random sampling to minimise bias and give each respondent an equal opportunity to 

participate in the study. 

Data was collected from contractors registered with the Construction Industry Development 

Board (cidb) using a self-administered questionnaire over a period of 3 months. The data 

collection instrument (the questionnaire) was pretested for validity and reliability through a pilot 

study conducted among construction workers who were not part of the main study but having 

similar characteristics to the study participants of the main study. A list of cidb registered 

contractors was formerly requested from the board. The questionnaire and the informed 

consent were translated to vernacular languages orally to accommodate illiterate construction 
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workers. A pilot study was conducted before the collection of data for the main study to test if 

the research instrument measured what it purported to measure (Moyo & Smallwood, 2022). 

Ethical considerations are central to this study, ‘H&S factors linked to absenteeism in small 

and medium-sized contractors’, to ensure that the research is conducted with integrity, respect 

for participants, and a commitment to improving the workforce and the construction industry. 

Hence, ethical clearance was sought from the Higher Degrees and Ethics Committees at the 

University of Johannesburg. The committees reviewed and approved the research before data 

collection commenced. Letters requesting permission and gaining access for data collection 

at construction sites were submitted to contractors. The purpose of the study and the research 

participants’ rights were explained to respondents before data collection commenced. 

Research participants were requested to sign consent forms specifying the nature of their 

participation in the study. Information regarding the right and freedom to withdraw from the 

study was communicated and elucidated on the consent form.  

4. RESULTS 

The IBM SPSS was used to analyse the collected data. The results indicated significant 

variations between the independent variables and absenteeism, the dependent variable.  

6.1 Relationships between absenteeism and demographics 

Table 1 indicates that 65.3% and 77.5% of construction workers from small and medium 

contractors, respectively, had been absent from work once or more. A small intercorrelation 

exists between contractor size and absenteeism with Cramér's V=0.13. 

Table 1:  Contractor size versus absenteeism 

Contractor size 
None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

Small 78 34.7 147 65.3 225 100.0 
Medium 62 22.6 213 77.5 275 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 9.02; p = .003; V = 0.13 Small 
Construction workers from subcontractors recorded 79.8% absenteeism, while construction 

workers for contractors at independent construction sites recorded 65.7% absenteeism. A 

small intercorrelation exists between the type of contract and absenteeism with Cramér's 

V=0.16. 
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Table 2: Type of contract versus absenteeism 

Type of Contract None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

Contractors at independent sites 95 34.3 182 65.7 277 100.0 
Subcontractors 45 20.2 178 79.8 223 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 12.21; p < .0005; V = 0.16 Small 
 
Males dominate the respondents - 448 of the 500 participants were male. Men recorded 73.2% 

absenteeism, while women recorded 61.5%, with a p-value of .076. 

Table 3: Gender versus absenteeism 

Gender None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

Female 20 38.5 32 61.5 52 100.0 
Male 120 26.8 328 73.2 448 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 3.15; p = .076 
The 20-30 years age group and the 51-60 years recorded the highest absenteeism, namely 

74.1%, while the 31-40 years age group registered the lowest absenteeism, namely 68.8%, 

with a p-value of p = .704, which is greater than 0.05. 

Table 4:  Age group versus absenteeism 

Age Group None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

20-30 years 56 25.9 160 74.1 216 100.0 
31-40 years 54 31.2 119 68.8 173 100.0 
41-50 years 21 27.3 56 72.7 77 100.0 
51-60 years 9 26.5 25 73.5 34 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 3, n = 500) = 1.41; p = .704 
Absenteeism among Zimbabweans was 84.2% while 78.6% Malawians reported being absent 

once or more. Mozambicans recorded the lowest absenteeism, namely, 60.0%. A small 

practical significance exists between the country of birth and absenteeism with Cramér's V = 

0.20. 

 



L MOYO 
J SMALLWOOD 

H&S factors linked to absenteeism in small  
and medium sized contractors 

 

 

 

 
Journal of Contemporary Management 
DHET accredited 
ISSN 1815-7440 

Volume 21 Issue 1 
2024 

Pages 298-323 

Page 9  

 

Table 5: Country of birth versus absenteeism 

Country of Birth  None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

South Africa 81 33.2 163 66.8 244 100.0 
Lesotho 6 35.3 11 64.7 17 100.0 
Malawi 3 21.4 11 78.6 14 100.0 
Mozambique 24 40.0 36 60.0 60 100.0 
Zimbabwe 26 15.8 139 84.2 165 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 4, n = 500) = 20.57; p < .0005; V = 0.20 Small 
Absenteeism recorded for non-South Africans was 77.0%, while South Africans recorded 

66.8% absenteeism. A small practical significance exists between South Africans and non-

South Africans with Cramér's V = 0.11. 

Table 6: Absenteeism between South African and Non-South African construction workers 

Country of birth None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

South Africa 81 33.2 163 66.8 244 100.0 
Not South Africa 59 23.0 197 77.0 256 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 6.38; p = .012; V = 0.11 Small 
Carpenters (88.9%) recorded the highest level of ‘once or more’ absenteeism, followed by 

carpet installers (84.6%) and plasterers (85.4%). Drywall installers recorded the lowest level 

of ‘once or more’ absenteeism, namely 57.1%. A small practical significance exists between 

construction workers’ trades and absenteeism with Cramér's V = 0.21. 

Table 7: Trade and absenteeism 

Trade None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

Bricklayer 21 35.6 38 64.4 59 100.0 
Carpenter 4 11.1 32 88.9 36 100.0 
Carpet installer 6 15.4 33 84.6 39 100.0 
Drywall installer 9 42.9 12 57.1 21 100.0 
Electrician 8 20.0 32 80.0 40 100.0 
Painter 15 39.5 23 60.5 38 100.0 
Plasterer 6 14.6 35 85.4 41 100.0 
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Plumber 22 26.8 60 73.2 82 100.0 
Tiler 10 35.7 18 64.3 28 100.0 
General worker 39 33.6 77 66.4 116 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 9, n = 500) = 22.24; p = .008; V = 0.21 Small 
Absenteeism for construction workers on a short-term contract was 76.7%, while construction 

workers on a long-term contract recorded 63.6% absenteeism. A small practical significance 

exists between the nature of contract and absenteeism with Cramér's V = 0.12.  

Table 8: Nature of contract and absenteeism 

Nature of contract None One or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

Permanent 36 27.1 97 72.9 133 100.0 
Long-term contract 51 36.4 89 63.6 140 100.0 
Short-term contract 53 23.3 174 76.7 227 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 2, n = 500) = 7.43; p = .024; V = 0.12 Small 
Semi-skilled construction workers reported 73.1% absenteeism. Similarly, 73.1% of general 

construction workers were absent once or more, while 65.2% of skilled construction workers 

were absent. 

Table 9: Job level and absenteeism 

Job level None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

Skilled worker 24 34.8 45 65.2 69 100.0 
Semi-skilled worker 71 26.9 193 73.1 264 100.0 
General worker 45 26.9 122 73.1 167 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 2, n = 500) = 1.83; p = .401 
Construction workers with primary and secondary education had the highest incidence of 

absenteeism at 75.4% and 73.9%, respectively. Construction workers with no formal 

education had the lowest incidence of absenteeism at 38.5%. A small practical significance 

exists between the highest educational levels of construction workers and absenteeism with 

Cramér's V = 0.14. 

Table 10: Highest education and absenteeism 

Highest education None Once or more Total 
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No. % No. % No. % 
College 28 32.9 57 67.1 85 100.0 
Secondary school 89 26.1 252 73.9 341 100.0 
Primary school 15 24.6 46 75.4 61 100.0 
No formal schooling 8 61.5 5 38.5 13 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 3, n = 500) = 9.25; p = .026; V = 0.14 Small 
Construction workers who had been employed for 21-30 years recorded the highest 

percentage of absenteeism, namely 93.3%, followed by 11-20 years (83.3%). Those with 0-

10 years of tenure recorded the lowest percentage of absenteeism, namely, 65.7%. A small 

intercorrelation exists between the number of years worked for a contractor and absenteeism 

with Cramér's V = 0.23. 

Table 11: Number of years in contractor and absenteeism 

Years  None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

0-10 years 122 34.3 234 65.7 356 100.0 
11-20 years 14 16.7 70 83.3 84 100.0 
21-30 years 4 6.7 56 93.3 60 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 2, n = 500) = 25.84; p < .0005; V = 0.23 Small 
Construction workers with an employment tenure of 21-30 years recorded the highest 

percentage of absenteeism, namely 82.9%, followed by 11-20 years (81.7%), while 

construction workers with a tenure of 0-10 years recorded 67.7%. A small practical 

significance exists between the number of years in a position and absenteeism with Cramér's 

V = 0.15. 

Table 12: Number of years in position and absenteeism 

Years None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

0-10 years 113 32.3 237 67.7 350 100.0 
11-20 years 20 18.3 89 81.7 109 100.0 
21-30 years 7 17.1 34 82.9 41 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 2, n = 500) = 10.65; p = .005; V = 0.15 Small 
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6.2 Relationships between work-related factors and absenteeism 

Construction workers who experienced workplace injuries (92.9%) had been absent from work 

once or more, while 67.7% of those who had not had also been absent from work once or 

more. A small practical significance exists between the experience of workplace injury and 

absenteeism with Cramér's V = 0.21. 

Table 13: Absenteeism related to experiences of workplace injury 

Workplace injury None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

No 134 32.3 281 67.7 415 100.0 
Yes 6 7.1 79 92.9 85 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 22.28; p < .0005; V = 0.21 Small 
There were 79.2% of construction workers who reported being absent due to pain induced in 

the workplace, while 20.8% who had been absent did not report absenteeism due to such 

pain. A small intercorrelation exists between workplace-induced pain and absenteeism with 

Cramér's V = 0.36. 

Table 14: Absenteeism related to workplace-induced pain 

Workplace induced pain None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

No 53 64.6 29 35.4 82 100.0 
Yes 87 20.8 331 79.2 418 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 65.30; p < .0005; V = 0.36 Medium 
Construction workers who experienced stress in the workplace recorded 83.9% absenteeism, 

while 46.2% of those who did not experience stress were also absent from work more than 

once. A medium intercorrelation exists between causes of workplace stress and absenteeism 

with Cramér's V=0.39. 

Table 15: Absenteeism related to experience of workplace stress 

Experience workplace stress 
None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

No 85 53.8 73 46.2 158 100.0 
Yes 55 16.1 287 83.9 342 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi²(d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 76.25; p < .0005; V = 0.39 Medium 
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Construction workers who experienced workplace fatigue recorded 81.7% being absent from 

work once or more, while 46.8% who had not experienced workplace fatigue also reported 

absenteeism. 

Table 16: Absenteeism related to experience of workplace fatigue 

Experience of workplace 
fatigue 

None One or more Total 

No. % No. % No. % 
No 74 53.2 65 46.8 139 100 
Yes 66 18.3 295 81.7 361 100 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100 

Chi² (d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 60.82; p < .0005; V = 0.35 Medium 
Construction workers who did not report adverse workplace exposures (76.9%) reported being 

absent from work, compared to 71.9% of those who t reported adverse exposures. 

Table 17: Absenteeism related to adverse workplace exposures 

Adverse workplace exposures 
None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

No 3 23.1 10 76.9 13 100.0 
Yes 137 28.1 350 71.9 487 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 0.16; p = .689 
Construction workers exposed to workplace health hazards (81.2%) recorded absenteeism 

from work once or more. In comparison, 52.5% of those not exposed to workplace health 

hazards also reported being absent once or more. A small intercorrelation exists between 

workplace health hazards and absenteeism with Cramér's V=0.30. 

Table 18: Absenteeism related to exposure to workplace health hazards 

Exposure to workplace health 
hazards  

None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

No 76 47.5 84 52.5 160 100.0 
Yes 64 18.8 276 81.2 340 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 44.38; p < .0005; V = 0.30 Medium 
Construction workers with respiratory-related illnesses (71.5%) reported being absent once or 

more. All 9 (100.0%) construction workers who did not report respiratory illnesses also 

reported being absent from work. 
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Table 19: Absenteeism due to respiratory-related illnesses 

Respiratory related illnesses 
None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

No 0 0.0 9 100.0 9 100.0 
Yes 140 28.5 351 71.5 491 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 3.56; p = .059 

6.3 Management practices adopted to harness H&S linked to absenteeism 

Construction workers issued with PPE (72.3%) reported being absent from work once or more. 

However, 55.6% who were not issued with PPE also reported absenteeism. 

Table 20: PPE issued versus absenteeism 

PPE issued None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

No 4 44.4 5 55.6 9 100.0 
Yes 136 27.7 355 72.3 491 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 1.23; p = .268 
Construction workers who received PPE induction (72.6%) reported absenteeism from work 

once or more, while 27.4% did not. 21 (63.6%) who were not inducted reported being absent 

once or more, while 12 (36.4%) had not. 

Table 21: PPE induction versus absenteeism 

PPE induction None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

No 12 36.4 21 63.6 33 100.0 
Yes 128 27.4 339 72.6 467 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 1.23; p = .268 
Construction workers (72.7%) from contractors who had conducted H&S activities (H&S 

induction and toolbox talks) reported being absent from work, compared to 60.7% of those 

whose employers did not conduct such H&S activities. 

Table 22: H&S induction, safety and toolbox talks versus absenteeism 

H&S activities None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 
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No 11 39.3 17 60.7 28 100.0 
Yes 129 27.3 343 72.7 472 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 1.87; p = .171 
Construction workers (73.8%) whose employers employed H&S personnel reported 

absenteeism once or more, while 50.0% of those who did not employ H&S personnel also 

reported being absent from work. A small intercorrelation exists between the employment of 

H&S personnel and absenteeism with Cramér's V=014. 

Table 23: H&S personnel employment and absenteeism 

H&S personnel employment  None Once or more Total 
No. % No. % No. % 

No 19 50.0 19 50.0 38 100.0 
Yes 121 26.2 341 73.8 462 100.0 
Total 140 28.0 360 72.0 500 100.0 

Chi² (d.f. = 1, n = 500) = 9.87; p = .002; V = 0.14 Small 
There is a large effect on the dependent variable absenteeism by the independent variables 

with a Cohen's d 1.18 for workplace-induced pain and causes of workplace stress 1.24. A 

medium effect of the independent variable on the dependent variable exists with Cohen's d 

0.69 for causes of workplace fatigue, 0.68 for exposure to adverse workplace conditions, and 

0.72 for exposure to workplace health hazards. In contrast, a small effect of the independent 

variable on the dependent variable exists with Cohen's d 0.4 for workplace conditions exposed 

to 0.41 for respiratory-related illnesses, 0.33 for PPE induction, and 0.28 for H&S activities. 

The difference of means for PPE induction and H&S personnel are 3.33 and 2.80 respectively, 

with │t│> 1.96. 
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Table 24: Incidents of factors (number of) by absenteeism 
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5. DISCUSSION 

The study sought to assess if there is an association between H&S factors and absenteeism 

in small and medium sized contractors. The findings show that a small intercorrelation exists 

between contractor size and absenteeism. This implies that the size of a contractor has a 

practical significance of influence on the prevalence of absenteeism among small and medium 

sized contractors. Several reasons may be associated with this status quo. Poor management 

decisions, or an organisational culture where H&S goals are considered subordinate to 

production goals may be the trigger of such results (Haupt, 2021). Furthermore, construction 

workers employed by small contractors are exposed to higher H&S risks than construction 

workers in large contractors leading to a high prevalence of absenteeism among them (Moyo, 

2021). A high level of exposure might be associated with the fact that small and medium sized 

contractors have not demonstrated good H&S performance as their larger counterparts 

because of the unavailability of resources to develop and implement H&S management 

systems or the fact that H&S is not a priority to them (Mashwama et al., 2018). For most small 

and medium sized contractors, principal or subcontractors, the availability of a H&S file onsite 

and inadequate PPEs are considered ’sufficient’ as a standard of H&S compliance (Moyo, 

2021). 

The practical significance that exists between the type of contract and absenteeism (V=0.16) 

indicates that the type of contract that a worker enters has an impact on absenteeism. 

Permanent construction workers have more job security and are less driven to be always at 

work, and are more difficult to dismiss for absenteeism, while non-permanent construction 

workers are insecure and would like to be present every day to receive a positive assessment 

and perhaps an extension of their contract (Moletsane, 2018). Administrative factors that can 

influence high rates of absenteeism among permanent construction workers may include but 

are not limited to poor organisational structure, improper work climate, poor leadership and 

communication processes, the absence of sensible employment policies, poor supervision, 

and managers’ passiveness (James, 2020). 

Sickness-related absenteeism research suggests that lower non-permanent worker 

absenteeism rates are attributable to the insecurity of not being reemployed or lack of benefits, 

which leads them to report for work (Moletsane, 2018). On the contrary, research has also 

shown that temporary construction workers tend to abuse or misuse alcohol leading to habitual 

tardiness and workplace injuries that can be linked to absenteeism (Badubi, 2017). The 

researchers for this study postulate that construction workers employed temporarily for 

specific construction tasks, which are paid for hours worked, have limited loyalty to the 

contractor, leading to absenteeism. In such cases, legislative changes aimed at reducing the 
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incidence of temporary employment are used to minimise absenteeism through permanent 

employment (Garcia Mainar et al., 2017). 

There is a small practical significance between nature of contract, number of years in a 

contractor, number of years in a position, and absenteeism. These results concur with the 

findings of research which found that construction workers with longer tenure normally have a 

higher degree of organisational commitment to the contractor and have a higher need for job 

stability (Moletsane, 2018). While it might seem having construction workers contracted for 

longer periods of time in other industries, it seems that it is counterproductive among small 

and medium contractors in this study. It is therefore vital for contractors to understand the 

underlying tenure-related absenteeism factors to develop and strategies for addressing factors 

that contribute to absenteeism among long-term construction workers. 

A small practical significance exists between country of birth and absenteeism and an 

intercorrelation which exists between South Africans and non-South Africans and 

absenteeism, which may indicate instability in work attendance among migrant construction 

workers. During a study conducted in Lebanon, researchers determined that being a migrant, 

casual, and transient workforce can lead to unpredictable rates of absenteeism (Srour et al., 

2017). During a separate study conducted in the United States of America (USA), researchers 

determined that migrant construction workers believed they had to ’work harder’ and ‘faster’ 

than their American counterparts to demonstrate their value, though their ‘working hard’ and 

’fast’ impeded H&S performance, leading to increased workplace injuries that are associated 

with absenteeism (Grzywacz et al., 2021; Montgomery et al., 2021). Other studies revealed 

that migrant construction workers are reluctant to adopt H&S procedures as they think 

undergoing H&S training has limited value to them, while on the other hand, the unwillingness 

of employers to enforce H&S regulations and discrimination against migrant construction 

workers due to their legal status exacerbates the situation (Montgomery et al., 2021). 

Absenteeism among construction workers in small and medium sized contractors is influenced 

by construction workers’ trades. A small practical significance exists between construction 

workers’ trades and absenteeism. The trades in this study included bricklayer, carpenter, 

carpet installer, dry wall installer, electrician, painter, plasterer, plumber, tiler, and general 

worker. A study conducted in the USA determined that construction workers in the roofing and 

framing trades were typically not paid by the hour; therefore, in their minds, the quicker they 

completed one job and moved on to another, the more they could earn, leading to accidents 

which could be linked to workplace absenteeism (Grzywacz et al., 2021). In 2019, researchers 

compared absenteeism among construction workers by nature of assignments, workload, and 

working conditions and determined that factors associated with the nature of work, working 
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conditions and trade predicted absenteeism and presenteeism in the workplace (Omari et al., 

2019). 

A small practical significance exists between highest educational level of construction workers 

and absenteeism. This association reflects a high level of H&S awareness among those with 

a high level of education in the workplace. These results are congruent with the expectation 

that the higher the level of education a worker attains, the less absent this person will be. 

Educational attainment elevates construction workers’ professionalism and consequently 

enhance their level of responsibility and commitment to attendance (Dardiri et al., 2017; 

Moletsane, 2018). This observation is compatible with the perception held by the researchers 

for this study that low educational level has an impact on H&S awareness linked to 

absenteeism among contractors. During a study focused on enhancing competitiveness 

among construction workers in Indonesia, research participants with a higher level of 

education had a high level of H&S awareness and H&S practice compliance as compared to 

their counterparts with low levels of education (Dardiri et al., 2017). 

The findings of this research reflect a small practical significance between workplace injuries 

and absenteeism. The results amplify the need for a comprehensive understanding of the 

causes of workplace accidents and the fact that accident prevention begins with a thorough 

understanding of factors that contribute to causation (Moyo et al., 2021; Manzoor et al., 2022). 

These factors may include organisational and individual factors. Organisational factors may 

include but are not limited to a lack of H&S management systems, resources, and 

management commitment. Individual factors may entail construction workers’ behaviour like 

hegemonic masculinity, associated with lowered perceived susceptibility, and decreased 

perceived severity of hazards. Through hegemonic masculinity predispositions, construction 

workers tend to minimise workplace hazards and minor injuries that are a cause of major 

accidents, linked to worker absenteeism. Construction accidents can be mitigated by adhering 

to H&S standards and elimination of unsafe working practices attributable to fatal accidents 

(Manzoor et al., 2022; Rafindadi et al., 2022b). Small and medium sized contractors should 

thrive to create an H&S culture by adopting appropriate H&S prevention practices suited for 

their context. 

Most construction workers in small and medium sized contractors experienced absenteeism 

due to pain induced during various workplace activities (Moyo et al., 2021). This confirms an 

existence of a small intercorrelation between workplace induced pain and absenteeism and a 

large effect on the dependent variable by the independent variables for workplace induced 

pain. The results also reflect an existence of a causative relationship between induced 

workplace pain and absenteeism among construction workers. Studies conducted in the USA 
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and Australia, determined that the incidence of bodily pain experienced by construction 

workers increased with age (Lingard et al., 2021). The physically demanding nature of 

construction work and the incidence of physical injuries which cause bodily pain, also impact 

on construction workers’ mental health which could be associated with workplace 

absenteeism (Turner & Lingard, 2020). 

A small intercorrelation exists between workplace health hazards exposed to and 

absenteeism. In addition, a medium effect of exposure to workplace conditions and workplace 

health hazards indicates an association between workplace exposure and absenteeism. 

Exposure to adverse work conditions has significant (short and long term) effects on 

construction workers’ health and wellbeing and is likely to trigger absenteeism (Lingard et al., 

2021). Health hazards confronting construction workers may be caused by known high levels 

of exposures in the construction industry, low awareness of H&S regulations and poor 

attitudes towards the use of PPE (Arum et al., 2019). In Ghana, researchers determined that 

construction workers had little control over harsh workplace temperatures, dust, unpleasant 

smells, exposure to hazardous chemicals, excessive noise, and other on-site work stressors 

(Aboagye-Nimo et al., 2021). These stressors could be some of the triggers of workplace 

absenteeism among small and medium contractors. 

A small intercorrelation exists between the employment of H&S personnel and absenteeism. 

This reflects the importance of employing construction H&S personnel controlling and or 

managing H&S factors linked to absenteeism on construction sites. Construction H&S officers 

monitor compliance with H&S regulations on site which seeks to mitigate accidents that are 

linked to workplace absenteeism (Raliile et al., 2021). According to the knowledge of the 

researchers, no study has been conducted in South Africa to assess how the employment of 

H&S personnel influenced absenteeism. This means that these findings should be noted and 

actioned by the relevant stakeholders in the construction industry. 

A medium intercorrelation exists between the experience of workplace stress and 

absenteeism, with a large effect of the independent variable (causes of workplace stress) on 

absenteeism. Similarly, a medium effect of the independent variable (causes of workplace 

fatigue) on the dependent variable. This could be a sign of prolonged work-related stress 

among construction workers resulting from work overload or prolonged working hours without 

rest, low financial and non-financial incentives (Nath et al., 2022). Both younger and older 

construction workers are affected by psychosocial job demands, which include working under 

pressure, a lack of employment security, and concerns of occasional and unfavourable 

changes in their working conditions (Lingard et al., 2021). These results are also compatible 

with findings of a study conducted in China, where researchers determined that construction 
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managers experience a great deal of stress which negatively affects health conditions and 

increases absenteeism (Yang et al., 2017). 

A small effect of respiratory related illnesses on absenteeism was reflected in this study. These 

findings are consistent with the results of research conducted in Iran, which determined that 

almost all construction workers in the construction industry had higher exposure to crystalline 

silica than the threshold limit value (TLV) (Tavakol et al., 2017). Similarly, based upon twelve 

studies in Denmark, researchers determined that between 15 and 20 percent of prevalent 

cases of chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) had been attributed to occupational 

exposures to vapours, gases, dust and fumes and dust on construction sites, which constitutes 

a major challenge to construction workers (Borup et al., 2017). 

A small effect exists between both PPE induction and H&S activities on absenteeism. Based 

on these results, PPE induction has an impact on workplace incidents linked to absenteeism. 

Construction workers that wrongly perceive hazardous situations often lack training relative to 

the appropriate use of PPE (Rafindadi et al., 2022a). It should also be noted that accident 

experience, attitude towards using PPE, habituation, risk perception, H&S consciousness, 

H&S knowledge, outcome expectations, perceived ease of use, perceived usefulness, social 

influence, H&S management system, time pressure and workplace conditions, also influence 

the use and non-use of PPE (Wong et al., 2020). 

6. CONCLUSION 

This study examined the link between H&S factors and absenteeism among construction 

workers in small and medium sized contractors. The research findings indicate that there is a 

statistically significant association between absenteeism and H&S factors in both small and 

medium sized contractors. The study shed light on the existence H&S factors and their 

relationship with absenteeism among small and medium sized contractors. The existence of 

such an association might have a negative impact on contractors’ profitability, incurrence of 

direct and indirect costs by construction workers, their co-workers, and families. The 

implications of this study extend beyond the realms of workplace absenteeism in the 

construction industry. A healthier and safer work environment not only reduces absenteeism 

rates but also enhances overall workforce well-being, productivity, and job satisfaction. It is 

therefore vital for small and medium sized contractors to adopt a comprehensive proactive 

approach to mitigate H&S induced absenteeism among construction workers. 

7. RECOMMENDATIONS 

A comprehensive understanding of the link between H&S factors and absenteeism among 

small and medium sized contractors is vital for identifying and adopting strategies to control 
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and or manage absenteeism through enhanced H&S performance in the construction industry. 

In this context, the researchers recommend that contractors incorporate H&S management 

systems into their operational management systems to promote H&S performance efficacy for 

reduced absenteeism in the industry. This can be achieved through designing, adopting, and 

implementing H&S policies and programmes that promote leadership commitment to H&S. 

This should entail development and execution of comprehensive H&S task specific training 

programmes to create H&S awareness and foster a strong H&S culture. The H&S policy 

should also emphasise the need for the allocation of resources to H&S, worker participation 

and consultation, establishment of functional H&S committees, conducting of hazard 

identification and risk assessments, developing and communication emergency response 

plans and rewarding H&S behaviour among construction workers. 
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