
Developing the concept of 
leaveism: From a form of 
presenteeism/absence to 

an emergent and 
expanding domain of 

work?

James Richards 
(Heriot-Watt University)

Jesus Canduela 
(Heriot-Watt University) 

Toma Pustelnikovaite 
(Abertay University) 

Vaughan Ellis 
(Edinburgh Napier University)

Siddhartha Saxena 
(Ahmedabad University)

Contact: j.richards@hw.ac.uk

ILPC 2021, 12-14 April 2021



Leaveism is:

(1) employees utilising allocated time off such as 
annual leave entitlements, flexi hours banked, re-
rostered rest days and so on, to take time off when 
they are in fact unwell; 

(2) employees taking work home that cannot be 
completed in normal working hours; and 

(3) employees working whilst on leave or holiday to 
catch up 

(Hesketh et al., 2014, 207-208)





What is leaveism – the lived experience?
“I also get contacted on leave for 'urgent' issues - which are far 
from urgent - and there is an expectation that I /others will work 
outside of work hours, on sick leave, annual leave, etc.”

“I get up at 6am to deal with email before my child wakes, and 
work through all breaks, on my commute, and into the evening 
once my child is in bed. I never `leave my work phone off… The 
work is relentless, and no one makes concessions for me being 
part time.”

“Even when on holidays I feel I have to check emails and 
respond. This has caused a constant low-level anxiety and fed 
into and exacerbated existing issues with depression.”





Study 
details

• Aim: to develop and test out new way of 
conceptualising  “leaveism” – an emergent 
and expanding domain of work?

• Research questions – to what extent is 
leaveism?

– An emergent form of work intensification

– Driven by ideal workers norms

– Dependent on ICTs

– A sustainable practice

• Research approach:

– Survey (n=959)/descriptive statistics

– UK-based managerial and professional 
employees

– Open comments (n=466)/template 
analysis

– Datasets: 72.7% women, 84.8% non-
disabled, 98.1% aged 25-64 years, 87.2% 
OEC, 88.% FT, 83.0% unionised 
organisation, 71.0% public sector, 80.2% 
large employer (500+)



Work intensification
• 85.3% perform at least 2 types of leaveism

• 35.0% Type 1, 94.5% Type 2, 88.9% Type 3, 

• 90.0% stop work piling up, 61.4% work just 
spills into private life, 53.2% ease of 
staying in touch, 44.2% short staffing

• 71.5% report more external then internal 
influences

• 67.0% increased in last 3 years (16.9% 
decreased)

• 27.7% take full annual leave allowance

“I feel on the cusp of burnout every day… I 
no longer feel like the person I used to be… 
Anytime I try to stop either through choice or 
health my work is not reallocated and piles 
up until I come back. My family all hate my 
employer” (Civil Servant).



Ideal worker norms
• 42.3% sense of insecurity if work remains unfinished

• 34.5% because of “love” of job

• 9.7% promotion strategy, 7.0% relieve boredom, 6.4% 
“impress the boss”

“… I work in public service and have a public service 
mentality. I find it hard not to help…” (Civil Servant).

“Generally, as a senior manager the expectation is to be 
responsive. We have live products (games) that may need 
support or attention out of working hours. The company 
likes to encourage passion and commitment” (Senior 
Manager).



ICTs

• 52.2% ease of staying in touch/work a “click” away

• 12% part of contact with colleagues in different time zones

“… [O]utside of the week between Christmas and New Year's it would be 
unacceptable for me to not check my email at least once a day even if I 
were on vacation…” (Academic). 

“Time spent in meetings during the day every day decreases time to 
complete tasks, deal with emails during normal working hours” (Senior 
Manager).

“I check emails and work outside normal office hours to manage anxiety 
about what is stacking up” (Senior Manager).



Sustainability
• Good employment practice evidence: 

59.8% policy on well-being, 75.9% flexible 
working policy, 73.6% full sick pay, 83.0% 
unionised organisation. 

• But: 30.3% not sure/unaware well-being 
policy, 16.2% flexible working policies, 
16.2% sick pay, 5.4 % recognised trade 
union.

• 59.7% very negative/negative impact on 
WB; 84.8% including slightly negative – 6% 
positive

• 72.3% not taking full AL
“Evening and weekend working is the norm 
for me. I often, though not always, take work 
on holiday (and will answer emails while 
away). I rarely take public holidays” (Senior 
Manager). 
“I am an academic, so overwork is normal 
part of the job, however I am not doing it for 
the right reasons… we overwork because a lot 
of administrative/clerical/menial tasks have 
been dumped on us… my work diaries show 
that I spend over 500 hours a year doing 
emails. I am spending less and less on my 
time doing the right things…” (Academic).



Conclusions

• Key findings

– Evidence to back up all 4 RQs and overall model

• Contributions

– Leaveism literature/debate/concept

– Methodological/empirical

– Extended debates on WI, IW norms, ICTs, WB, 
sustainability, managerial/professional employment, 
ERs

• Policy implications

– Tone down high performance and strict 
absence/attendance management

– Ramp up WB, AL, FW, sick and ERs policies

– TUs/professional bodies need to do more

– Governments need to act

• Limitations and future research

– More could have been done with datasets

– Sampling approach

– Test out conceptual model

– Wider stakeholders

– Wider demographics

– Wider methodologies

– Compare and contrast pre- and post-Covid-19



Thank you for listening

Any questions or comments?

Send to j.richards@hw.ac.uk


