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The psychology behind the subtle pressure
to work when sick

Should you take a sick day or tough it out? The answer isn’t always clear.

If you thought a ‘wickie’ was something to do with cricket or a famous website, you’re probably
one of the many people who trudge into work when you’re feeling sick.
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"
Is there an art to knowing when, exactly, it’s time to stay
home?

Otherwise known as presenteeism, pulling a wickie might not win you favour at the office.
Recent research suggests that if you work while sick you will perform more poorly, you’re more
likely to make errors and you’ll be less vigilant. Oh, and you’ll probably annoy your colleagues
with that hacking cough and constant noseblowing.

At the other end of the spectrum, there are those annoying colleagues who take a ‘sickie’,
complaining even though they’re not all that unwell.

Most of us fit somewhere in between the two. But when there’s peer pressure — like the praise
heaped on a colleague who shows up, despite having some version of what seems like the
plague, or a boss who subtly makes it clear that taking a sick day is frowned upon — along with
concern about job security and pay, deciding when you’re sick enough to stay home isn’t as
easy as it should be.

Is there an art to knowing when, exactly, it’s time to stay home?

The psychology of presenteeism



Peer pressure, praised heaped on sick colleagues who come to work and worries about job security can
make it hard to take a sick day. (Credit: Alamy)
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Why do people feel obliged to go to work when sick? It is a combination of high job demands,
stress and job insecurity, according to the University of East Anglia.

Common sense should dictate whether you stay home when feeling ill, but managing your boss
is another story. There is no objective measure of how sick a person should be before they stay
at home, making it harder to make the call to do so.

“I have also found that people who are very involved in their work and have workaholic
tendencies are less likely to take time off sick, no matter how ill they feel,” says Gail Kinman,
professor of occupational health psychology at the University of Bedfordshire in the UK.

As well, we look to our bosses as role models for sickness behaviour.

“If your manager commonly engages in presenteeism, they may expect staff to do the same
and their staff may be reluctant to take time off sick,” Kinman adds.

"
If your manager commonly engages in presenteeism, they may
expect staff to do the same

This is why harddriving, Type A bosses might seem to lack empathy. If you think the boss could
be less understanding of that flu you’ve come down with, you’re less likely to call out sick, even



US candidate for president, Hillary Clinton, attended a September 11 ceremony in New York while sick
with pneumonia. She took the next few days off to rest. (Credit: Getty Images)
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if you should.

But according to other research from the University of East Anglia, people who feel under
pressure and severely stressed by colleagues or bosses will turn up to work when sick, as well
those who are highly motivated. Employees feeling harassed or discriminated against by will
feel more anxious about asking for leave.

 ADD YOUR STORY: Click here to share how you've handled the pressure to work while
sick.

Back to bed

It’s just a little cold, you’re thinking. It’s only been a day or so of sneezing and stuffiness, you tell
yourself. And off to the office you go. But, in reality, when you are mildly sick you might be better
off staying home to rest before you feel totally rotten.

Michael Tam, staff specialist in general practice at Fairfield Hospital, in Sydney, Australia
advises taking time off at the beginning of a bad cold, especially if you work in an industry
where you will be in close contact with lots of people, such as hospitality, or in a caring role.

Even if you work in an office, Tam offers the same advice, since staying away will prevent the
spread of the illness.  Got a stomach bug? Stay away from work for two days after vomiting and
diarrhoea stops.
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The pay problem

In many countries, you’re guaranteed some paid sick time by law in fulltime jobs and in some
permanent parttime roles, such as in Australia. In other countries, like the US and some Asian
nations, there are few, if any, guarantees. So, it makes sense that in some sectors where your
pay or job security depends on showing up, it’s more likely you’ll go to work ill, according to
Kinman’s research.

"
Where your pay or job security depends on showing up, it’s
more likely you’ll go to work ill

Even in many developed countries where there are relatively supportive laws for employees,
like in Singapore, an employee is not entitled to paid sick leave until they have worked in a job
for at least three months. 

 “This is a particular problem where workers are not paid while off sick, if their organisation is
understaffed, if there are punitive sickness policies, or if they work in helping professions such
as health and social care,” Kinman says.

This is a dilemma that some contractors and freelance workers know well. It’s estimated that in
Australia, 24% of workers are on some type of casual contract. And a recent study by the



In some countries, there is no guaranteed paid sick leave. (Credit: iStock)
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When you’re truly sick

• Communicate immediately with your
manager

• Be firm about your decision to stay
home

• Have a plan for work you need to
complete

• Manage your boss’s expectations for
returning to the office

Source: Gail Kinman

Freelancers Union in the US shows 35% of workers are now contract or freelance (read: on
your own when it comes to pay).

“If I don’t show up, I don’t get paid,” says Sean Newman, a home builder in London.

Meanwhile, Nicole, a government worker in Sydney,
Australia who did not want her last name used, says
that often when she has a cold, she feels capable of
working a half day at home, but not a full day in the
office. The commute to work and sitting in meetings
when you find it hard to stand up on your feet from a
bad cold can make the sick feeling worse. But her line
manager has made it clear that there’s no middle
ground, telling everyone “staff could either be sick at
home or well in the office”, she says.

Such rules make it difficult for staff to feel on top of
their work, she says. “Life is not always so black and white.”

To comment on this story or anything else you have seen on BBC Capital, please head over to
our Facebook  page or message us on Twitter.
Share this article:

  

  

Related Stories

https://blog.freelancersunion.org/2016/10/06/freelancing-in-america-2016/
https://www.facebook.com/BBCCapital
https://twitter.com/BBC_Capital
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?u=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.com%2Fcapital%2Fstory%2F20161013-the-psychology-behind-the-subtle-pressure-to-work-when-sick%3Focid%3Dww.social.link.facebook&t=The%20psychology%20behind%20the%20subtle%20pressure%20to%20work%20when%20sick%20
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?text=The%20psychology%20behind%20the%20subtle%20pressure%20to%20work%20when%20sick%20&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.com%2Fcapital%2Fstory%2F20161013-the-psychology-behind-the-subtle-pressure-to-work-when-sick%3Focid%3Dww.social.link.twitter&via=BBC_Capital
https://www.reddit.com/submit?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.com%2Fcapital%2Fstory%2F20161013-the-psychology-behind-the-subtle-pressure-to-work-when-sick%3Focid%3Dww.social.link.reddit&title=The%20psychology%20behind%20the%20subtle%20pressure%20to%20work%20when%20sick%20
https://www.linkedin.com/shareArticle?mini=true&url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.com%2Fcapital%2Fstory%2F20161013-the-psychology-behind-the-subtle-pressure-to-work-when-sick%3Focid%3Dww.social.link.linkedin&title=The%20psychology%20behind%20the%20subtle%20pressure%20to%20work%20when%20sick%20
https://plus.google.com/share?url=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.com%2Fcapital%2Fstory%2F20161013-the-psychology-behind-the-subtle-pressure-to-work-when-sick%3Focid%3Dww.social.link.googleplus
mailto:?subject=Shared%20from%20BBC:The%20psychology%20behind%20the%20subtle%20pressure%20to%20work%20when%20sick%20&body=http%3A%2F%2Fwww.bbc.com%2Fcapital%2Fstory%2F20161013-the-psychology-behind-the-subtle-pressure-to-work-when-sick%3Focid%3Dww.social.link.email


10/14/2016 BBC  Capital  The psychology behind the subtle pressure to work when sick

http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161013thepsychologybehindthesubtlepressuretoworkwhensick 7/18

Want to succeed? Your optimism might be getting in the way

‘The fastest way for me to go insane would be to try to work regular hours’

Psychology

The trouble with positive thinking

Psychology Careers

Workplace

Always on — and happy about it

Workplace Psychology Careers

http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/psychology
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/careers
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161011-positive-thinking-can-make-you-too-lazy-to-meet-your-goals
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/workplace
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/psychology
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/careers
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161006-the-upside-to-being-always-on-for-work
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161011-positive-thinking-can-make-you-too-lazy-to-meet-your-goals
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/psychology
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161006-the-upside-to-being-always-on-for-work
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/workplace


10/14/2016 BBC  Capital  The psychology behind the subtle pressure to work when sick

http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161013thepsychologybehindthesubtlepressuretoworkwhensick 8/18

Follow BBC Capital

Longterm love is tough to find, even in Europe’s most single of societies

Expats

The loneliest country for expats?

Expats Psychology



Facebook



http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/expats
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/psychology
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161005-this-might-be-the-loneliest-country-for-expats
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161005-this-might-be-the-loneliest-country-for-expats
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/expats
https://www.facebook.com/BBCCapital
https://twitter.com/BBC_Capital


10/14/2016 BBC  Capital  The psychology behind the subtle pressure to work when sick

http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161013thepsychologybehindthesubtlepressuretoworkwhensick 9/18

Twitter



Linkedin

Best of Capital

https://twitter.com/BBC_Capital
https://www.linkedin.com/today/influencer?authorId=20195722


10/14/2016 BBC  Capital  The psychology behind the subtle pressure to work when sick

http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161013thepsychologybehindthesubtlepressuretoworkwhensick 10/18

It’s not designer handbags or watches — and it’s much more important

‘I have no arms and legs that weigh me down’

China

The latest Chinese status symbol

China Future Thinking Expats Spending Wealth Luxury

Ethics



Life At Work

The man who leads with no limbs

Corporate Responsibility Good Business Health Careers Workplace

Executives Video

http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/china
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/future-thinking
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/expats
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/spending
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/wealth
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/luxury
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/ethics
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20150219-the-latest-chinese-status-symbol
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/corporate-responsibility
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/good-business
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/health
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/careers
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/workplace
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/executives
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/20150312-video
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20150318-leading-without-limbs
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20150219-the-latest-chinese-status-symbol
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/china
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20150318-leading-without-limbs
http://www.bbc.com/capital/columns/life-at-work


10/14/2016 BBC  Capital  The psychology behind the subtle pressure to work when sick

http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161013thepsychologybehindthesubtlepressuretoworkwhensick 11/18

This is how to take a sabbatical without ruining your career

Falling down flat could be the best thing that ever happens to you

Career Coach

Why you should take a year off

Careers Job Search

Psychology

The hidden psychology of failure

Psychology Leadership Future Thinking Life hacks

More amazing Capital stories

http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/careers
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/job-search
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20160325-the-surprising-benefits-of-a-mid-career-break
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/psychology
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/leadership
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/future-thinking
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/life-hacks
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20160316-the-hidden-psychology-of-failure
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20160325-the-surprising-benefits-of-a-mid-career-break
http://www.bbc.com/capital/columns/career-coach
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20160316-the-hidden-psychology-of-failure
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/psychology


10/14/2016 BBC  Capital  The psychology behind the subtle pressure to work when sick

http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161013thepsychologybehindthesubtlepressuretoworkwhensick 12/18

Radha Agrawal hated investment banking – so she became an entrepreneur

Want to succeed? Your optimism might be getting in the way

Entrepreneur

The woman behind the morning rave craze

Entrepreneur Careers Health

Psychology

The trouble with positive thinking

Psychology Careers

http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/entrepreneur
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/careers
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/health
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161012-the-woman-behind-the-morning-dance-party-craze
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/psychology
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/careers
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161011-positive-thinking-can-make-you-too-lazy-to-meet-your-goals
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161012-the-woman-behind-the-morning-dance-party-craze
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/entrepreneur
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161011-positive-thinking-can-make-you-too-lazy-to-meet-your-goals
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/psychology


10/14/2016 BBC  Capital  The psychology behind the subtle pressure to work when sick

http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161013thepsychologybehindthesubtlepressuretoworkwhensick 13/18

This South East Asian capital offers expats a ‘lifechanging experience’

The good, the bad and the unexpected of getting to the top

Expat Guide

A booming city with a brutal history

Cambodia Expats Careers

Leader Board

Bad news. You’ve been promoted

Managing Careers Leadership

http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161013-the-psychology-behind-the-subtle-pressure-to-work-when-sick
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/expats
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/careers
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161010-a-booming-city-with-a-brutal-history
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/managing
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/careers
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/leadership
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161007-what-nobody-tells-you-about-becoming-the-boss
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161010-a-booming-city-with-a-brutal-history
http://www.bbc.com/capital/columns/expat-guide
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161007-what-nobody-tells-you-about-becoming-the-boss
http://www.bbc.com/capital/columns/leader-board


10/14/2016 BBC  Capital  The psychology behind the subtle pressure to work when sick

http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161013thepsychologybehindthesubtlepressuretoworkwhensick 14/18

Longterm love is tough to find, even in Europe’s most single of societies

‘The fastest way for me to go insane would be to try to work regular hours’

Expats

The loneliest country for expats?

Expats Psychology

Workplace

Always on — and happy about it

http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/expats
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/psychology
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161005-this-might-be-the-loneliest-country-for-expats
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161006-the-upside-to-being-always-on-for-work
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161005-this-might-be-the-loneliest-country-for-expats
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/expats
http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161006-the-upside-to-being-always-on-for-work
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/workplace


10/14/2016 BBC  Capital  The psychology behind the subtle pressure to work when sick

http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161013thepsychologybehindthesubtlepressuretoworkwhensick 15/18

‘The fastest way for me to go insane would be to try to work regular hours’

Workplace Psychology Careers

Around the BBC

Future

Does sex define our personality?

http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/workplace
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/psychology
http://www.bbc.com/capital/tags/careers
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20161011-do-men-and-women-really-have-different-personalities
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20161011-do-men-and-women-really-have-different-personalities
http://www.bbc.com/future


10/14/2016 BBC  Capital  The psychology behind the subtle pressure to work when sick

http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161013thepsychologybehindthesubtlepressuretoworkwhensick 16/18

Future

The ultimate ocean explorer

Culture

Why are Canadians so funny?

Culture

http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20161005-the-robot-that-can-feel-the-world-around-it
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20161011-why-are-canadians-so-funny
http://www.bbc.com/future/story/20161005-the-robot-that-can-feel-the-world-around-it
http://www.bbc.com/future
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20161011-why-are-canadians-so-funny
http://www.bbc.com/culture
http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20161010-why-caravaggio-was-a-shocking-as-his-paintings
http://www.bbc.com/culture


10/14/2016 BBC  Capital  The psychology behind the subtle pressure to work when sick

http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161013thepsychologybehindthesubtlepressuretoworkwhensick 17/18

The artist as shocking as his paintings

Autos

Is this the next big hobby?

Autos

One artist's secret war on boring cars

http://www.bbc.com/culture/story/20161010-why-caravaggio-was-a-shocking-as-his-paintings
http://www.bbc.com/autos/story/20161012-the-next-big-pastime
http://www.bbc.com/autos/story/20161011-one-artists-secret-war-on-boring-cars
http://www.bbc.com/autos/story/20161012-the-next-big-pastime
http://www.bbc.com/autos
http://www.bbc.com/autos/story/20161011-one-artists-secret-war-on-boring-cars
http://www.bbc.com/autos


10/14/2016 BBC  Capital  The psychology behind the subtle pressure to work when sick

http://www.bbc.com/capital/story/20161013thepsychologybehindthesubtlepressuretoworkwhensick 18/18

Explore the BBC

Copyright © 2016 BBC. The BBC is not responsible for the content of external sites. Read about our approach to
external linking.

News Sport

Weather Shop

Earth Travel

Capital Culture

Autos Future

TV Radio

CBBC CBeebies

Food iWonder

Bitesize Music

Arts Make It Digital

Taster Nature

Local

Terms of Use About the BBC

Privacy Policy Cookies

Accessibility Help Parental Guidance

Contact the BBC Advertise with us

Ad choices

http://www.bbc.com/help/web/links/
http://www.bbc.com/news/
http://www.bbc.com/sport/
http://www.bbc.com/weather/
http://shop.bbc.com/
http://www.bbc.com/earth/
http://www.bbc.com/travel/
http://www.bbc.com/capital/
http://www.bbc.com/culture/
http://www.bbc.com/autos/
http://www.bbc.com/future/
http://www.bbc.com/tv/
http://www.bbc.com/radio/
http://www.bbc.com/cbbc
http://www.bbc.com/cbeebies
http://www.bbc.com/food/
http://www.bbc.com/iwonder
http://www.bbc.com/education
http://www.bbc.com/music/
http://www.bbc.com/arts/
http://www.bbc.com/makeitdigital
http://www.bbc.com/taster
http://www.bbc.com/nature/
http://www.bbc.com/local/
http://www.bbc.com/terms/
http://www.bbc.com/aboutthebbc/
http://www.bbc.com/privacy/
http://www.bbc.com/privacy/cookies/about
http://www.bbc.com/accessibility/
http://www.bbc.com/guidance/
http://www.bbc.com/contact/
http://advertising.bbcworldwide.com/
http://www.bbc.com/privacy/cookies/international/

