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Foreword
It is very refreshing that Hesan’s book addresses the emerging concept
called presenteeism. Presenteeism has been viewed from two different
angles: (a) the practice of coming to work despite illness, injury,
anxiety and so on, which results in reduced productivity (called
‘sickness presenteeism’), and (b) the practice of working long hours
without the real need to do so (called ‘non-sickness presenteeism’).
Literature indicates that presenteeism is an emerging issue in
organizations as it involves one of the biggest drains on employee
productivity. Hesan’s book explores the phenomenon of sickness presenteeism and its impact on employees’ productivity and work-related
conditions. More significantly, Hesan highlights the importance of
strategic approaches to managing presenteeism.
In recent decades, studies have revealed a high prevalence of sickness presenteeism among employees. Such employee behaviour hurts
output, quality of work-life and employee health. Unlike absenteeism,
sickness presenteeism among employees is not always noticeable.
Past studies reported that such employee behaviour costs U.S.
companies over USD150 billion a year, Australian businesses AUD25
billion a year, and Singapore businesses around SGD3.7 billion a
year. Some of the common health conditions that have been studied
by researchers include allergy/flu, asthma, diabetes, hypertension,
arthritis, back, neck and spinal problems, migraine headache and a
few others. However, most of these studies have been conducted in
Western societies which do not accurately reflect the prevalence of
sickness presenteeism in other regions and countries in the world.
Considering the huge drain of lost productive hours due to presenteeism, this book titled Presenteeism: The Invisible Costs to Employers by
Hesan is indeed an appropriate and timely contribution to the present
stock of knowledge.
In this book, Hesan reports on the outcomes of the three empirical
studies on presenteeism in Singapore. In the first study, he examined
the nature and extent of presenteeism in organizations operating in
Singapore (Chapter 5). In the second study, Hesan and his associates
examined the extent of lost productivity due to ‘chronic’ and ‘acute’
xvi
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health conditions. It also examined the productivity losses due to
presenteeism by managerial and non-managerial employees in
Singapore (Chapter 6). The third study explored in depth the reasons
for employees’ going to work despite being sick. From the studies
conducted in Singapore it was found that sickness presenteeism is
also prevalent among working adults in this country.
Hesan also discusses the issue of obesity and presenteeism. Experts
suggest that obese employees lose productive time and argue that
obesity causes or aggravates many health problems, both independently and in association with other diseases. They also concluded
that human obesity has serious consequences on health, including
increased risk of depression, non-insulin dependent diabetes mellitus,
cancer, rheumatoid and osteoarthritis, hypertension and heart
disease. Furthermore, literature indicates that obese workers tend to
incur greater productivity losses than non-obese co-workers. Another
issue that the author raises is the association of employees’ financial
and other non-sickness related difficulties with presenteeism.
From the literature it has been noted that workers are more likely to
go to work ill during economic downturns for job security, financial
reasons, work environment, time pressure, and various other reasons.
Presenteeism may also occur when there is shortage of skilled labour
of specific types in the market.
In the third study, the authors found that a number of
work-related factors (for example, work environment, stress, time
pressure, depression, employment conditions, sense of duty, long
working hour culture and psychological issues) were likely to influence the decision of employees going to work even when they were
sick. It was also noted that some of the findings from the studies in
Singapore were similar to those conducted in other countries.
Reduction of lost productive time due to sickness presenteeism has
become important in both public health and business perspectives.
In order to reduce presenteeism, employers may consider adapting
certain strategies for their organizations. In Chapter 8 of the book,
the author discusses in some details a number of options that
employers may consider in trying to manage presenteeism, including
health awareness programs, subsidies for general health screening,
and counselling for employees. It is to be noted that the benefits
of reducing sickness presenteeism are mutual where employees can
balance their health and work better, whereas employers benefit
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through reduced productivity losses and lower costs incurred by
sickness presenteeism. If such goals are achieved, it could ultimately
result in the creation of a healthy and competitive workforce, and a
healthy working environment that contributes to the development
of a strong foundation for organizational performance.
In conclusion, I highly commend Hesan for writing a very wellresearched and thought-provoking book that is both timely and
appropriate, especially at a time when many companies in Singapore
and the rest of Asia are very concerned with workforce productivity.
His findings and suggestions are indeed very valuable, and I strongly
recommend this book to all employers and human resource directors. It opens up a new and insightful perspective on how a company
should manage its workforce in order to achieve sustainable and
greater productivity.
Wee Chow Hou (C.H. Wee), PhD, BBM, PPA
Professor of Strategy and Marketing
Head, Division of Marketing and International Business
Senior Fellow, Institute on Asian Consumer Insight
(Former Head, Division of Strategy, Management and
Organization)
Nanyang Business School, Nanyang Technological University
Former Dean (1990–1999), Faculty of Business Administration and
Former Director (1990–1999), Graduate School of Business
National University of Singapore
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