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What drives the persistence of presenteeism as a
managerial value in hotels?: Observations noted
during an Irish work-life balance research project

John Cullen®, Andrew McLaughlin

Centre for Management Research, Irish Management Institute, Sandyford Road, Dublin 16, Ireland

Abstract

A research project on work-life balance and Irish hotel managers by McLaughlin and
Cullen (Managers and work-life balance: a case of Irish hospitality industry, Irish
Management Institute, Dublin) noted high levels of presenteeism amongst focus group
participants. This paper analyses the qualitative data obtained during this project with a view
to identifying drivers of this finding and discusses possible consequences for hotel managers.
Presenteeism is found to be embedded in narratives of managerial identity and in the
management culture of the hotel industry. Three core rationales, which present at
organisational and environmental levels, are proposed as forces that reinforce presenteeism
as a managerial value in hotels.
© 2004 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Presenteeism

Cooper (1998) defines presenteeism as ‘an overwhelming need to put in more
hours or, at the very least, appear to be working very long hours.” Lowe (2002)
demonstrates how it manifests itself in two distinct employee behaviours: ‘First,
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presenteeism can mean putting in excessive work hours as a perverse expression of
commitment or a way of coping with nagging job insecurity... . Second,
presenteeism also describes employees going to work sick or injured.” Presenteeism
creates myriad difficulties for individual workers and organisations. At an individual
level, there is strong empirical evidence of the correlation between increase in
working hours and serious health problems (Sokejima and Kagamimori, 1998;
Kivimaki et al., 2000), family difficulties and life dissatisfaction (Adams et al., 1996 ).
At an organisational level, presenteeism has been found to adversely impact
employee effectiveness and productivity (Cooper, 1998; Lowe, 2002) and generate
costs to the organisation (The Worklife Report; Anonymous, 2002). Cooper (1998)
attributes the emergence of presenteeism as a general trend to widespread
downsizing during the early 1990s. This led to substantial job insecurity amongst
managers who inherited ‘the ‘““dual status” of being part of a reduced and
increasingly insecure core’ (Simpson, 1998). The paradox of presenteeism is that it
creates a work culture that demands managers to be physically present whilst
simultaneously corroding their mental capacity to be productive and perform
effectively. Organisations affected by presenteeism become treadmill cultures that
exhaust their managers’ strengths and skills for no additional gain, and often at a
huge loss. Marcus (2001) states:

Like a wave hitting a beachfront and eroding the shoreline... the phenomenon
now commonly known as “presenteeism” is slowing and invisibly eroding the
effectiveness of the American workforce. Presenteeism signifies that a number of
employees, even those with perfect attendance records on the job, are nonetheless
working with impairments and disabilities that cause them to perform less
effectively. This results in employers’ losing up to 32 times as much productivity
from presenteeism as from absenteeism.

2. Irish national culture and Irish hospitality industry culture

It is often difficult to appraise a national culture that is undergoing a process of
fundamentally re-evaluating its identity. In recent decades, Irish national culture has
rapidly undergone a fundamental set of transformations that is unrivalled on a
global scale in terms of intensity and pace (Peillon, 2002).

Some findings on Irish work culture are briefly presented here with a view to
developing a specific picture of how Irish national culture might contribute to the
persistance of presenteeism as a managerial value. Hofstede (1980) found that
Irish work culture reports low uncertainty avoidance (i.e. Irish managers
have a greater willingness to take risks) and high assertiveness or ambitiousness.
Ashkanasy et al. (2002) found that along with other countries in the ‘Anglo
Cluster’, Ireland is characterised by individualistic performance orientations and
that Irish people view effective leadership as affected by a combination of
charismatic inspiration and a participative style. These findings are important
because they report cultural expectations and values with regard to management
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activity and these expectations apply to managerial work values in the Irish
hospitality sector.

The observations discussed in this paper arose from research that aimed to
examine work-life balance practices and policies in the Irish hotel sector, and to
develop an understanding of the work-life balance needs of hotel managers.

A series of four focus groups was undertaken with 27 hotel managers across
Ireland. Although there were considerable differences in the age profiles of the
participants, all had significant experience in the Irish hotel industry. The overall
findings of the research project have been published elsewhere (McLaughlin and
Cullen, 2003). One key finding of the research was that ‘managers consider work-life
balance a priority for employees, but managers still persist in working long hours to
the extent that a presenteeism management style is widespread’. Presenteeism was
identified strongly and repeatedly as a force in the management culture of the Irish
Hotel industry. The researchers decided to re-examine the qualitative data obtained
in an attempt to uncover possible drivers of presenteeism in the sector.

3. Presenteeism as a managerial value in hotels

Despite the recognition of presenteeism as a relatively recent phenomenon
amongst managers in general, our research found that it has been part of the
industry in Ireland for a much longer time. This is reflected in statements from
participants in our focus groups:

The hospitality industry used to be like the priesthood. You joined up and your
personal life disappeared. (Hotel Manager, Male).

Many [hotel] owners worked huge hours themselves and have similar expectations
of their managers. (Hotel Manager, Male).

There is a perception of the industry that excessive hours are worked. However,
it’s not demanded of people, but the culture dictates that it happens that way.
(Hotel Manager, Female).

Despite there being a greater awareness of the unconstructive nature of managerial
presenteeism in hotels, there was strong agreement across the four focus groups that
it continued to be widespread in practice. The persistence of presenteeism as a value
became evident through the participants personal narratives on the development of
their own identities as managers. Two of these narratives are used to exemplify this:

Narrative One:

A participant discussed how his first job, after completing second level education,
involved working long hours in a hotel in the Dublin area during the 1980s when
employment was scarce. Following a lengthy period when the participant worked
every waking hour, a family member, concerned for the participant’s wellbeing,
contacted the hotel manager to request that he be granted some time off.
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The following day the participant was informed that if he couldn’t handle the
hours required that he might be better suited to working in another industry.

Narrative Two:

A female owner/manager related how she had been born into the hotel business
and had observed her parents running a hotel in a very hands-on fashion for most
of her formative years. She worked in hotels at a management level before
running and developing her own properties. She reflected that her own children
were raised in the hotel environment. She recounted instances when family
concerns competed strongly with her working commitments. This latter narrative
ended with a very interesting statement: “When my mother was able to do it in her
time, it was a different story.’

These narratives provide explicit examples of how presenteeism becomes a value at
an early stage, either through enculturation as a hotel manager or through an early
personal life experience, and is then expressed through managerial behaviours. These
managerial behaviours transmitted these values to trainees or newly appointed hotel
managers. Hofstede (1991) states: “Values are acquired in one’s early youth, mainly
in the family and in the neighbourhood, and later at school. By the time a child is 10
years old, most of its basic values have been programmed into its mind.
Organisational practices, on the other hand, are learned through socialisation at
the workplace, which most people enter as adults, i.e. with the bulk of their values
firmly in place. For occupational values the place of socialisation is the school or
university, and the time is in between childhood and adulthood.’

Presentecism as a value and a behaviour appears to be programmed into managers
in the hotel industry at a formative stage, be it at a personal, organisational or an
occupational level. Despite this, hotel managers are aware of the dangers of
presenteeism and many have taken steps to address this issue. Some who had actively
taken steps to re-align their work-life balance found that their management skills had
improved:

You need to get away or you just get bitter and twisted and don’t see the whole
picture. (Hotel Manager, Male).

If you’re not fit, you’re not fit for work (Hotel Manager, Female).

In very general terms, the researchers noted that female participants appeared to
be driven to question presenteeism as a managerial value by changes in their family
circumstances, while male participants tended to re-evaluate it as a result of concern
for their health.

Despite an awareness that presenteeism is a value that does not always result in
positive managerial behaviours, it was noticeable that managers persisted in
behaving in a way that demonstrated a strong attachment to unnecessarily long
working hours. Our re-examination of the qualitative data produced a suggestion
that managers attempted to reduce this dissonance by justifying their presenteeism
through three core rationales, which presented at organisational and environmental
levels.



514 J. Cullen, A. McLaughlin /| Hospitality Management 25 (2006) 510-516

The first of these rationales is based on the strong opinion or belief of hotel
managers that they have a clear duty to provide emotional support for their staff.
Some participants estimated that they spent up to 40% of their time ‘counselling’
staff members, despite not being trained to do this. The participants also noted that
the issue of work-life balance was growing in importance in the hospitality sector.
Ironically, facilitating work-life balance for staff resulted in additional pressures for
managers.

It is the managers responsibility to make sure his or her staff’s work-life balance
needs are being met. (Hotel Manager, Male).

General managers are conditioned to work hard, but have to stop staff members
from working excessive hours. (Hotel Manager, Male).

Managers in hotels demonstrate high levels of care and concern for their staff and
for their organisations. Participants told stories of abandoning family and personal
events and commitments to assist in resolving minor crises that had emerged at an
organisational level. This level of ‘care’ for staff and the organisation may indicate
the presence of strong emotional drivers for presentee management cultures.

The second rationale is that hotel managers are highly conscious that they are
perceived as the public face of the hotel and that they offer ‘brand value’ in being
continually present.

In this business you’re the brand image and if you’re not there the brand is
diminished. (Hotel Manager, Male).
The wedding would go fine if I wasn’t there but the brides mother expects me to
be there. (Hotel Manager, Female).

The third rationale communicated by managers is the actual nature of the industry
itself, which is simultaneously customer facing and operates 24 h and 7 days a week.
The hotel is a complex organisation in which several distinct operations work
synchronously to provide a quality product to its customer. This generates huge
challenges for managers.

There is a dog nipping at your heels in hotels, to move on, move on, be successful.
(Hotel Manager, Female).

4. Discussion

Ashkanasy et al. (2002) finding that Ireland is characterised by individualistic
performance orientations and that Irish people view effective leadership as affected
by a combination of charismatic inspiration and a participative style appears to be
true in the case of hotel managers. Irish hotel managers are highly committed to their
operations and several focus group participants recounted incidences of regularly
becoming involved in operational work during busy periods and when staff members
were unexpectedly absent due to illness or for other reasons.
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Although Cooper (1998) noted that presenteeism emerged as a general trend
during widespread downsizing in the 1990s, it appears that this trend may have
reinforced, rather than re-established, presenteeism amongst managers in Irish
hotels. Presenteeism has been part of the management cultures of Irish hotels for
some time. Despite managers being aware of it as a negative force at an individual
level, long working hours continue to persist as a work value at the level of
organisational culture and at the level of individual identity for managers.

The initial purpose of this research was to gain an appreciation of work-life
balance practices in the Irish hotel sector and presenteeism emerged as a key concern
in this research. The limitations of this paper are that it is based on qualitative data
obtained in a small sample and the findings need to be tested and verified by research
using a larger population sample or in-depth ethnographic methodologies.

It is hoped, nevertheless, that this paper will provide a useful ‘jumping-off” point
into the reasons why presenteeism continues to persist as a work value amongst
managers in Irish hotels. More importantly, it is hoped that it might uncover
possible solutions to an unconstructive and unhelpful practice that appears to have
become embedded in the culture of the Irish hotel industry.
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