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Abstract 

The purpose of the paper is to develop the emergent notion of leaveism by drawing on concepts 

related to work intensification (WI) and ideal worker (IW) norms. The argument driving the paper is 

leaveism can be developed from being associated with presenteeism and absence, to being an 

emergent and expanding domain of work where WI, IW norms and ICTs intersect. An Internet-based 

self-reporting survey (n=959), capturing quantitative and qualitative data, aimed at UK-based 

management and professional employees, was used to explore such conceptual proposals. The key 

findings include how leaveism appears informed by IW and WI norms, and facilitated by ICTs. Further 

findings give rise to the concerns for the sustainability of leaveism because of the impact of such 

practice on employee well-being. The findings help in asserting a range of theoretical and policy 

implications for organisations, trade unions/professional bodies and governments. A range of future 

research is set out, including a consideration of how leaveism is likely to have been changed in the 

wake of how organisations and employees have responded to the challenges and aftermath of the 

Covid-19 pandemic. 
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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. 

(Quotes depicting the lived experience of leaveism). 

Introduction 

According to the first scholars to identify and conceptualise leaveism, such practice is made up of one 

or combination of the following:  

(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). 

The description by Hesketh et al. implies an employee-led practice, yet the quotes above, based on 

lived experience, suggests leaveism appears more about employees, directed by organisations, to pick 

up work, almost certainly via information communication technologies (ICTs), breaching traditional 

work-life-balance, annual leave and sickness absence leave boundaries. 

There is currently little research considering leaveism, but what has been done sheds important light 

on an emergent, growing, but largely unrecognised set of practices, occurring at the work-life interface 

(McMillan et al., 2011).  For example, CIPD (2018) suggests Type 1 leaveism occurs in 37% of 

workplaces; Type 2 in 57% of workplaces; and Type 3 in 33% of workplaces. Leaveism appears closely 

linked to managerial and professional employment (e.g., see Hesketh et al., 2015; Houdmont et al. 

2018), where employees are salaried and have an established understanding of working “beyond 

contract”. Where research has captured prevalence of leaveism, the findings support the view of such 

groups performing high-levels of leaveism (e.g., see Houdmont et al. 2018). 

Importantly, despite familiar accounts of over-work and stressed employees, leaveism represents a 

conceptual blind spot, only recently attended to by scholars of work organisations. More specifically, 

leaveism is currently conceptualised (e.g., see Hesketh and Cooper, 2014) as sitting between and 

overlapping with presenteeism, situations employees are physically present but functionally absent 

(Cooper and Lu, 2016), and absenteeism, leave when sick (Bierla et al., 2013). Figure 1 depicts the 
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current take on leaveism and adapted to include the three types of leaveism identified by Hesketh et 

al. (2014).  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 1: Leaveism 

However, given shades of methodological individualism (Jenkins, 1999), as well as newness, 

relatedness and familiarity, it would be remiss to take current understandings at face value. This is 

because leaveism appears characterised by work intensification (WI) (e.g., Green, 2001, Boxall and 

Macky, 2014), ideal worker (IW), norms of commitment and availability (Reid, 2015), and growing 

organisation dependence on ICTs (Green, 2004; Bittman et al., 2008; Chesley, 2014). Indeed, further 

research links such practices to increased job insecurity, lowered career opportunities, and ever-

stricter sickness absence policies (Gerich, 2015). Crucially, leaveism has been associated with low job 

satisfaction where high satisfaction is historically common (Ibid.). Overall, more research is required 

because little has been done to quantify and understand what can be done to minimise or reverse the 

effects of leaveism (Miller, 2016), effects appearing harmful and unsustainable for organisations and 

employees.  

In short, a key priority is to expand current notions, exploring links between WI, IW norms, ICTs and 

leaveism. As such, the broad aim of the paper is to get empirically and conceptually “under the skin” 

of leaveism. A more specific aim is to develop a wider conceptualisation based on leaveism, 

questioning the sustainable of such practices, and relating it to WI, IW norms and ICTs. Four research 
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3) dependent on ICTs, 

4) a sustainable practice? 

Considering the problematic nature of leaveism, a further aim is to provide policy recommendations 

regarding such practice. 

The aims are explored as follows. First, a prototype conceptual understanding of leaveism is 

developed, forged out of links between notions of WI, IW norms and ICTs. Second, the methodology 

used is described and discussed. Third, an analysis and discussion of findings is presented based on 

WI, IW, ICTs and sustainability. A final section addresses research questions, considers evidence for a 

developed conceptualisation of leaveism, sums up contributions and wider implications, and ends 

with future research recommendations. 

Developing the concept of leaveism 

Leaveism currently represents a blind spot in studies of organisations, linked to presenteeism and 

absenteeism (see Figure 1). The aim here is to further develop leaveism (see Figure 2) drawing on 

concepts related to WI and IW norms, weaving in how ICTs relate to WI and IW norms. 

Work intensification 

WI is defined in a range of ways. However, Green’s (2001) definition is drawn on due to wide 

referencing of his WI work. Green defines WI in relation to increased ‘work effort’, ‘pace of work’ and 

‘number of hours worked’. The definition allows WI to be understood in a range of ways. The definition 

allows links to be drawn between leaveism and WI, in that working remotely in the evening and 

weekends, or when taking sick or annual leave, represents an extension to the amount of effort, pace 

and number of hours worked, especially in salaried employment. 

Further terms have emerged in more recent times, however, indicating a nuanced, evolving and 

growing interest in the subjective side to WI. From a managerialist perspective, WI is seen as 

‘increased productivity’, typically extracted from labour using ‘high performance work systems’ 

(Tregaskis et al., 2013). In contrast, most WI theorists, such as Dupret and Pultz (online early), apply 

an employee perspective, defining WI as ‘unsustainable conditions for staff’, with a range of practices 

designed to exploit employees and de-humanise employment. Further, Moen et al. (2013) use the 

term ‘work overload’ to explore WI among employees with high-status jobs. The rise of WI appears to 

intersect with the increased application of ICTs. For instance, Bittman et al.’s (2008) coined the term 
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‘time pressure’ to reflect increased use of mobile technologies by employees, with such use leading 

to an employee sense of feeling ‘harried’, especially in non-working time. Further, Chesley’s (2014) 

research introduces the terms ‘work pacing’, ‘work interruption’ and ‘amount of multitasking’, 

capturing the increased work involved in been given a company mobile phone.  

WI as a practice and source of scholarly debate proliferated in the 1980s, with the manufacturing 

industry and craft or low-skilled labour centre stage (Green, 2001). However, linked to the rise of ICTs, 

WI began to spread across industries, sectors and wider occupational groups (e.g., Green, 2004; 

Bittman et al., 2008; Chesley, 2014). Key drivers of WI included “new” management practices, such 

as, high commitment human resource policies (Green, 2004). Further factors in WI included a decline 

of trade union power (Green, 2004) and the 2008 financial crisis/rise of austerity (Smith, 2016).  

At such times attention was also given to employee impact of WI. Some considered the positive or 

neutral impacts of such practices, including how to mitigate against WI (e.g., Chillakuri and Vanka, 

2021). Many, however, explored the reality of WI for employees. For example, how a work Internet-

enabled mobile phone quickly turns from being a “perk” to a sense of harassment in private time, and 

inability to “switch off” from work (Cavazotte et al., 2014; Chesley, 2014). Such intrusion led to lower 

job satisfaction (Brown, 2012) and questions about the lasting effects of coping strategies (Tregaskis 

et al., 2013). WI, it seems, only turned out to be “sustainable” in cases where employees are said to 

be ‘addicted to work’ or a ‘workaholic’ (Li et al., 2020), or can continuously live up to IW norms (Reid, 

2015). More generally, the WI consequences for employees are negative. For instance, research 

suggests WI has a negative impact on employee well-being (e.g., Boxall and Macky, 2014; Le Fevre et 

al., 2015; Mackenzie et al., online early), often exhibited via fatigue, stress and anxiety. Mariappanadar 

(2014), moreover, found WI to cause harm beyond the immediate workforce, citing families and wider 

society as victims of productivity drives. Wider research suggests WI is a key ingredient of 

contemporary workplace conflict, linking WI to absence and turnover (Boggis, 2001), conflict and 

discontent (Mulholland, 2004) and dissatisfaction with overall working conditions (Neirotti, 2020). In 

contrast, research reveals how extreme WI substantially inhibits resistance, suggesting employees 

subject to high-levels of pressure, intensity and excessive working hours, fail to see their experiences 

as extreme, despite a negative impact on health and work-life-balance (Peticca-Harris et al., 2015). 

Large scale studies reveal inequalities in experiencing WI (Le Fevre et al., 2015). For example, 

professionals, women, full-time, public sector, and members of trade unions, represent the groups 

most likely to be stressed and have their work-life balance disrupted by WI. 
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Managerial and professional employment features widely in the WI literature, with WI research 

focusing on the work of corporate professional and managers (Moen et al., 2013), academics (Sang et 

al., 2015), public sector professions (Hebson et al., 2003), corporate law professionals (Cavazotte et 

al., 2014), healthcare professionals (Hyde et al, 2009; Li et al., 2020) and game developers (Peticca-

Harris et al., 2015). Findings reveal how WI variously intersects with professional identity or ethos. For 

example, academics can and are willing to absorb many of the pressures associated with WI, 

principally because prioritising work, having few outside interests and being single-minded, are 

inherent norms in such employment (Sang et al., 2015). Further, pressure to compromise over 

professional identity is also revealed in the work of Hebsen et al. (2003) and Hyde et al. (2009). WI in 

such instances is said to represent a major threat to public sector ethos and healthcare values, yet 

resistance to WI, paradoxically, can lead to a lowered sense of job satisfaction.  

The ideal worker 

The notion of an “ideal worker” pre-dates recent trends in WI and the rise of ICTs in day-to-day 

working life. However, despite being a ubiquitous set of ideals (Granberg, 2015), IW norms only 

entered the lexicon of organisation studies in the early 1990s, with Acker (1990) outlining how 

industrial history is littered with organisations seeking to attract the most desirable types of employee, 

employees totally committed to, and always available for work. However, IW norms, as well as 

potential links to leaveism, are more nuanced than employee commitment and availability. For 

instance, IWs norms are highly resilient and remain extraordinarily contemporary, rising to stark 

prominence with the Covid-19 pandemic, a time where many women employees faced the impossible 

task of keeping up with work, while caring and schooling “from home” (Williams, 2020). 

However, what constitutes IW “norms” is most crucial to note given the focus on managerial and 

professional employment, and how such occupational groupings disproportionately perform 

leaveism. A review of IW literature reveals the following. Historically, IW norms are associated with 

white, heterosexual men, coupled to a stay-at-home wife (Davies and Frink, 2014). Over time, IWs 

norms have been associated with loyalty to the culture of their profession (Turco, 2010), including 

eschewing the militancy of organised labour (Granberg, 2015). Further IW norms include acting 

rational, being a strong leader, and not burdened by family (Brumley, 2014). Moreover, IW norms 

constitute prioritisation of career (Poorhosseinzadeh and Strahan, online early), strong professional 

identity (Reid, 2015), working long hours (Lupu et al., online early) and long-term continuous 

employment (Carney, 2009). Further, more contemporary IW norms include being physically (Sang et 

al., 2015) and “virtually” mobile (Hirst and Schwabenland, 2018).  
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Behind such IW norms, however, is the harsh reality of modern employment, with many aspiring to 

such norms facing many challenges. IW norms, moreover, are linked to the rise of both WI and ICTs. 

For instance, Foster and Wass (2012) found WI to be increasingly intertwined with IW norms, 

suggesting over time increasing numbers will fall short of such norms (Foster, 2018). Likewise, Kelly et 

al. (2010) uncovered how IW norms are increasingly linked to performance management initiatives, 

adding weight to a sense of IW norms being increasingly unattainable. Interestingly, research suggests 

WI disrupts professional groups that aspire or expected to meet IW norms (Sang et al., 2015), with 

such employees facing job or career penalties if they fail to keep up or voluntarily give up aspiring to 

such norms. 

Finally, while IW norms are not meant to include resistance-like behaviour, research suggests those 

adhering to such norms can also resist them. Resistance in this sense is about shaping certain IW 

norms, rather than rejecting them. For instance, research has found employees fighting to have 

previously taboo health concerns adopted into organisational policy and practice (Atkinson et al., 

online early), women resist systemic failures to reflect family norms (Brumley, 2014), and disabled 

employees have been found to leverage IW norms to hold organisations accountable to their equality 

and diversity policies (Jammaers and Zanoni, 2021). However, in many cases, resistance is often 

individualistic and typically pursued without a trade union. Concerningly, as Kelly et al. (2010) notes, 

sustained resistance to IW norms is often not possible, as executive employees often manoeuvre to 

shut down challenges to dominant and pervasive masculine work cultures. 

Summary 

The notion of there being conceptual links between WI, IW norms and ICTs, and leaveism appears 

partly confirmed by the discussion so far.  Further, there seems to be a clear sense of how such 

practices appear problematic for organisations and employees, especially in the case of WI. 

In more detail, leaveism appears heavily intertwined with the contemporary, emergent and growing 

manifestation of WI, with leaveism hidden on the margins of work for the majority of industrialisation, 

but coming of age in large part due to advances in ICTs and demands for work flexibility and balance. 

Second, leaveism appears informed by IW norms, that is, those most likely to undertake such 

practices, managerial and professional employees, are traditionally bound by strong working values 

likely to be key to unlocking commitment and availability to work in a range of manners away from 

the traditional work setting. Third, leaveism is made possible by advances in ICTs, broadly the same 

technologies required to facilitate WI and sustain, facilitate and advance IW norms. Fourth, leaveism, 



8 

 

as is the case with WI and IW norms, appears unsustainable, leading to concerns with employee well-

being.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Developments in the concept of leaveism 

Therefore, it is proposed leaveism is more than a link between presenteeism and absenteeism, and in 

all probability, represents an expanding domain of work, found at the work-life interface, and located 

at an intersection of WI, IW norms and increased embeddedness of ICTs in managerial and 

professional employment. Figure 2 summarises such views, representing the sum of the paper so far, 

as well as a basis to move to the next stage of the current research. 
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Methodology 

Method, participant recruitment and demographics 

The research draws on data generated from an Internet-based self-reporting survey, an inexpensive 

and rapid means to gather data from geographically spread prospective participants (Seak and 

Enderwick, 2008). UK-based employees with experience of performing leaveism were recruited 

through a survey link distributed via social media. More specifically, the lead author used mainly 

Twitter to attract interest to the survey. The approach was used because such methods are efficient, 

low-cost and capable of producing scalable findings (Arigo et al., 2018). The recruitment method was 

also deemed appropriate because prospective participants were assumed to make extensive use of 

ICTs, including social media. The survey ran between 2 January and 31 December 2019. To avoid 

recruitment of non-qualifying respondents, the survey was prefixed by questions based on 

employment status (employed and not self-employed) and geographical location (UK and non-UK). 

Because of this approach, 77 self-employed and non-UK based participants were excluded.  

In total1, 1237 took part, with 959 self-identifying as having Level 4 skill levels (ONS, no date), jobs 

defined by senior managerial responsibilities or professional occupational status. In wider 

demographic terms, 72.7% were women/31.2% men, 84.8% non-disabled/13.7% disabled. In terms of 

age, 32.9% were 35-44 years old, 31.1%/45-54, 22.7%/25-34, 11.4%/55-64. The vast majority (87.2%) 

were employed on an “open-ended’ contract of employment, with a similar majority (88.2%) full-time 

employed. The sample was dominated by employees of unionised organisations (83.0%), largely 

employed in the public sector (71.0%). 10% were employed in the private sector and 9.4% in the third 

sector. Further, 80.2% were employed by large employers (500 employees plus).  

Research design 

The survey was designed based on themes emerging from academic, grey and journalistic-styled 

literature (e.g., types of leaveism, reasons to perform leaveism, access to sick pay, job security, well-

being, trends in leaveism, flexible working, annual leave allowances). The survey was divided into two 

sections. The first section, entitled ‘personal experiences of leaveism’, explored types of leaveism 

performed, why leaveism was performed (based on 10 employer and 9 employee drivers of leaveism 

 
1 All above excludes those who preferred not to answer or were not sure of an answer to questions based on 
demographics. 

 



10 

 

– see Table 1), impact on well-being, changes in leaveism performed over the last 3 years. Leaveism, 

as defined by Hesketh et al. (2014), led the survey introduction. Then on, leaveism was presented in 

neutral terms, allowing respondents to explore experiences with minimal guidance. The final question 

in the section encouraged personal experiences and views on leaveism. This question led to 48.9% of 

participants volunteering rich/lived experience accounts of leaveism, how employees live through and 

respond to performing such acts (Boylorn, 2008). Such comments generated 30,000 words plus of 

qualitative data.  

The second part was entitled ‘about you’ and aimed at collecting demographic data related to UK 

region, sex, disability, age range, job skill levels, unionisation, flexible working, well-being, annual 

leave, sector of employment, sick pay arrangements, contract of employment.  

 External drivers – organisational pressures to perform leaveism 

1 To stop work piling up 

2 Work just seems to increasingly spill-over into my private life 

3 It’s so easy to be in touch with work these days 

4 We are short-staffed 

5 It is expected of me by my employer/boss 

6 I am shamed into working in this way 
7 I’m required to be in touch with colleagues and/or clients who are in different time zones to me 

8 I have an impairment/do not experience reasonable adjustments 

9 I am a staff rep and this role creates time pressures on my job 

10 I only do it when there is a new project to work on 

 Internal drivers – employee pressures to perform leaveism 

1 I feel insecure if I do not complete all the tasks and roles I am expected to do 

2 I find it hard to balance work and non-work life 

3 I love my job/my job is more than a job 

4 I fear losing my job/redundancy 

5 I find it hard to delegate work 

6 I am disorganised/have poor time-management skills 

7 I’m looking to be promoted 

8 I get bored when I am not at work/taking annual leave 

9 I like to impress my boss 

Table 1: Survey options regarding external and internal leaveism drivers 

Data analysis 

Due to the collection of quantitative and qualitative data, two approaches to analysis were required. 

First, descriptive statistics were generated, representing a vital first stage to more advanced analyses 

(Jupp, 2006), e.g., aiming to explore how much leaveism is performed over time was deemed sufficient 

for the current paper, even if the data gather could be analysed using more advanced forms of 

analysis. Second, qualitative data was subject to template analysis (King, 2004). In this instance, priori 
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codes include types of leaveism, well-being, WI, IW norms, ICTs. Ad hoc codes included the finer 

details of priori codes. 

Research ethics 

The survey came with a range of minor, but important ethical dilemmas. Dilemmas included expected 

unfamiliarity and possible confusion over the term “leaveism”, as well as how respondents may have 

had damaging experiences of such practice. Steps to overcome ethical dilemmas included clear/lay 

details of the study on the survey’s first page, plus at the end, a recommendation to speak to a line 

manager, HR professional or trade union representative if negatively affected by anything arising from 

the survey. The study received full ethical approval from the institution of the lead author. 

Limitations 

The convenience sample approach, based on accessing the most ready, willing and able to participate 

(Saumure and Given, 2008), led to skewing of participation towards a range of individual and 

organisational demographics. That said, while the sample is overly defined by women, full-time, 

unionised and public sector employees, such demographics are disproportionately associated with WI 

(Le Fevre et al., 2015). While the survey was not designed precisely to develop the concept of leaveism 

as per Figure 2, it was designed to deliver a large and wide range of data, data sufficiently variable and 

flexible to fit within the scope of the current research. In addition, the captured data represents the 

largest known attempt to gather data exclusively on leaveism, as well as first to gather data based on 

the lived experience of leaveism. Importantly, by accident rather than by design, the survey captured 

data immediately prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, describing a time before work and leaveism may 

have changed for good. 

Analysis and discussion of findings 

In this section survey data are analysed/discussed according to key themes and research questions. 

The four sections are based on WI, IW norms, ICTs and sustainability of leaveism. 

Work intensification and leaveism 

The survey captured many ways to link WI to leaveism. For instance, 85.3% of respondents 

experienced at least two if not three types of leaveism. Indeed, types 2 and 3 of leaveism were almost 

universally performed (94.5% and 88.9% respectively), with 35.0% using allocated time to work when 
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unwell. Together, this suggests an extension of working hours for managerial and professional 

employees into areas traditionally characterised by family life, leisure or ill-health. 

In terms of drivers (see Table 1), organisational pressures characterise the top four leaveism drivers– 

stop work piling up (90.0%), work spilling into private life (61.4%), ease of staying in touch (53.2%) and 

short-staffing (44.2%). Such findings indicate use of coping mechanisms (Tregaskis et al., 2013), 

advancements in the use of mobile technologies for work (Bittman et al., 2008) and downsizing 

initiatives (Boxall and Macky, 2014), as key in leaveism. Further links emerge when connecting 

leaveism with WI. For example, while 98.6% reported at least one external influence, only 80.7% 

reported at least one internal. In other words, 19.3% reported no internal influences, while 1.4% 

reported no external influences. Of note, however, is how respondents reported a larger number of 

external (3069) than internal influences (1789). In other words, 71.5% reported more external 

influences than internal. Importantly, respondents reported on average 3.2 external influences versus 

1.9 internal, further strengthening links between WI and leaveism. In short, while IW norms link to WI, 

the data in this instance is indicative of leaveism equating to work overload (Moen et al., 2013). 

The survey revealed additional indicators of WI. For instance, 67.0% reported over the last three years 

the amount of leaveism has somehow increased. Findings suggest 12.6% of respondents felt the 

amount of leaveism they perform in such time has increased slightly, 22.3 % moderately, and 32.0% 

significantly. WI is further evident in terms of annual leave uptake. In this instance, while 26.2% take 

their full annual leave always, the rest variously do not. Overall, while there is no baseline to explore 

precise amounts of leaveism performed or annual leave uptake, open comments could help with 

understandings of what excess leaveism and lack of annual leave looks like. 

WI featured widely in respondent comments. Comments ranged from mild annoyance to distress of 

excessive working. While effort and pace of work was periodically implied, the number of hours 

involved in leaveism dominated (Green, 2001): 

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). 

Before I was in a teaching-specialist role I could switch off during holidays. Now it’s just impossible - even 

when students are mailing I am concerned as to whether they have everything they need/I am expected to 

give them (Academic). 

… I also don't mind working the odd weekend when an important task is particularly pressing. I really resent 

regular weekend working - it stops me from recovering and enjoying hobbies. I really really resent losing 

holiday time to work (Senior Manager).  
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As can be seen, the lived experience of leaveism involves work encroaching and colonising areas of 

employee life traditionally out of bounds, often to the displeasure of the employee’s family members. 

Added to this is a sense of leaveism being far from an intermittent commitment, and no guarantee it 

will not grow further. More specifically, such experience links well to stress caused by WI (Le Fevre et 

al., 2015) and harm beyond the workplace (Mariappanadar, 2014). Further, those performing leaveism 

experience a sense of harassment and being harried (Bittman et al., 2008; Cavazotte et al., 2014; 

Chesley, 2014), low job satisfaction (Brown, 2012), and punished in a way for being virtually mobile 

(Hirst and Schwabenland, 2018), all of which fits closely with the subjective experience of WI.  

While both datasets provide further reason to link leaveism to WI (see Figure 2) the story of how 

managerial and professional employees come to perform such acts is incomplete. 

Ideal worker norms and leaveism 

Indeed, despite substantial drawbacks, managerial and professional employees appear wedded to 

leaveism, performing more leaveism than three years ago, and commonly sacrificing annual leave. 

Could it be that leaveism is also linked to employee commitment and availability (Reid, 2015)? As such, 

this sub-section explores internal drivers (see Table 1) to further assess the proposed conceptual 

framework set out in Figure 2.  

When considering internal drivers, not all drivers can be associated with IW norms. Indeed, the 

internal drivers closest linked to IW norms are numbered 1, 3, 7-9 in Table 1. The survey suggests two 

drivers resonate extensively with respondents. For instance, 42.3% perform leaveism because of a 

sense of insecurity if work remains unfinished. Such sentiments appear indicative of managerial and 

professional employee commitment to their work (Acker, 1990). Also prominent in the findings, 34.5% 

perform leaveism because of a “love” for their job, indicating strong levels of job loyalty (Turco, 2010). 

Such love also indicates de-prioritisation of non-work interests (Sang et al., 2015) and few problems 

committing to long hours (Lupu et al., online early). Equally so, but less commonly reported, 7.0% 

perform leaveism to relieve boredom. Further internal drivers include 9.7% performing leaveism as a 

promotion strategy, while 6.4% do extra work at home, when sick and on holiday, to “impress the 

boss”. However, it seems reasonable to suggest the internal drivers are informed to an extent by 

employer expectations, with a good deal of what drives employees internally to perform such acts 

based around “getting on” or compliance. 

Interestingly, while it was expected there would be less data linking leaveism with IW norms, than 

leaveism and WI, evidence of managerial and professional employees performing leaveism for entirely 
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personal reasons was very limited. Below represents just two from a handful of comments indicating 

such commitment and availability: 

… The only way I could complete my tasks in normal working hours is if I worked to a poor standard which I 

am not prepared to do (Academic). 

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

In the main, however, evidence to associate leaveism with WI norms predominantly took the form of 

managerial and professional employees performing such acts to fall in with the IW norms of their 

employer, evidenced in the examples below: 

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). 

… As a small organisation there is an expectation to put in a bit more than the usual work week with a 'we're 

all in this together' mentality… (Accountant). 

Such quotes not only link leaveism with IW norms, they also reveal links between WI and leaveism, 

with WI largely arising out of expectations to do more, and such expectations “piggybacking” on IW 

norms. The findings, moreover, suggest varying tensions between leaveism and IW norms, with WI 

prominent in such tensions.  For instance, commitment to leaveism appears to compromise 

professional identities (Sang et al., 2015) and a sense of service (Hebsen et al., 2003; Hyde et al., 2009). 

Further, on one hand, leaveism appears a trigger for resistance, yet on the other, suggests resistance 

is not possible (Kelly et al., 2010), severely inhibited or rarely imagined (Peticca-Harris et al., 2015), 

surprising as most respondents have access to a trade union. 

Overall, there appears to be evidence to indicate leaveism is partly driven by IW norms and partly by 

WI (see Figure 2). However, the findings also suggest for the most part IW norms based on 

organisational agendas are more likely to result in leaveism. 

ICTs and leaveism 

A relationship between leaveism and ICTs is widely apparent already, even if it has been explored in 

indirect/implicit terms. Regarding specifics, it is perhaps the notion of work being so accessible that 

indicates the closest link between ICTs and leaveism, with many respondents (52.3%) performing 

leaveism because it is often just a “click” away. A further finding is leaveism involves 12.0% of 

respondents required to stay in touch with colleagues in different time zones, signifying international 

business as a key driver of leaveism. 
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While a range of terms appear in the qualitative findings, e.g., WhatsApp, Twitter, phone, Internet, 

Cloud, technology, ShareDrive; acting on emails and emailing represent the dominant link between 

leaveism and ICTs. Further, comments can be similarly divided between linking ICTs to WI and IW 

norms. In terms of IW norms, expressions such as ‘killing time’, ‘staying in the loop’, ‘getting ahead’, 

being ‘lost’ without work, and making use of ‘commuting time’, provide clear links between leaveism 

and ICTs. In contrast, three much more dominant WI-related links with ICTs emerged from the data. 

First, there is a widespread organisational expectation to pick up emails at almost any time: 

… [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).  

Second, ease of access to ICTs and the lack of time to answer emails during regular working time 

“bumps” key ICT-related tasks into anti-social times: 

Time spent in meetings during the day every day decreases time to complete tasks, deal with emails during 

normal working hours (Senior Manager). 

Third, WI is anxiety provoking, leading to managerial and professional employees using ICTs out of 

regular hours to cope with wider, excessive demands: 

I check emails and work outside normal office hours to manage anxiety about what is stacking up (Senior 

Manager). 

While the findings further link leaveism and ICTs, with ICTs helping to bring especially organisation-

led IW works to prominence, such availability and commitment appears more directly linked to WI. 

For example, leaveism appears driven by human resource policies based on high commitment (Green, 

2004), encouraging IW norms of “work addiction” and “workaholism” (Li et al., 2020). Put differently, 

leaveism is also driven by human resource policies failing to mitigate against WI (Chillakuri and Vanka, 

2021). That said, questions related to leaveism and sustainability remain partly answered. The final 

sub-section considers such issues.   

Sustainability and leaveism 

What is meant by “sustainable” is complex, but is said to equate to working practices designed to 

make employees more willing and able to remain in employment at present and in the future (Van 

Vuuren and Van Dam, 2013). Crucially, what performing leaveism means in terms of feelings about 

work, working environment and climate at work (well-being) (ILO, undated), is also a critical issue. 
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So far there is minimal evidence to support a view of leaveism as sustainable and good for well-being. 

Such evidence comes indirectly from the literature and more directly from the findings presented so 

far. The final part now focuses on what the datasets specifically tells us about leaveism, sustainability 

and well-being. 

In fundamental terms, the majority of those performing leaveism are subject to “good” employment 

practices. For instance, 59.8% of respondents are aware of an organisational policy on well-being, 

75.9% aware of a flexible working policy, 73.6% receive full sick pay, and 83.0% employed by a 

unionised organisation. However, 30.3% of respondents are not sure/unaware if they can access a 

well-being policy, 16.2% claim ignorance of flexible working policies, 16.2% are unsure of sick pay 

benefits, and 5.4 % do not know if they can turn to a recognised trade union. 

However, further analysis of the data indicates something quite different. For example, 59.7% believe 

leaveism has a negative or very negative impact on their well-being. Further, when adding the slightly 

negative category, this goes up to 84.8%. This contrasts sharply with just 6.0% variously reporting a 

positive impact. Such findings very much support research questioning the potency of well-being 

policies designed with WI in mind (Chillakuri and Vanka, 2021). Further, with 72.3% not taking their 

full annual leave allowance, combined with the benefits of annual leave undermined somewhat by 

performing types 1 and 3 leaveism, serious questions of how committed organisations are to the well-

being of their senior managers and professional employees remain. In a further sense, questions 

should be asked of employment relations systems also appearing to facilitate leaveism and associated 

poor well-being. 

In the broadest sense, the qualitative findings mirror the quantitative findings, in terms of further 

establishing conceptual links between leaveism and poor well-being (Boxall and Macky, 2014; Le Fevre 

et al., 2015; Mackenzie et al., online early), low job satisfaction (Brown, 2012; Gerich, 2015) and 

conflict (Mulholland, 2004). Firstly however, there is evidence to indicate some level of sustainability, 

suggesting a small degree of ongoing well-being is possible where leaveism is practiced. There are also 

many comments detailing (exclusively individual) resistance (Kelly et al., 2010; Brumley, 2014; 

Jammaers and Zanoni, 2021; Atkinson et al., online early), which will help with sustainability in 

organisations where leaveism is performed. However, within such comments, experiences exclusively 

referring to good well-being/evidence of sustainability were out-numbered more than six-to-one by 

similar comments, but also varyingly containing caveats. In the case of the latter, comments indicated 

acceptance of leaveism, but referred to one or more of the following in the same statement: ill-health, 
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conflict, bullying and harassment, working during maternity leave, coping behaviour, domestic 

conflict, discrimination, and career damage. Examples of both sets of comments are as follows: 

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). 

It should be further noted how the qualitative dataset was also made up of many more comments 

wholly focusing on ill-health, conflict, bullying and harassment, working during maternity leave, coping 

behaviour, domestic conflict, discrimination, and career damage. 

In this sub-section of the findings, the evidence very much adds and points to a view of leaveism being 

largely unsustainable and bad for employee well-being (see Figure 2). Broader findings suggest the 

unsustainable and poor employee well-being angles to leaveism are for most part generated by 

organisations pursuing WI drives, with IW norms and ICTs decreed and directed by organisations and 

central to such agendas. A sustainable and employee well-being side to leaveism appears possible, 

but the evidence to support this side of such practices is minimal. More specifically, sustainability and 

well-being appear largely unachievable because of imbalance in how HRM is practiced. For example, 

high commitment and sickness absence policies appear to be working very well, perhaps too well, but 

well-being, annual leave, flexible working and sick pay and employment relations policies, much less 

so. 

Overall, for a group of employees traditionally and outwardly perceived to have high organisational 

status, job satisfaction and privilege, analysis points toward something much darker and sinister. 

Conclusions 

The purpose of the paper was manifold. However, at the core was to further develop the emergent 

notion of leaveism through a conceptual model based on WI, IW norms and ICTs (see Figure 2).  

Research questions revisited 

The research questions were at least partly answered through the literature review and an 

analysis/discussion of the datasets. First, the notion of leaveism as an extended form of WI was at 

least broadly supported by the findings. Indeed, the findings provided clear support, that to perform 

leaveism, is to perform extra hours of work (Green, 2001), except in this instance, such extra hours 



18 

 

are typically worked at home, in transit, during leisure time, on holiday, when ill or on other periods 

of leave designed around caring responsibilities. Second, the evidence presented supported the view 

of IW norms as a key driver of leaveism. In particular, the findings chimed with Foster’s work (2018), 

in that a key part of keeping up with leaveism relates to an expectation to comply with IW norms, but 

doing so is variously problematic except for a small and probably shrinking percentage of the 

managerial and professional workforce. Third, the findings backed up the view of leaveism’s 

dependency on ICTs, something unsurprising given it is hard to imagine how such work can be done 

otherwise. What the findings contribute here is in providing a criticality of detail in how ICTs appear 

to have fuelled a substantial expansion in leaveism, or WI, in a way many would have thought 

impossible just a decade or so ago, which questions what organisations would do if curbs were put on 

such practice. This dilemma leads in neatly to the fourth and final question of sustainability. Indeed, 

the findings supported the proposal of leaveism as unsustainable (Mariappanadar, 2014), damaging 

to employee well-being (Boxall and Macky, 2014; Le Fevre et al., 2015; Mackenzie et al., online early), 

as well as a source of low job satisfaction (Brown, 2012; Gerich, 2015), absence, turnover, discontent 

and conflict (Boggis, 2001; Mulholland, 2004; Neirotti, 2020). Taken altogether, the findings broadly 

support the conceptual model depicted by Figure 2. However, more importantly, by answering the 

four questions and developing a conceptual model in the process, such achievements are likely to 

create greater researcher interest, as well as practitioner and policymaker awareness, in the practice 

of leaveism. 

Contributions 

The research has contributed to the small, yet significant body of literature surrounding leaveism (e.g., 

Hesketh et al., 2014; Gerich, 2015; Houdmont et al., 2018), with the new conceptual understanding of 

leaveism expected to generate further research, as well as act as a basis for informing practice and 

policy on such specific and associated matters. The research makes a methodological and empirical 

contribution. Indeed, the current research represents the first known attempt to isolate experiences 

and views of leaveism and in doing so explore those experiences and views applying a mixed methods 

approach. The findings represent a significant contribution to a wide-range of debates surrounding 

contemporary work organisations. For example, extending debates encompassing WI, IW norms, ICTs, 

well-being, sustainability, conflict, managerial and professional employment, and employment 

relations. Specifically, the findings broaden notions of WI (Green, 2001; 2004), and widen what is 

meant by the ubiquity of IW norms (Granberg, 2015). 
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Policy implications 

There are a range of policy implications, with such implications relating to the impact of leaveism on 

employees. For instance, the evidence suggests leaveism is a major problem for managerial and 

professional employees, with such problems largely associated with organisational attempts to 

increase productivity (Tregaskis et al., 2013), via their most skilled, empowered, experienced and 

valuable human resources. As noted earlier, certain HR policies appear a key cause of leaveism and 

associated effects on well-being, while other policies do little to balance out such problems. To be 

precise, HR policies designed to ramp up performance and maximise “attendance” need to be toned 

down, while at the same time, policies regarding well-being, annual leave, flexible working, sick pay 

and employment relations, need to be ramped up. There are policy implications for trade 

unions/professional bodies, organisations that need to do more to encourage organisations to 

practice socially responsible (Richards and Sang, online early) and sustainable (Richards, online early) 

forms of HRM. Governments should also take note of the damage caused by leaveism, especially as 

leaveism appears to be growing, as the evidence equates such practice with bad and unfair work. For 

example, governments developing and incorporating best practice approaches to sustainable working 

in high-level recommendations on “good work” (e.g., Taylor, 2017) and “fair work” (e.g., Scottish 

Government, 2021).  

Limitations and future research 

Further limitations are summarised as follows. First, far more could have been made of the 

quantitative dataset driving the current research, including teasing out more than the basics of what 

such data have to say (Jupp, 2006). Similarly, future research should factor in ways to generate further 

datasets, quantitative and qualitative, constructed to drill deeper and wider than is the case for the 

current research, such as teasing out differences and amounts of leaveism performed by employees 

defined by a wider set of characteristics, a wider range of specific job groups, international contexts. 

Second, while recruitment (Arigo et al., 2018) and sampling (Saumure and Given, 2008) methods 

paved the way for a range of contributions, their limitations restrict the extent to which the conceptual 

model can be applied and generalised. Further research, either testing or applying the conceptual 

model, should take a more selective and representative approach to recruitment and sampling, 

possibly extending approaches to ethnographical methods and longitudinal studies, as well as courting 

the views of wider stakeholders to leaveism. Third, the scope of the current paper was rather broad, 

covering many key and contemporary issues in one go. While this produced important findings, further 
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research should have narrower parameters, although research priorities should continue to quantify 

and understand what can be done to minimise or reverse the effects of leaveism (Miller, 2016).  

Afterword 

While the datasets were gathered immediately prior to the Covid-19 pandemic, the analysis occurred 

in the following year, an analysis almost certainly based on an outdated take on leaveism. Indeed, 

while all future organisational research should consider the effects and recovery from the pandemic, 

further research should also consider how such world changing events have changed leaveism. 

Importantly, however, the current research sets down a critical basis by which any such research can 

be compared or built upon. The findings clearly indicate a problematic side to performing leaveism, 

but exploring how this may change for better or worse in years to come, should be a key driver in any 

such future research. 
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