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 I know “presenteeism” 
refers to employees com-
ing to work sick and being 
less productive, but it can 
be difficult to spot related 
job problems. How do su-
pervisors intervene? Pres-
enteeism is not a new con-
cept, but I have only seen 
it mentioned in the past 
ten years or so.  

What can supervisors do 
to improve their ability to 
spot signs and symptoms 
of an employee who is im-
paired on the job because 
of alcohol or drug use? A 
checklist is important, but 
some of symptoms, I 
think, can be very subtle 
and easily missed. 

 

 

version of what in the past has been referred to as “on the job absentee-

ism.” Although presenteeism is an interesting topic for discussion, at-

tempting to identify who is affected by it is more difficult. It is better to 

avoid the technical aspects of this syndrome and instead focus on what 

you can document in your pursuit of helping your employees maximize 

their productivity and job satisfaction. Presenteeism typically refers to 

employees being at work while sick, but it also has been used to describe 

almost any nonproductive activity of employees on the job, no matter 

what the underlying reason might be. If you stay aware of behaviors that 

demonstrate an employee is either not performing competently or is 

without motivation for the tasks they are supposed to perform, presentee-

ism may exist. Your EAP can consult with you about presenteeism and 

intervention.  

Presenteeism is a relatively new term, but it is essentially a modernized 

ability to identify the signs and symptoms of drug or alcohol use on the 

job is to get to know their employees better. Knowing your employees 

and having frequent face time with them is your best intervention strate-

gy. This is because over time you will develop an awareness of or “sixth 

sense” for your employees’ appearance, attitude, and demeanor, and how 

these things change from day to day. An employee with a substance 

abuse problem will exhibit behaviors that are inconsistent with what the 

supervisor has grown accustomed to experiencing. So, initiate friendly 

conversations and make eye contact with employees on a regular basis. 

You will then be more likely to notice uncharacteristically slurred 

speech, a glazed facial expression, an unsteady gait, glassy or bloodshot 

eyes, and dilated pupils. These things can be easy to miss or dismiss if 

you are not frequently close to your employees. 

Beyond a checklist, the one thing supervisors could do to improve their  

work done, but your success will depend on your ability to develop rela-

tionships and trust among those you lead. This can be a tough assignment 

for some managers. A good supervisor is usually liked by those they su-

pervise, but it is a payoff for first being effective with people. To be ef-

fective, meet with individual employees privately and discover what tal-

You’re right that being a good leader  or  manager  includes getting the I am a new manager in my 
organization and I want to 
do a good job. I am not 
trying to be liked, but I 
know leadership is not like 
it is on a TV show where 
being a “tough guy”  



FrontLine Supervisor is for general informational purposes only and is not intended to be specific guidance for any particular 
supervisor or human resource management concern. URLs are case-sensitive. For specific guidance on handling individual 
employee problems, consult with your EA professional. © 2022 Quantum Health Solutions, Inc. 

 2022-10 

 

NOTES 

 

 

When I correct my em-
ployee’s performance, I 
frequently notice body 
language that appears 
resistant (e.g., folding of 
arms, looking up or 
away, remaining quiet, 
staring). Can I document 
this behavior as refusing 
feedback? It feels like it. 

 

Our team training budget 
has been cut this year, so 
are there any strategies or 
techniques my employees 
can regularly practice 
that have an ongoing 
“team building” effect to 
keep us cohesive and less 
prone to conflict with 
each other? 

and intimidating can 
still leave employees 
thinking you’re a hero. 

with each other have fewer conflicts and better group cooperation. Here’s 

a technique that may help your group. Its essential purpose is to help em-

ployees practice appreciation and gratitude with each other. See if you 

can make it a tradition. At the end of meetings, ask whether any team 

member has positive feedback for any other team member. Model what 

you are asking. For example, say, “I would like thank Mary for coming 

in last Thursday to work on the mailing project. I felt relieved of pressure 

and really appreciative of her for doing that.” Members take turns sharing 

feedback. The exercise may be a bit awkward if these are new behaviors, 

but because they are inherently positive, group members should catch on. 

This strategy builds resilience to stress and allows conflicts to be re-

solved more quickly.  

Team members with regular  habits of communicating in positive ways 

You are having a negative reaction to them as they strike you as insubor-

dinate, so you need to state that these nonverbal behaviors do not work 

in your communication. You have a right to ask for something different. 

Ask your employee to appear more cooperative. Your employee may say 

he or she is not resistant to feedback or having their work corrected, but 

when behaviors do not support or reinforce this message, it is reasonable 

to assume differently and document it as such with appropriate detail. 

Start by asking your  employee about the meaning of these behaviors. 

lenge them during the year. Praise them for good work and behave the 

way you want your employees to behave: Come to work on time, be relia-

ble, follow through, fix problems quickly, and be honest about what’s go-

ing on in the company. Talk to the EAP early on if you experience or 

sense trouble in relating to employees or feel disconnected from them. 

hopes, and goals they possess. Use this information to develop and chal-


