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COLLECTIVE LEGITIIIACY AND ORGANIZATIONAL ATTACHIIBNT s
A Longitudinel Case Study of 9chool Pexsonnel Absences

ggtroduotion

Absence hag been a recurring swbject of study, particularly absence from
worl, hecause of its economlc consequences. Often the object iz to provide
knowledge about what happens in oxder to get clues about how to control absence.

Another approsch is that directed toward understanding absence as a form of
huwan behavior. Such study could lead eventually to prediction of absence
behavior and so, also, provide a basis for control of absences.

The present analysis is one developed out of a,much larger longitudinal cage
analysis of absence of personnel in a school system.” This analysis seeks to

develop a fowmlatlion that may prove useful in efforts to understand more clearly
the nature of absence hehavior.

Case Study Background

The data of the general study were ccllected from school records of an
inner-suburban school system of a metropolitan area of northeastern United States
for the years 1933~9, 1940~9, 1958~9 and 1968=9. Through the first three the
system had the same superintendent. There was & new superintendent in 1968-9,

Thexre wag a continuity in record keeping. There appeared to he a concern about
accuracy and detail in record keeping.

It wag necessary to go to the original data to identify individual absences
and so give data on both the frequency and duration of absences. The school
recorded sbsences as “illness” and “other. The rewords also provided data on
narital status, sex, age, sexvice, work and size of school. State legislation
to protect personnel against discrimination on age resulted in considerable 2
'no data' onage in 1968~9, General descriptive data are provided in Table 1.

There wera some changes in absence policy during the period. Starting well
before 1930-9 the policy for teachers was ten days a year without loss of salary
and in case of absence exceedling ten days bui not exceeding two monthg in any one
yeaxr, half salary was paid., Dffective Beptenber 1, 1945 sick leave for teachers
vag made cumulative without limit on the basis of ten days a year. Policy for
C¢ivil service workers was generally the same., Five days absence without loss of
bay on account of death in the family wae also alloved.

There was no formal change between 1948w and 1958=9, In 1960«9 sick leave
policy was ten days annually cumulative without limit for the firse five yeaxrs of
service after vhich 12 days were allowed cumulative without limit. Othey types
of leave were: administrative (up to £ive days), death in family (up to five days) ,
funeral (one day), religious (threo days a year), and court appearance.

This veport is an analysis of part of the data collected., Since it is a
case study, generalization to other school systems ls not intended. Chi square

and gamia statistics ave reported as indicators of relative degree of association
of varisbles,
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Foxmulation Backeround

lluch of the literature has enphasized understanding shsence of personnel in
texms of characteristics, such as age andl seiw, of the individuals vho are absent
or not. Review of the literature and preliminery analysis of data suggests a
need for a conceptuallzation that goula give wuch more attention to the soclal
aspects of absence (Gibgon, 1966).” The studies of Gadourel (1965 and 1969),
Philipsen (1968 and 1969) and Backenheimer (1968) give clear support to the
uzefulness of viewing shsence as a social phenomenun. This perspective suggests
that absence behavior is performance in an absence role based upon the rights and
duties supported by the institutlonal normative structures.

In sun, there is a growing body of literature that pointe to the usefulness
of reducing the emphasis on micro analysis of the person and the absence and
directing more attention to the larger social context. This approach is given
further credence by the overall data of the study. Table 2 xeports the annual
frequenoy and duration (nuwber of days) of sbsence, There is a clear tendency
running through the data, a soxt of social “jet stream®, of increasing annual
frequency and nunber of days of absence. At the same time that the proporiion
of individual absences of one and two days was increasing, that of three days and
longer was decreasing while duration of individual absences was decreasing
(Table 3). The social “jet stream® phenomenon was pervasive and consistent in
increasing frequency and days of absence with decrease in the duration of
individual absences, 'The jet stream effect held in subanalysis for both “illness®
and “othexr® absences. PFurther initial analysis assessed the degree of association
of the other variables (marital status, sex, age, length of service, work and
size of school) upon which data were collected. Age and sex had relatively low
levels of association as did size of school. lHMarital status was distinctly more
strongly assoclated and length of service and type of work were most strongly
assoclated,

liarital status, length of sexrvice and type of work point again toward social
analysis. If we think of work in this context as the manifest role, marital
status may be seen as an importantly related latent role. Length of service may
be seen as duwration of manifest role occupancy and type of work as an indicatox
of role status ranging from supportive through instructional to administrator.
The data provide a particularly useful opportunity to look at length of service
and personnel entering and leaving the system with respect to changing absence.

The data ware collected at ten-year intervals. AaAnyone with up to ten years
of service is called a "newcomer’; anyone with ten years or more sexrvice was there
at the lasgt data collection and is valled "econtinuing”. Those there at the start
of the tenwyear period and not there at the end are called “leavers”.

Cross=sectional analysis at each of the four years indicated that Lrequency
of absence was negatively assoclated with length of service, At any point in
tine, apparently, the longer personnel have bsen with system, the less likely it
is that they will be ahsent; it may be that those with stronger attachment to the
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systen are those vwho mtay. Does this association hold longitudinally? I£€ so,
continuing personnel will be less frecuently absent ten years later than they were
at the start of the period; leavers, since they are at the end of sexrvice, could
he axpected to he relatively lower and newcomers, since they are starting, higher.

Those expectations were tegted for the periods 1938=9 = 1940=9 and 19409 =
1958=9. The results in Tables 4~ and 5 are quite different from the proposed
expectatlions, and those differences are striliingly consistent for both periods.
At the end of each perlod contlauing personnel were much more frequently absent
than they were at the start. The newcomers Jere slmilaxly different from the
leavers. There is a striking similarity between the continuing personnel and
leavers at the start of the period and the continuing and newcomers at the end.

Peers at a point in time seem to be more alilke in their absence behavior than they are

like theuselves ten years from then. Does this mean that we are dealing with a
collective understanding about the norms that give legitimacy to absence roles?
This collective understanding manifests itself in a steady increase in, illness

absence which, in turn, “creeps' into other less legitinate absence (creeping
legltimacy) .

Another question arises. Who are the beavers of “his creeping legitimacy?
Are the continuing personnel the bearvers of creeping legitimacy, the newcomers
picking it up,or does it enter through the newcomers? Tha organizational
attachment assumption leads to the expectation that continuing personnel will be
less frequently absent than newcomers and both will be quite consistent in this
regard over time as the frequencies of both increase. These expectations are
born out in Tables 6 and 7 for illness and other absences. Since newcomers are
more frequently absent than continuing personnel, it may be that newcomers are,
in part at least, bearers of creeping legitimacy.

In the watter of legitimacy, illness would normally be conceived to ke a
more legitimate reason than "other’ fox absence. It would then be reasonable *to
expect that creepiny legltimacy would make its early appearance in absence of
higher legitimacy (illness) and then “"oreep' in the lover legitimacy level (other).
In Table 6 a comparison of the high frequenoy-low legitimacy absences (3 or more
a year) for continuing pewsonnel and newcomers shows that lower legitiuacy is
creeping forward in both illness and other absences increasing more rapidly first
in illness, later shifting to other reasons. Highh frequency of illness was at a
level in 1930-9 not approached by other absences until 1958-9., fThis trend was
given further legitimacy by the change of absence policy during the following

decade. By 1960-9 high frequency of absence for other reasons had moved ahead
of illness.

I£ newcomers are ahead in creeping legitimacy, we could empect that they
wlill lead in the succession frowm illness to other. This expectation is born out
in Table 8,
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Frequency and type of absence tend to be indicators of legitinacy with low
frequency being more legltimate than high frequency and illness wmore than other.
What about the length of the individual sbsence? Regularly the longer the absence,
the more the likelihood that evidence (e.g., dootor's certificate) will he needad,
Thus, longer absences would be morve likely to be wade legitimate than would short
ones. If such is the case, we could expect newcomers to account for a greatex
portion of short absences (one day) and continuing personnel to account for a
greater portion of longer absences. This expectation is born out in Table 9.

In swmnaxy, in the school district under study, frequency and nudber of
days of absence were increasing throughout the period while the duration of
individval absences was decreasing. If we assume that these changes relate to the
normative structure of the system, we could propose that there is a process of
creeping legitimacy at work. If so, we could expect continuing persomnel to
“creep” nore slowly than newcomers. Wewcomers do indeed seem to lead the way to
increased frequency of shorter absences for other than illness reasons, All the
vhile, however, the newcomers are more like their contemporary continuing personnel
than either is like previous or later such groups.

Discugsinn: Notes Toward a Formulation

rhroughout the period under study many people made many declsions to go
to school to work or not. Each, no doubt, felt that the reasons were quite
idiosyncratic; one had a cold, another had to observe a holiday, anothex had a
sick child at home and anothex felt that there was a day off coming to him.
Despite what must have been the feeling of uniqueness in each decision, the
pervasive trend of increasing annval frequency and number of days of absence
along with decreasing length of individual absences across the whole pexriod
suggests that there is a social dynanic at work in some very majoxr way.

The notion of some gervasive social entity is not a new one. Rousseau
spoke of the “gemeral will®", The concept was given greater conceptual . clarity
early in the present century by Durkheim as the "conscience collective'~. The
congtruct in Durkhein no longer assumed a rathor static, given "will"” but a
dynamic social variable involving a “system of beliefs and sentiments®” held in a
ghared way by people in a soclety as a basis for how they ought to act with
respect to one another. Durkheim later developed more fully the idea of socially
shared normative couponents as.,collective representations, emphasizing their
cultural and symbolic aspects, For instance, the gotemmay serve as a concrete
syubol around whioh clusters a set of inter-related collective meanings. It
appears to be this socially epistemic covrelation between the concrete symgol and
the abstract cultural meaning that Levi-Strauss calls the totemic operatoxr”.
One is led to speculate about the mechanisms that serve to link collective meaning
to concrete instances of action. The £lag and/or the national anthein sexve
such a purpose in linking collective ideology to individual action. Thus, it
saems useful to think of a soclally structured symbol system that links collectively
understood nomg to the xights and duties of persons, nanely to their xoles, and 9
to theilr action. This symbolic linkege system may be seen as a gymbqlic trangducer” .
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Poarsons has glven increased conceptual precision and clarity by introducing
a hlerarchy of subsy%ema of action; nawely, hbehavioral organism, personality,
soclety, and culture™ . Those four systems may be seen as ranglng from the
concrete or particularistin to the abstract or universalistic. Parsons sees that
dlstribution as directly assoclated with level of informetion and indirectly
agsociated with level of energy. “Ag we move downvaxrd, control of wore and more
necessary conditions makes the implementation of patterns, plans, or prograns
possible, Systewns higher in the order are relatﬁely high in information while
those lower down are relatively high in enexzgy.™ The level of collective
understanding may now be seen as a cultural system oybernetically related to
other aspects of social action providing a high level of information and control.
Abgence may be viewed as a Fform of soclal action on the part of behavioral
organisms (people) controlled by collectively held noxmative understanding which
define the level of legitimacy of the action for those people in the system at
that tine.

Dynanic inter~relations of systemic components at a point in time are hexe
called a horizontal gection while dynamic inter-relations of components over time
are called & longitudinal section. One of the more useful modes of lopgitudinal
analysis is that of medernization, particularly that developed by Levy™ . The
formulation views the process of wodernization as one composed of several variables:
increasing modernization is associated with increasing specialization of units,
decreasing self~sufficiency of units, incre.sing universalism, increasing
centralization, increas.ingly rational, universalistic, functionally specific
and avoidant social relationships, and more generalized media of exchange and
markets. This analysis points to major shifis in modernization from loyalty to
rationality and from persons to tasks. Levy gives little attention to cultural
aspects of the process. Clearly such a process can he exmpected to affect collective
normative understandings, particularly those related to work and absence from work.
Increased absence would seem likely on the whole.

The work contract of employees and the attached rules and regulations may
be seen as a sywbolic transducer linking general normative beliefs about work
and vhat one does on the job. That contract provides a linkage with the social
conceptual base for legitimacy of absence from work; indeed explicit provision is
normally made for absences. It 18 probably useful to distinguish between informal
and formal (or eiergent and institutionalized) contractual relationships. Almost
all treatises on contracts recognize the gooial legitimacy of unwritten collective
normative understanding, e.g., hotr to eat, speak, dress, eto. These informal or
emergent expectations are woven into the normative conceptual base of the society
(for estarple, related to the “work ethic') while responsive to modernization
procasses in the system. As the collective meaning shifts sufficiently to justify
bhehavior that is quite distinguishable from earlier hehavior, operationally there
would have been a change of an inforwmal sort in the contract.
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An example of such a change can be drawn from the school gystem under study
in this paper, 'The comaunity had a very large Jewish population component, By
the 'fifties commnity understandings gave legitimacy to the practice of being
absent for holy days while drawing pay as one would for illness. Thus, the
informal part of the contract, as a sywbolic transducer, was alrveady legitinizing
abgences conceptually related to the collective meaning of the society. It was
not untll the followlng decade that the change was formally recognized by changes
in regulstions that made provision for holy duys. It has been repcrted that
protegtants experience some concern about ways in vhich such rights might be
conceptualized and so given legitimacy under their collective understandings.

This line of reason suggests that informal or emergent legitimacy will be
clothed in formal legitimacy (holy days claimed under illness, for example) until
such tine as it has been institutionalized with the formal legitimacy of written
contractual rules. In the case undexr study there was growing legitimacy fow
1llness absence and there is some evidence to suggest that some other absences
which came to be viewed ag legitimate came to be included under that heading.
During the last decade some of those other absences were given formal legitimacy.
Undex these circumstaances, it would be reasonable to expect that during the early
part of the period illness absence would have increased considerably and have
leveled off sowevhat toward the end of the period as the rate of other absences
gained momentwa. This shift is hypothesized upon the assumption that a nwber of
absences would move from the older legitimacy of illness and show under their new
legitimacy. Figure 1 provides a comparison of means of illness and other absences
by year., It appears that they lend themselves to the above intexrpretation.

The previous analysis and discussion suggests a sort of aiffusion or
contagion effect in the process of increasing absence. Presumably in the early
stages low legitimacy absence is seen as a form of deviance and is slow in its
rate of diffusion. As it comes to he accepted as part of the collectively
understood noxms, the rate could be expected to iucrease. The rate of spread could
be given fresh impetus when the informal is changed to Fformal through rule change.
Something of this sort does seem to be at worlk. The rate of increase of mean
frequency of other absences is positive but moderate during the peviod 19338~9
through 1950~9. The turning point on the graph ig in the decade 1959~1963, and
it is in that decade that the rule change occurred. It may be that the emergent
deviance must be acted out and incorpowated into the collective normative
undexstanding before it can be given formal legitimacy in the rule structure.

It also appears that once such a synbolic transducer has been introduced then the
rate of gpread increases shavply. These observations lend some credibility to
the proposition that formal policy change or legislative legitimization will
occur near the turning point in the cuxve of innovatio:..




TARBLE 1

NUMBER AND PERCENT OF PERSONNEL
BY YEAR AND STUDY CLASSIFICATIONS

Study 1938-9 1948-9 1958-9 1968-9

Classifications N % N % N % N %

N 3654 411 500 800
1. Employed 1938-9 354 100 | 168 41| 119 24| 19 2

No data - - 90 22 9 o | 45 6
2. Employed 1948-9 170 48 | 411 100 | 242 48 | 100 12

No data 3 1 - - 9 2 | 39 5
3, Employed 19568-9 103 29 218 53 | 500 100 | 227 28

No data 3 1 8 2 | - - 28 4
4, Employed 1968-9 No data No data Nodata | 800 100
6., Marital Status

Single 83 23 100 24| 140 30| 284 35

* Married 55 16 126 30 | 246 49 | s18 65

No data 216 61 186 48| 108 21| - -
6. Sex

Male 80 28 100 24| 182 26| 231 29

Female on4 1 811 76| 368 14| s69 M

No data - - ) . - . - ,

ERIC 8
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TABLYE 1 - Continued

Study 1938-9 1948~9 1968-9 1968-~9
Classifications N % N % N % N % ;o
7. Age

Under 30 24 7 56 14 74 15 162 20
30 -~ ¢4 169 45 145 85 146 29 184 23
45 - 59 108 31 164 40 209 42 222 28
60 and over 36 10 29 7 69 14 63 8
No data an 8 17 4 2 - 169 21
8. Service :
Under 6 years 68 19 104 25 179 36 | 467 58
5-9 89 25 51 12 69 14 102 13
10~ 14 64 18 36 9 73 15 78 10
15 - 19 32 9 56 14 50 10 53 7
20 and over €2 18 75 18 120 24 100 12
No data, 39 11 89 22 9 2 - -
9., Work
Administrator 15 4 | 21 5 17 3 18 2
Instructional 261 74 284 69 349 70 556 70
Supportive . 78 22 106 26 134 27 226 28
No data j' - - - - - - - -
10, Size of School
Under 20 teachers 173 49 162 39 112 22 7 1
20 - 29 0 - 38 9 31 8 80 10
30 -~ 39 43 12 48 12 89 18 192 24
40 ~ 99 0 - - - 66 11 124 15
100 and over 129 36 141 34 172 34 | 388 49
No data ) B 22 5 43 8 - -
|
Q 9
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TABLE 2

FREQUENCY AND DURATION OF TOTAL ABSENCE
OF PERSONNEL EY 8TUDY YEARS

Frequency of Total Absence

1938-9 1948-9 1958-9 1968-9
C Cu C Cu C Cu C Cu
Frequency N % % N % %| N % | N % %
0 127 368 36 98 283 23| 59 12 12] 30 4 4
1 99 28 64 96 23 46| 109 22 34 79 10 14
2 568 16 80 70 17 631105 21 55| 95 12 ° 26
3 30 9 89 62 15 78 8 156 701} 107 13 39
4 &+ 40 11 100 | 90 _22 100|149 830 100|489 _61 100
354 100 411 100 500 100 800 100
Duration of Total Absence
1938-9 1948-9 1968-9 1968-9
C Cu C Cu C Cu C Cu
Days N % % N % %| N % %| N % %
0 127 86 36 98 23 23 59 12 12| 29 4 8
1-2 71 20 66 ™ 19 42) 91 18 80| 97 12 15
3-4 64 16 M T 1t 89100 20 60| 98 12 27
5-9 64 16 86 | 100 24 883|181 26 176284 o 63
10 & + 48 14 100 | €8 37 100|118 _24 100|292 _37 100
864 100 411 100 500 100 800 100
No data
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TABLE 8

PERCENTAGE QIOTRIBUTION OF ALL ABSENCE DURATIONS

BY 3TUDY YEARS

“Days | 1938-9 | 1ese-8 | 1988-9 |  1068-9
Duration % % % %
Firot Abgence | o |
1 -2 64 74 4 83
8 -4 21 14 14 8
5~9 8 8 7 8
10 & + 8 4 B 3

Cecond Absence

1«2 54 77 77 82
3~4 19 10 12 12
5§-9 16 8 8 )
10 & + 12 5 3 1
Third Absenco
l-2 47 6é 71 76
3 -4 7 14 11 12
5-9 20 18 7 10
10 & + 16 7 5 2
11
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.
TABLE 4

Comparison of Mrequency of Total Absence of
Continuing Personnel from 1988-9 to 1840-9, Leavors 1989 to 1948 and Newcomers 1939 to 1048

| Continuing 1038-9 ______ _Contlnuing 1948-0
No. of No, of Col, Row No. of Col, Row
_Absences | Personnel % % Porgonnel % __ %
0 65 38 61 41 24 39
1 45 217 50 | 45 27 50
9 31 18 49  x2=12,997 32 19 B1
05> p .01
¢ -
3 11 7 35 21 13 65
48+ 18 11 390  »=,249 29 17 61
Total 170 101 168 100
/| .
x2=3, 100 Y =, 075 x2=4, 811 ¥ =, 081
N. 8. N. 8.
) _ s/ .
Leavers 1989 to 1948 Newoomers 1939 to 1948
0 61 84 58 88 25 42
1 B2 99 57 33 22 43
2 o 15 52 x2=33, 472 21 14 48
p<. 001
3 19 1 8 T g 18 62
4 & + 22 12 36 V=808 83 22 86
Total 181 101 153 101

atcmms s, A AR N WSS i
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TABLEB - (7 -

Coraparison of Frequency of Total Absence of
@ontinuing Personnel from 1948-9 to 1640~0, Leavers 1949 to 1958 and Newcomers 1949 to 1988

[T Cowmungiodgs T Oontiming 19080
No, of No, of Col, Row No, of Col, Row
.| Abgences | Personnel % % |  Persommel % %
f
|0 71 33 71 29 12 29
1 49 22 49 B2 21 52
2 36 18 87  x2=34,738 81 28 63
p¢.001
3 30 14 44 ® T 38 16 68
4 & + 32 18 384 V=328 62 26 66
Total 218 100 042 100
M
x2=4, 639 I v =, 089 %2=5, 252 l Y%, 092
Leavers 1949-1958 * Newcomers 19491953
0 53 29 35 ! 29 12 65
1 47 25 47 53 21 53
9 30 16 41 x2=21.211 44 18 59
p< . 007
ya _ o,
3 17 9 81 N 88 15 69
4 &+ 88 21 81,  Y'=,838 88 84 69
Total 185 100 249 100

ERIC 13

Full Tt Provided by ERIC.




TABLES - [%.

Perocentage Comparison of Newcomers and Continuing Personnel by |
Low, Medium and High Absence krequency and Years of Study Data

Frequency Totaﬁlrr Absences  1988-) 1948-9  1968-9  1968-9
Low Newcomers 62 47 32 13
(0 & 1) Continuing 87 51 33 16
. Medium Newcomers 17 13 17 9
(2) Continuing 16 19 26 18
High Newcomers 22 40 50 88
&+  Continuing _ 1 _30____ 41 | 66
Frequency  lilness Absences 1938-9 1648-9 1968-9 1968-9
— % % % %
Low Newcomers 87 B3 40 33
(0 &1) Continuing 76 69 47 37
Medium Newcomers 16 18 18 19
() Continuing 12 15 21 24
High Newcomers 17 29 42 417
8 &+ Continuing 14 28 31 39
Frequency  Other Absences 1938-9 1948-9 "1968-9 "1068-9
Low Newecomers 83 70 67 21
(0) Continuing 84 78 64 30
Medium Newcomers 18 18 21 21
(1 Continuing 18 16 23 24
High Neweomers 4 14 12 87
28y Continuing 3 8 1. 18 A8

14
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TABLE 8 — / \ .

Percentage I'requency of Illness and Other Absence
for Newcomers and Continuing Personnel and Year of Data

- b——— -

Tiinegs Absence ‘Newcomers | Continuing P
Frequency 1938-9 1948~9 1968-9 1968-9 |[1938-9 1948-9 1958-9 1968-9

2 B % 1% B o %
0 37 32 17 13 49 33 21 19
1 30 21 23 20 26 26 26 18
2 16 18 18 19 12 15 21 24
3 7 13 13 156 8 11 12 14
48+ 10 15 29 32 6 16 19 25

ZooLels 7,20 " %2 = 75,187 7,308

Other Absence
0 82 70 67 21 84 78 64 30
1 13 156 21 21 13 16 24 24
2 3 8 6 | 18 1 4 | 9 16
8 1 4 3 16 1 1 3 11
4 & + 1 3 2 23 1 1 0 19

T Zases.es2 7681 xbesziels | 7.608 |

* Beocause of rounding, columns may not add to exactly 100%,

ERIC 16

Full Tt Provided by ERIC.
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9, The concept of a sybolic transduoer concelves of the symbol as a means of
tyxanemltting information from one location to another and introducing modulation
that makes it meaningful at the receiving location. The goolal role of symbols
i treated extensively by Hugh Dalziel Duncan in Sywbols in Society (Oxford, |
1968) . His axlomatio proposition 1 ils: “Soclety arises in, and continues to 3
exist through, the communication of significant sywbols', His first two i
theoretiocal propositions are of sowe relevance here: "Soclal order, and its i
expression through hieraxchy, is a social drama in which the actoxs struggle 3
to uphold, destroy, or change prinlcples of order which are believed
“necessary to social integration” and “Soolal differences are resolved through
appeals to principles of social order bhelieved to be ultimate and transcendant
sources of order'. The sywbolic transducer is seen as a means by which that
translation process proceeds ln soclety. Drama may sexve such a purpose.

The drama frequently surrounding the signing of a negotlated agreement,
particularly when there has been open disagreement, serves to clarlfy its
social legitimacy. Also in this connection thexe cowes to mind the bhallet,
Th:;?ed Detachment of Women,recently shown during President Nixon's visit to
China. B

10. Taloott Parsons, Societies (Prentice~Hall, 1966).
1l. Ibid. p. 28.

12. Harion J. Levy, Jr., Modernization and the Structure of Societies, (Princeton,
1966) .
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