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Each year the flu season creates a wave of 
disruption, from the workplace to the classroom. 

Absenteeism due to the flu costs the Australian 
economy an estimated $7 billion each yeari. 

According to a conservative estimate by the 
NSW Business Chamber, the cost to individual 
companies is as much as $1,300 for each week 
an employee is bedriddenii.

Australian office workers 
have had a cold, flu or 
COVID in the last 12 
months, but only two-
thirds (66%) say they 
have taken a day or more 
off due to suffering from 
these illnesses.

82%

As at June 2024, Australia has already reported over 72,000iii cases of influenza (flu) through the 
National Notifiable Diseases Surveillance System. 

Flu and Respiratory Syncytial Virus (RSV) are primarily seasonal viruses that circulate prolifically during 
the winter season, in some cases, causing significant illness. 

The start of the winter season is the perfect time to review workplace and classroom strategies to 
help mitigate against the impact of infection and sickness. Winter preparedness, including increased 
cleaning protocols and personal hygiene practices should be a top priority for businesses and schools. 

Importantly, it’s not only businesses and schools that are impacted by the spreading of the flu virus. It’s 
vital to be mindful of how a flu infection or outbreak can affect our frontline health workers in medical 
centres and hospitals as well as the broader community, especially our more vulnerable members such 
as babies and children, the elderly and those with existing medical conditions. 

To comprehend the true cost of the cold and flu season on Australian businesses, Winc conducted 
research among 1,020 office workers who worked two or more days onsite in businesses with over 5 
employees to understand their attitudes and behaviours towards this topic. In this report we cover 
the key findings and explore the best ways organisations can mitigate the risk to reduce the impact on 
productivity and the bottom line.   
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About the research. 
The Winc research was conducted by research agency YouGov 
online between 31 May and 5 June 2024. The sample comprised 
of a nationally representative sample of 1,020 Australian office 
workers, defined as those who work two or more days in an office 
in businesses with over 5 employees. Following the completion of 
interviewing, the data was weighted by age, gender and region and 
are representative of all Australian adults (aged 18+). 

The survey was designed in collaboration with YouGov and Carl 
Buik, Director and Principal Consultant at Buik Health.

About Carl Buik.
For over 17 years, Carl has worked 
with many leading employers 
to help design, implement, and 
evaluate their health and wellbeing 
strategies. At Buik Health, Carl helps 
organisations design best practice 
strategies for health and wellbeing.

Easily spreadable and contagious before symptoms even appear, influenza 
(flu) is a highly contagious respiratory illness caused by influenza viruses. 
There are two main types of human influenza viruses: A and B. There are also 
many sub-types and strains. Flu is often more serious than the common cold 
and severe cases can result in breathing difficulties and pneumonia. Flu can 
occur throughout the year but is most common in autumn and winter. In most 
flu seasons there is more than one strain circulating the community. iv

What is the flu?

Q

•	 Fever and chills. 

•	 Cough, sore throat and runny or stuffy nose.

•	 Muscle aches, joint pains, headache and fatigue. 

•	 Nausea, vomiting and diarrhoea. 

Symptoms may last for more than a week. Although those who have been 
vaccinated may only have mild symptoms that last for a few days. 

What are the symptoms of flu? 

Q
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4-10 days

Perhaps driven by a desire to minimise disruption in a smaller business, those working in 
small/ medium-sized businesses (6-249 employees) are less likely to have taken more than 
10 days off due to illnesses compared to those working in large-size businesses of 250+ 
employees (5% compared to 10%).  

Despite the symptoms of flu often lasting for 
more than a weekiv, generationally, it’s Baby 
Boomers who are the most likely to have not 
taken a day off despite having a cold, flu or 
COVID in the last 12 months (46%). 

Conversely, younger generations are more likely 
to have taken at least a day off due to illness. 
(Gen Z 65%, Millennials 70%, Gen X 62%, 
compared to Baby Boomers 43%).

Likely to have a taken a day off due 
to illness in the last year:

The Winc research suggests that the annual cold and flu season is having an impact 
on Australian workplaces with over eight in ten (82%) of those surveyed admitting to 
having a cold, flu or COVID in the last 12 months and as many as two-thirds (66%) of all 
workers having had a least a day off or more to recover from a cold, flu or COVID. 

Impacting the productivity of many workplaces due to lost 
working days, the Winc research found that:

•	 Three in ten (30%) Australian officer workers took four to ten 
days off in the last year due to a cold, flu or COVID.

•	 Eight per cent (8%) took more than 10 days off.

How likely are Australian office workers to take time 
off when suffering from a cold, flu or COVID? 

Q

Approximately how many days in 
the last 12 months have you had 
off work due to suffering from a 
cold, flu or COVID (including self-
diagnosed via paid test)? 

Q

30% 

8% 

18% 
None

16% 

1-3 days

28% 
10 days +

No sickness  in 
the past year
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According to the Winc research, yes. Nearly nine in ten (87%) Australian office workers say they have felt 
the need to ‘power through’ and continue working when they were unwell, including two-fifths (41%) who 
say they feel this most of the time. 

Conversely, only one in eight (13%) say they have never felt the need to ‘power through’ and continue 
working when they were unwell. And it’s women who are more likely than men to say they have felt the 
need to ‘power through’ and continue working when they were unwell (90% compared to 85%). 

Why is this the case? Most commonly, Australian office workers who have felt the need to ‘power 
through’ cite having too much to do and being afraid of falling behind (48%). This is followed by fear of 
leaving others in the lurch or worrying about burdening colleagues (44%) and fear of being judged by 
colleagues or their manager for taking time off (36%). 

Are Australian workers ‘powering through’, 
rather than resting and recovering?

Q

(87%) Australian office 
workers say they have 
felt the need to ‘power 
through’ and continue 
working when they 
were unwell.

87%
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Generationally, it’s Gen Z and Millennials who are more likely than Baby Boomers to say they have felt 
the need to ‘power through’ and continue working when they were unwell (45% and 44% respectively, 
compared to 26%). 

And it’s the younger generations who are more likely than Baby Boomers to cite the fear of feeling 
judged by colleagues or a manager for taking time off (Gen Z 29%, Millennials 41%, Gen X 35% compared 
to Baby Boomers at 12%), and fear of being seen as unreliable or losing their job (Gen Z 39%, Millennials 
35%, Gen X 28% compared to Baby Boomers at 12%) as reasons for feeling this way. 

Australian hybrid/ office workers with a household income of $150k+ are more likely than those with a 
household income of $50k-$149k to have felt the need to ‘power through’ and continue working when 
they were unwell (92% compared to 84%).   

Men are more likely than women to cite having immediate deadlines or critical projects that require 
immediate attention (37% compared to 28%) as a reason for feeling the need to ‘power through’. 

Cultures in a workplace where employees feel required to dedicate 
themselves to work commitments regardless of their state of health and 
wellbeing can lead to poor outcomes for both the individual, the broader 
team, and the overall organisation. Such culture is often influenced by 
manager behaviours and attitudes they instil within the business. If not 
managed well it may not only lead to short term impacts such as working 
while unwell and spreading infectious diseases to other colleagues, risking 
broader operational productivity and continuity, but may also lead to 
longer term impacts including psychosocial hazards such as a feeling of 
high workload or fatigue, as well as burnout.

Carl Buik, Director and Principal Consultant at Buik Health.     

Having too much to do and being afraid of falling behind / missing deadlines.

Fear over leaving others in the lurch / worrying about burdening colleagues.

Fear of being judged by colleagues / manager for taking time off.

Others not being capable or unable to step in to fill the gap / cover my duties.

Imminent deadlines or critical projects that require immediate attention.

Fear of being seen as unreliable / losing my job.

Why do you feel the need to ‘power through’ 
and continue working even when you are unwell?

48%

36%

33%

34%

32%

44%

Q
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Perhaps unsurprisingly, more than six in ten (62%) Australian office workers who have felt the need to 
‘power through’ and continue to work even if they are unwell say they feel less productive when they are 
unwell and ‘powering through’, compared to when they are well, including over one-fifth (22%) saying 
they feel much less productive. 

Conversely, less than one in four (22%) say they feel more productive, while one in six (16%) say they feel 
there is no difference. 

•	 Women are more likely than men to say they feel less productive (72% compared to 54%).

•	 Part time workers are more likely than full time workers to say they feel less productive (68% 
compared to 60%).

•	 Australian workers with a household income of $150k+ are more likely to say they feel less 
productive (75%) compared to those with a household income below $150k (58%).

The effects on productivity when Australian 
workers ‘power through’. 

When workers ‘power through’ and continue at work despite their illness, it can 
have significant impact on their recovery time, increase the exposure of others to 
infectious diseases, as well as impact the quality of their work. By simply taking 
the time away from the workplace to rest, individuals can help to speed up their 
recovery, while also reducing the risk of exposure to others, including vulnerable 
colleagues such as older workers, those who are pregnant, or those with certain 
chronic medical conditions. When workers stay at work while unwell it can 
negatively impact their work relationships, the quality of their work, as well their 
overall concentration, decision-making, and reaction times which may lead to 
safety hazards, both at work, and on their way to and from the workplace. 

Carl Buik, Director and Principal Consultant at Buik Health.     
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In the last 12 months, 
approximately 

Australian offi  ce workers 
have attended the offi  ce 
six days on average, 
despite experiencing the 
symptoms of a cold, fl u or 
COVID, which presents 
a signifi cant risk and 
health hazard which 
must be managed by the 
workplace.  

3.7 million
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Australian workers are still attending the offi  ce, 
despite being symptomatic. 
Worryingly, the Winc research revealed that nearly nine in ten (86%) Australian 
office workers who had a cold, flu or COVID in the last 12 months have ‘powered 
through’ despite having symptoms, including over eight in ten (82%) who say 
they have attended the office, despite being symptomatic.

This includes:

Reduced 
productivity.

Through increased 
absenteeism – where 
employees take 
sick leave, as well 
as presenteeism – 
where employees risk 
spread their illness by 
continuing to come to 
the workplace when 
they are sick.

How does the cold and fl u season 
eff ect Australian businesses? 

Increased 
healthcare costs. 

Including pressure 
on the healthcare 
system.

Impact on 
customer service.

Lower staff levels can 
negatively impact 
customer service and 
satisfaction. As well 
as impacts on the 
supply chain when 
suppliers or logistic 
providers are affected 
by illness. 

Financial 
implications.

Reduced productivity 
and operation 
efficiency can lead to 
a decline in revenue.

Employee morale 
and wellbeing.

Increased workload 
for other employees 
covering sick 
colleagues can lead 
to stress and fatigue, 
reducing morale and 
leading to burnout.  

Only one in seven (14%) have not attended the office with a cold, flu or COVID, or took the day off 
when symptomatic, while 4% of those surveyed said they worked from home when experiencing the 
symptoms of a cold, flu or COVID. 

who have attended the office 
for one to three days, despite 
being symptomatic.

who have attended the office 
for four to ten days, despite 
being symptomatic.

who have attended the office 
for more than 10 days, despite 
being symptomatic. 

40% 30% 12%
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Complaining 
about how unwell 

they are

Coughing and 
sneezing

Creating 
discomfort and 

unease in the 
workplace 

Disregarding 
the health and 

wellbeing of 
others

The risk of getting 
sick themselves

63%

Contributing to 
presenteeism 

culture

Disrupting team 
productivity

Not using tissuesNot using hand 
sanitiser to 

prevent germ 
transfer

29% 23% 22% 18%

49% 49% 37% 31%

These insights from the Winc research clearly highlights that 
workers prefer to not be exposed to health risks from others at 
their workplace. For workers who are subject to working with 
unwell colleagues, it can lead to an environment in which they 
are uncomfortable. While some employers are grappling with 
their desire to return workers to the office more often, post the 
rise in work-from-home from the COVID era, many more are 
also juggling with retaining their talent from attrition. Creating 
a healthy workplace culture, including management which 
are supportive of healthier workplace practices can be key to 
creating the desired culture which attracts and retains their 
team working productively.

Carl Buik, Director and Principal Consultant at Buik Health.   

What is presenteeism?

Presenteeism is the act of being 
present at work with diminished 
productivity, normally because of 
physical or mental health issues.

The vast majority (94%) of those surveyed for the Winc research said they would be annoyed if 
a colleague come into the office when sick. The most annoying aspects of colleagues coming in 
when they are sick include:

How ‘powering through’ is aff ecting 
the broader organisation?  

Q
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say their employer 
will not take any 
action to prepare 
for the cold and flu 
season.

12%

On a positive note, the Winc research revealed that nearly nine in ten (86%) Australian office workers say 
their employer has taken or will take action to prepare for the cold and flu season. 

What are Australian businesses doing 
to prepare for the cold and flu season?     

Q

Which, if any, of the following actions has your employer taken or will your 
employer take in preparation for the cold and flu season?

Q

54%

33%

29%

32%

25%

42%

Offering hand sanitisers and tissues.

Providing free onsite flu vaccinations.

Offering free flu vaccinations vouchers redeemable at a medical centre or pharmacy.

Offering face masks.

Providing education on preventing the spread of cold and flu.

Implementing increased cleaning protocols.
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Being proactive in managing workplace health and wellbeing, especially with winter hygiene risks, can 
have significantly benefits. Key strategies to create an environment which fosters an optimal experience 
includes:

Creating and promoting sick leave policies – when designed and implemented well, these policies 
can help employees feel supported, as well as reduce risks, and optimise productivity. 

Training managers – providing the knowledge and skills to managers on how best to care for health 
and wellbeing, can facilitate attitudes and a culture which result in a psychologically safe workplace with 
less risk and improved performance. 

Flexible working – where possible, policies which allow flexible working, including working from home, 
can support continuity of work for those with mild symptoms, while reducing the risk of exposure to 
others in the workplace.

Workplace hygiene – preventing the spread of the flu through regularly cleaned surfaces can be very 
effective in reducing the spread of illness. Workplaces should ensure cleanliness does not happen 
by chance, but rather through proactive policy which provides workers with a continually clean 
environment, as well as the resources to self-manage exposure or risk of spreading infectious illnesses 
with on demand tools such as surface cleaning wipes, sanitisers, and tissues.

Flu vaccinations – which can be supported by employers in a number of ways, are proven to be very 
effective in reducing the risk of catching the flu. Some workplaces may benefit from offering onsite 
vaccination clinics, while others may find providing vouchers for vaccinations at a medical centre or 
pharmacy more convenient or practical. Even workplaces which choose to not fund vaccinations, can 
benefit through educating and promoting the benefits of vaccinations to their workers.   

Education and awareness – while many cold and flu prevention strategies may be well known among 
the community, it doesn’t always translate to personal practices. Workplaces can encourage good 
hygiene practices with timely awareness communications such as intranet banners reminding workers 
to maintain a clean keyboard, or posters in the restrooms reminding of best practice handwashing 
techniques. 

Strategies that businesses and schools implement to mitigate the 
effects of cold and flu season, according to Carl Buik, Director and 
Principal Consultant at Buik Health.       

Q
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(image idea: primary school/learning 
environment)

According to the Winc research that appears to be the case. More than six in ten (62%) Australian 
workers who have had a cold, flu or COVID in the last 12 months say they caught the illness from a 
colleague in the office. This includes more than two-fifths (43%) who claim to have caught the illness 
from a colleague up to three times, and one-fifth who claim to have caught the illness from a colleague 
four or more times. 

Are Australian workplaces a 
hot bed for germ transfer? 

Q

“This finding really highlights how the workplace can be a high-
risk exposure environment for workers’ health and wellbeing. 
With such a high portion of Australian workers reporting they 
have caught an illness from colleagues in the office, it really 
is a wakeup call for employers to ensure they are not only 
supporting their people who are unwell, but also ensuring they 
are providing an environment which is not a risk to the rest of 
their employees’ health and wellbeing. Workplaces must be 
proactive in managing health hazards and providing a safe work 
environment.

Carl Buik, Director and Principal Consultant at Buik Health.   

Key good hygiene 
practices in the 
workplace. 
• Avoid others who are sick.

• Stay at home when sick.

• Cover coughs and sneezes.

• If you sick, avoid touching your eyes, 
nose and mouth. 

• If you do need to leave home when 
you are sick, wear a mask and avoid 
contact with people at higher risk of 
severe illness. 

In the last 12 months, 
approximately 2.8 million
Australian offi  ce workers say they 
have caught a cold, fl u or COVID 
from a colleague.   
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Only one in ten (11%) say their organisation or manager will continue working as usual without 
acknowledging any issue or recommending any changes. Approximately half (53%) of Australian office 
workers say their organisation or manager encourages or mandates time off work for symptomatic 
workers until contagious symptoms have cleared. 

This is followed by encouraging good hygiene habits to limit the spread to others (49%), encouraging 
or mandating working from home until contagious symptoms have cleared (44%) and encouraging 
wearing a mask (39%). 

Inform a 
supervisor or HR

Advise them that 
they should have 

stayed at home

Recommend 
working from 

home

Maintain your 
physical distance

Recommend that 
your colleague go 
home or take sick 

leave

61% 60% 43% 32% 18%

It appears Australian office workers are happy to approach their colleagues and recommend they go 
home and take sick leave when exhibiting the symptoms of cold, flu or COVID in the workplace. This is 
the most common reaction reported (61%) ahead of maintaining a physical distance (60%). 

What Australian workers are 
doing about these issues?  

Q

What would you do if a colleague at work was exhibiting 
symptoms of having a cold, fl u or COVID at work?  

Q
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It is encouraging to see that only 11% of Australian office workers say their 
organisation or manager would not acknowledge and action the issue. 
However, organisations need to ensure their managers are proactively 
implementing a range of preventative and risk management strategies to 
ensure they provide a safe and healthy workplace. With 82% of workers 
saying they have attended the office despite being symptomatic, and 62% 
reporting they have had a cold, flu or COVID in the last 12 months they 
caught from a colleague, it is paramount that employers enhance their 
approach to preventing the spread of illness in their workplace during the 
winter months.

Carl Buik, Director and Principal Consultant at Buik Health.     
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The flu virus 
survives for
48 hours
on hard and non-
porous surfaces.

The flu virus 
survives 
12 hours
on tissues
and clothing.

The flu virus 
remains
infectious for
1 week
at body 
temperature.

The flu virus 
survives over 
30 days
at freezing 
temperatures.

The flu virus 
survives infinitely 
below freezing.  

Are Australian businesses doing enough to help 
prevent the spread of illness?

When it comes to workplace care for employee wellbeing and 
preventing the spread of colds, fl u or COVID at work, do you think your 
employer could do more to prevent the spread of these illnesses, or do 
you believe your employer is currently doing just the right amount?

Q

Did you know?

Two-thirds (66%) of Australian office workers believe their employer could do more to prevent 
the spread of colds, flu and COVID at work, with three in ten (31%) saying their employer could be 
doing much more. Just over one in four (27%) believe their employer is doing the right amount.      

They could do 
a bit more

35% 

27% 

7% 

They could 
do much 

more

31%

They do the 
right amount

Don’t know

1 2 3 4 5
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(image idea: primary school/learning environment)

The average child 
has 6-7 days off 
school a year due 
to illness. 

The impact of the colds, 
flu and COVID on learning.
Children are the largest group of patients requiring care for respiratory virusesvi. This is because a 
child’s immune system is still developing, leaving them more vulnerable to worsened infection.

Children can experience up to 6-10 colds a yearvii compared to adults at 2-4. This is because children are 
often in close contact with each other during the school day.

The average child has 6-7 days off school a year due to illnessviii.

Any absence from school constitutes a loss of educational opportunity because students miss out on 
learning. When a student is absent, the investment in their education is still made by the school but the 
benefits are not received by the student or the wider community.     

How to stop the spread of colds, flu and COVID in schools and early childhood centresix 

•	 Keep children at home when sick with cold and flu symptoms.

•	 Teach children to cover coughs and sneezes with a tissue or to sneeze into their elbow instead of 
their hands.

•	 Encourage them to avoid touching their eyes, nose or mouth. 

•	 Clean frequently touched surfaces when children are sick. 
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Five simple steps to stay healthy in the workplace 
this winter, with Winc Health, Hygiene & Safety 
Specialist, Sharon Bayldon. 
According to the Australian Influenza Surveillance Report, influenza cases typically 
rise in May, leading to a peak circulation of the disease in July and August. We spoke 
to Sharon Bayldon, Health, Hygiene & Safety Specialist at Winc to share her top 
recommendations for staying healthy at work this winter. 

5. Stay hydrated and make healthy 
eating choices. 

Inadequate hydration can result in headaches, 
reduced memory function, and slower response 
times, which can hinder your ability to perform 
tasks effectively. It is crucial to maintain proper 
hydration levels to optimise your productivity.

“Ensure you stay hydrated throughout the day 
by having water readily available at your desk or 
taking regular breaks to hydrate yourself. When 
feeling peckish, avoid sugary snacks and instead 
opt for nutritious food options such as fruits, nuts 
and seeds that provide sustained energy to keep 
you going throughout the day,” says Sharon.

3. Keep essential items readily available 
on your desk.

Did you know that a keyboard can harbor up to 
three times more bacteria than a toilet seat ?

Surfaces that are often touched should be 
cleansed and disinfected at least once every day. 

“Make sure to wipe down hard surfaces like your 
desk on a regular basis,” advises Sharon. Always 
refer to the cleaning product’s instructions and 
labelling to determine the required duration for 
effective surface disinfection.

2. Practice good hand hygiene.

A recent study conducted in communal kitchen 
areas revealed the existence of harmful bacteria 
and fungi on workplace kitchen items such 
as coffee machines, fridge door handles, and 
microwave buttonsx.

The workplace can host the existence of harmful 
bacteria and fungi across various sites including 
the bathroom, entry points and the kitchen. 

“Areas that experience frequent usage 
contribute significantly to the transmission of 
bacteria. It is essential to maintain good hand 
hygiene by washing your hands thoroughly with 
soap and water for a duration of at least 20 to 30 
seconds. Additionally, using alcohol-based hand 
sanitisers can effectively eliminate bacteria and 
help prevent the spread of germs,” suggests 
Sharon.

1. Get your flu shot.

There’s no better time than now to schedule your 
flu vaccination. Investing in onsite flu vaccination 
programs can help ease the impact of illnesses 
and minimise disruptions in the workplace. 

“To help keep yourself, your team members and 
those around you safe and healthy this winter 
season, prioritise getting vaccinated as soon as 
possible,” recommends Sharon.

4. Stay active during breaks. 

Incorporating exercise into your daily routine 
can have a positive impact on your physical 
wellbeing and energy levels. 

“Simple activities like taking a walk during your 
break, opting for stairs instead of elevators, or 
even performing exercises while seated at your 
desk can make a significant difference.”

“The winter period brings 
about an increase in the cases 

of cold and flu, especially in the 
workplace. It not only impacts 

the individual but can affect 
productivity, morale, and 

spread to others.” 

Sharon Bayldon, 
Health, Hygiene & Safety Specialist at Winc. 
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  ihttps://ausvacs.com.au/flu-costs-australian-companies-in-lost-time/ 
  iihttps://www.sonichealthplus.com.au/health-hub/flu/the-flu-is-bad-for-business 
  iiihttps://www.immunisationcoalition.org.au/news-data/influenza-statistics/ 
  ivhttps://www.health.nsw.gov.au/Infectious/factsheets/Pages/influenza_factsheet.aspx
  vhttps://www.health.nsw.gov.au/Infectious/factsheets/Pages/influenza_factsheet.aspx 
  vihttps://www.cdc.gov/respiratory-viruses/risk-factors/young-children.html#:~:text=Young%20children%2C%20particularly%20infants%2C%20have,airways%20more%20of%20a%20threat. 
  viihttps://www.rch.org.au/kidsinfo/fact_sheets/viral_illnesses/#:~:text=Colds%20are%20very%20common%20in,first%20few%20years%20of%20life. 
  viiihttps://truii.com/uncategorized/often-kids-get-sick/#:~:text=The%20overall%20non%2Dattendance%20due,indigenous%20(6.6%20days)%20children. 
  ixhttps://www.health.nsw.gov.au/Infectious/Influenza/Pages/schools_and_childcare_resources.aspx 
  xFlu threatens young children with only 6 per cent of kids vaccinated, 2023 https://www.abc.net.au/news/2023-05-09/flu-threatens-vulnerable-youth/102316634 

How Winc can help. 
Winc offers a wide range of everyday products that can assist in the 
reduction of the spread of colds, flu and COVID this winter. Scan the QR 
code for our latest catalogue.   

Our Health Hygiene & Safety Experts are available to support with 
advice on cleaning protocols, chemical selection and other preventative 
measures to help workplaces navigate cold and flu season. If you’re 
interested in a tailored solution for your workplace, please contact you 
Winc Account Manager.

Scan the QR 
code for our 
latest catalogue.  



For more information, please contact your
Winc Account Manager.

winc.com.au


