
THE PTO 
CONUNDRUM
Tracking employees’ vacation time to prevent burnout

V I S I E R  I N S I G H TS T M R E P O RT



Employees seem to find themselves in a dilemma when it comes 
to their personal well-being and taking time off work. On the one 
hand, 57% of workers in a recent survey said they feel burnt out 
“most or all of the time,”1 a situation that has worsened since the 
onset of the COVID-19 pandemic.2 On the other hand, relatively 
few employees are actually taking time off from work for vacation. 
Nearly half (42%) of U.S. workers report that they have not taken a 
vacation over the past year,3 and during 2020 the use of vacation 
days by U.S. employees was at an all time low of the past 40 years.4

It is undisputed that taking time off work for leisure alleviates employees’ stress, 
mitigates the burnout risk, and enables high work performance.5 And apart 
from the personal implications of burnout risk there is a clear business case to 
be made: burnout is expensive. The direct cost of burnout in employees was 
estimated to be $125–190 billion each year in U.S. healthcare spending.6

But as we scraped our Visier Community Data that contains more than 17 million 
records of employees in 25,000 companies across 75 countries, we found that 
PTO utilization in the form of vacation time logged seems to be an underreported 
metric.7 We draw this conclusion from the fact that only a small subsample of 
organizations in our database use their people analytics tool to understand 
vacation time utilization and its link to other metrics in the employee lifecycle. 
Here is what we found: 

•	 Fewer than 60% of employees took vacation time in the past three years
•	 There are clear demographic differences in PTO utilization by gender, 

manager level, and tenure
•	 PTO utilization takes a regular seasonal pattern (and COVID-19 changed it all)

Recently, more and more organizations have begun to realize that there is value 
in focusing on PTO utilization as one way to prevent burnout. Employment 
ads for paid time off as a company benefit have climbed across the U.S. labor 
market—and have doubled for low wage jobs.8 Therefore, at a time when 
employees are increasingly concerned about mental health, burnout, work life 
balance, and workload,9 it may be necessary to start tracking PTO utilization and
vacation time more closely.

Considering that absence and leave management emerged as an attribute of 
strategic HR functions this year,10 this report can help inform HR leaders about 
current PTO utilization trends and ways to make the right talent decisions around 
their workforce’s PTO and burnout prevention.

02

The PTO Conundrum



On average, fewer than 60% of employees 
took PTO since 2020
We calculated a PTO ratio—the percentage of full-time employees (FTE) within a 
given time window who have taken any amount of vacation—even if it was only 
one day per year.11

As shown in the chart below, we found that PTO utilization has declined since 
2018. Before the pandemic, 63% of the employees in our sample took time off 
work, a percentage that has dramatically decreased to 57% in 2020 and since 
then stabilized at around 60%.12

Note about paid time off benefits
Our dataset does not contain information about the number of PTO 
days the workers in our sample are entitled to based on the benefits 
package from their employers. Furthermore, different countries have 
varying statutory requirements for employers to give their workers 
paid time off. The rules for the three regions included in our study—
the United States of America, Canada, and the European Union—are 
a case in point. Canadian employees are entitled to 10–20 paid 
vacation days per year after one year of employment,13 and those in 
the European Union to 20 days per year.w The situation in the U.S. is 
different altogether. Even though employers in the U.S. are not legally 
bound to provide PTO,15 most employers do offer paid vacation, with 
the number of days per year sometimes tied to length of service by 
the employee.16
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Employee demographic and PTO utilization
Our data revealed clear and consistent patterns of PTO utilization over the past four years when grouped by employees’ 
gender, their tenure at the current organization, and their managerial level. The data points presented indicate the respective 
percentage of that grouping (e.g. gender, manager level, tenure at organization) that took some time off in any given year.

Fewer men than women take time off work 

The differences in the way women and men take paid time off shows a consistent pattern throughout 
the past four years, with disruptions since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic.  While for 
example, in 2019, 78% of female employees took paid time off, only 59% of male workers did. In 
comparison, the number of employees taking time off dropped overall in 2021 where 73% of female 
and 56% of male employees took vacation time.

Even though our analysis measured the metric “vacation” rather than sick leave or maternity leave, the 
higher usage of time off taken by female employees could be attributed to using more PTO days for 
caregiving responsibilities by women.17 An alternative explanation by academic researchers suggests 
that men take less vacation time due to their different work schedules, possibly including supervisory 
duties of their roles or their worries around job security.18
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Fewer individual contributors than people managers take time off work

Our second finding revolves around the differences in PTO utilization by employees with and without 
people management responsibilities. Lower numbers of individual contributors than people managers 
have typically taken time off work for vacation. It’s worth highlighting that the difference between 
individual contributors and people managers’ PTO utilization was the largest in 2021 where 81% of 
people managers took PTO, while only 55% of non-managers took PTO at all.

Even though managers in a survey were supportive of employees’ vacation time and reported that 
mandatory PTO had a positive effect on talent retention, individual contributors’ low PTO utilization 
could be due to workers’ concerns around big workload and a (perceived) lack of support by their 
teams or organizations.19
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Fewer low tenured employees take PTO

Employees’ tenure at an organization also plays a role in whether or not they take paid time off. According 
to our analysis, of those employees who took PTO between 2018 and 2022, 87% of those with a tenure of 
more than 10 years took PTO, when only 62% with a tenure of between three and five years did.

Even the tie between employee tenure as a requirement for earning PTO days does still not fully explain 
why so many fewer, lower tenured employees (55%) did not take any PTO at all. Most companies in the 
U.S. offer at least some days PTO per year, and our analysis did not measure the number of days, but the 
number of employees who took PTO in any given year.

The PTO Conundrum

06



PTO utilization has a regular seasonal pattern

Typically, peak PTO utilization happens during the summer months and December (the highest month), 
while the months of February and May show a significant dip. The obvious exception was the time 
between spring and summer of 2020, where PTO utilization overall fell way below the yearly averages 
due to the COVID-19 pandemic.

These seasonal patterns shown across the years confirm previous findings about declining vacation 
time taken by employees since the onset of the pandemic. Noteworthy differences pertain to gender 
differences in PTO utilization—73% of women took vacation time in 2020 compared to 51% of men—as 
well as manager levels (significantly more managers than individual contributors took vacation, see 
chart above in this report).
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Key takeaways
Organizations may be overlooking the vacation-related metric 
in their HRIS or analytics systems, and thereby fail to realize 
an important contributor to productivity, talent retention, and 
employee experience. By not tracking employees’ utilization of 
paid time off, business leaders and team managers may lack the 
data they need to make evidence-based workforce planning and 
workload management decisions and ensure smooth operations 
during times of increased absenteeism.

Many companies may not know that a larger proportion than 
assumed—4 out of 10 employees—never take vacation time, like our 
data suggest. Particularly, certain employee populations may be at 
higher risk for burnout, attrition, or a lack of rest and mental well-
being than others. In our database, it turns out that men, individual 
contributors, and less tenured employees showed different PTO 
utilization behaviors than other segments of the workforce. In any 
case, data around PTO utilization enables the planning of appropriate 
HR mitigation strategies around burnout, well-being, and the 
employee engagement, like shown in the following example:

Protective Life Insurance’s business 
reasons for tracking PTO utilization
Leaders at Alabama-based Protective Life Insurance put PTO utilization 
in the spotlight. One of their goals was to prevent unanticipated 
absences towards the end of 2020 due to employees taking remaining 
PTO, because this would have disrupted business operations.

Another reason for focusing on PTO data was a focus on  
employees’ health and well-being for their growing number of 
remote employees. Protective Life’s executives encouraged 
employees to use time off for their own mental health—even if a 
staycation was all that was possible at the time.

Thirdly, the company investigated the link between 
employees taking advantage of paid time off and their 
inclination to stay at the company: “We saw a clear story 
there. The higher the average amount of PTO hours used, 
the lower the resignation rates. And the lower the amount 
of PTO hours used, the higher the resignation rates. When 
we looked across large groups of employees that’s what 
we saw,” says Matthew Hamilton, Vice President of People 
Analytics and HRIS at Protective Life Insurance.20
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Metrics to track
Depending on the needs of an organization’s industry and the type of work its workforce is doing, 
there are a series of metrics and analyses that can be done on the basis of employees’ PTO utilization. 
In addition to keeping a close eye on PTO utilization across the workforce, organizations can use 
people analytics to conduct the following analyses:

Fatigue analysis
While many organizations may track employees’ recorded work hours as well as 
potential overtime worked, a so-called “fatigue analysis” can also include vacation 
hours taken or not taken. Additionally, there may be links between PTO utilization and 
absenteeism rates that could indicate employees are not taking enough time off which 
impact their levels of burnout.

Burnout detection
Active and passive listening tools can help detect early signs of burnout in employees. 
Adding analytics around PTO utilization can provide a glimpse into the link between 
using vacation time to unwind from work, and burnout data. Equally important could be 
tracking if employees typically work during their PTO. And if so, what the typical digital 
day length was during their vacation and if there are links to their burnout status.

Engagement and retention analysis
Analyzing a link between PTO utilization and voluntary turnover as well as employee 
engagement scores is a powerful way to understand the intricacies of employees’ 
everyday work and rest experience. To know if employees’ choices and opportunities to 
take time off work are connected to resignation rates, for example, or their engagement 
at the company, can be an additional analysis to conduct.
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About our data
The findings as presented in this report are curated from the Visier Community 
Data. Visier’s database contains more than 17 million employee records from over 
25,000 customers in 75 countries. The analysis in this report used available data 
from a subpopulation of 14 enterprise sized organizations with employees in the 
United States, Canada, and the European Union.

Companies represent a range of industries—including healthcare, technology, 
financial services and insurance, energy, and manufacturing—and weighted 
averages account for different headcounts per each organization.

For each of the included companies, Visier ensured a high degree of confidence 
in both data availability and quality for the topic and time period being covered 
by this report.

Visier Labs
We’re always looking to uncover new findings about the human truth of work. 
Partner with us in research, or get access to data to further your own initiatives  
at visier.com/labs/data.
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About Visier
Visier’s purpose is to reveal the human truth about your workforce and 
contribute to a better future.

Visier was founded to focus on what matters to business people: 
answering the right questions, even the ones a person might not know 
to ask. Questions that shape business strategy, provide the impetus for 
taking action, and drive better business results. 

Visier delivers fast, clear people insight by using all the available 
people data—regardless of source. With best-practice expertise  
built in, decisionmakers can confidently take action. Thanks to our 
amazing customers, Visier is the market leader in Workforce Analytics, 
with more than 15,000 customers in 75 countries around the world.

For more information, visit visier.com

http://www.visier.com
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