POLICY BRIEF

GUARANTEE PAID SICKDAYS AND
HEALTHY FAMILIES

THE PROBLEM

Across the country, women are struggling to care for themselves and their loved ones
while paying the bills and supporting their families. Despite the lessons learned during the
COVID-19 pandemic about the importance of giving people time away from work to recover
when they are sick, too many workers are still without this basic protection.

In 2025, nearly one in five civilian workers in the United States lacked any paid sick
days, including a majority of people working in the lowest paying jobs who often cannot
afford to take time off when they are sick or need care. This phenomenon not only harms
individuals and their families, but also presents a risk to public health. Women in the food
and retail sector—a sector that comprises nearly 20% of the country’s workforce—are less
likely to have access to paid sick days compared to men in the same sector and similarly
employed. In 2022, Latinas across all occupations had the smallest share of any racial and
gender group with access to paid sick days. This disparity compounds gender inequality
and economic insecurity, which is worsened for mothers of color who often serve dual
roles as both primary caregivers and breadwinners for their families, increasing their
responsibilities. For workers without paid sick days, taking even a few days off to recover
from an illness could mean losing wages equivalent to monthly costs for groceries, gas, or
household utilities like electricity. These realities leave working people with the impossible
choice between taking care of their health or caring for a sick loved one and maintaining their
financial security.

THE SOLUTION

« Guarantee that all workers, regardless of the size of their employer, can accrue at least
seven paid sick days each year. Sick time should be paid at an employee’s regular rate
of pay.

» Provide sick days that can be used in cases of personal illness, to access preventative
care, to provide care to a sick family member, and to attend school meetings related to a
child’s health.
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https://www.bls.gov/news.release/ebs2.t06.htm
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/the-state-of-paid-sick-time-in-the-u-s/#:~:text=Who%20has%20paid%20sick%20time,occupations%20had%20paid%20sick%20time
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/paid-sick-days-improve-our-public-health.pdf
https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/essential-and-vulnerable-service-sector-workers-and-paid-sick-leave
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/04/Sick-Leave-Fact-Sheet-2024.pdf
https://webassets.oxfamamerica.org/media/documents/PN_OXF_Unseen_Unmet_Report_FINAL.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/breadwinning-women-are-a-lifeline-for-their-families-and-the-economy/
https://www.epi.org/publication/paid-sick-leave-2023/
https://www.epi.org/publication/paid-sick-leave-2023/

« Allow workers to use paid sick days for “safe leave” to recover from or receive support
related to an incidence of domestic violence, sexual assault, or stalking.

» Protect workers from retaliation or discrimination when using their earned sick time,
including prohibitions on having hours reduced or shifts changed.

« Ensure workers can take sick time to care for a broad range of family members, including
spouses, domestic partners, parents, children of any age, siblings, grandparents,
grandchildren, and other individuals who comprise someone’s “chosen family.” Survey data
shows that LGBTQI+ workers are more likely to rely on chosen family when they are sick,
making it vital for paid sick time laws to recognize the full range of caregiving relationships.
And people of color and immigrants are more likely to live in multigenerational households—
generally two or more adult generations or a “skipped generation” and grandchildren
younger than 25. This arrangement has become increasingly common among older adults
where they may need to provide care to a wider range of family members.

* Minimize or eliminate documentation requirements for short absences. Medical
documentation can be difficult to obtain given barriers to obtaining appointments
with _health care providers, the costs of travel, and fees for doctor’s visits or medical
notes that may not be covered by insurance. By limiting the circumstances in
which documentation is required, more workers will be able to use their earned sick
time. And for workers recovering from common illnesses like the flu, medical intervention
may not even be necessary, and requiring a doctor’s note adds an unnecessary burden and
cost to utilizing leave.

TALKING POINTS ON THE SOLUTION

« Paid sick days improve public health. Providing workers with time off when they or their
loved ones are sick can help reduce the spread of illness, and workers are more likely
to seek medical care when they are sick.

« Paid sick time laws are effective. After Congress enacted temporary, limited paid sick time
under the Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA), research shows that infection
rates began to slow, helping “flatten the curve.” In states without an existing paid sick days
program, FFCRA sick leave led to a 56% decrease in COVID-19 infections across the state.

 Providing workers with paid sick days increases flu vaccination rates, which can help slow
the spread of the flu. Parents with paid sick time are also better able to access health care
for their children, including immunizations and regular doctor’s visits.

« Everyone, no matter their race or gender, should be able to go to the doctor, rest when they
are sick, and care for the people they love. But without guaranteed access, people working
in food and retail sector jobs—where women and people of color are overrepresented—
are unlikely to have paid sick days. Part-time workers—who are predominantly women—
are also far less likely to have access to paid sick days than full-time workers. Paid sick time
laws can reduce racial and gender disparities in access to paid sick days.
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https://www.abetterbalance.org/resources/report-the-need-for-paid-safe-leave-model-legislative-language/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/states-take-action-to-protect-workers-who-need-safe-leave/
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/paid-leave-policies-must-include-chosen-family/
https://www.pewresearch.org/social-trends/2022/03/24/the-demographics-of-multigenerational-households/
https://www.pewresearch.org/short-reads/2025/12/04/a-smaller-share-of-older-us-adults-live-alone-today-than-in-1990/
https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/beyond-cost-what-barriers-to-health-care-do-consumers-face/
https://www.healthsystemtracker.org/chart-collection/beyond-cost-what-barriers-to-health-care-do-consumers-face/
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/paid-sick-days-improve-our-public-health.pdf
https://voxeu.org/article/pros-and-cons-sick-pay
https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC12273583/
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.00863
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.00863
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.vaccine.2018.10.039
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajim.22692
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajim.22692
https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/inequalities-in-the-service-sector/
https://nwlc.org/resource/part-time-workers-factsheet

» Research shows providing mothers with paid sick days helps alleviate the conflict between
work and caregiving responsibilities, which in turn allows women to keep their jobs, earn
more, and provide economic security for their families.

« Paid sick days contribute to a more robust overall economy. Research from states with
guaranteed paid sick time shows that laws have a positive impact on local economies.

« Paid sick days benefit businesses. Workers with access to paid sick days can stay home
when they are sick, thereby avoiding presenteeism—a phenomenon where employees are
physically present at work but prevented from fully functioning at work due to illness,
which costs employers billions of dollars each year. In addition, employers who provide
paid leave see less employee turnover, which in turn reduces costs to emplovers.

Additional Messaging Resources

e Click here to understand how to answer frequently asked questions about paid sick time
for workers and their families.

« Click here to understand how to talk about the difference between paid sick days and paid
family and medical leave.

Public Popularity

 Providing workers with paid sick days is popular: 78% of Americans in 2024 said they would
support a ballot measure to provide paid sick leave for employees if one was proposed in
their state.

» When paid sick days laws are submitted to voters in ballot initiatives, they are wildly
popular in “conservative” and “progressive” states alike. In 2024, voters overwhelmingly
approved paid sick days ballot measures in Alaska, Missouri,' and Nebraska.

» Eighty-seven percent of small business owners in 2024 said it's important for people to
have access to paid sick days to obtain financial security.

Examples of State and Local Policies

+ As of September 2025, 18 states, from Alaska to Nebraska to New Mexico and Minnesota,
along with major cities and counties around the country, have passed laws that guarantee
workers can earn sick time. (See this chart for more bill details)

 In Washington State, a study found that guaranteed paid sick days meant more workers
were able to stay home when they were sick, reducing rates of “presenteeism,” which helped
keep workers healthy and productive. And in Connecticut, paid sick days were shown to
reduce on-the-job injuries.

FOOTNOTES

1. Despite overwhelming popular support, the Missouri legislature took drastic action and broke the
filibuster to force a repeal of the paid sick days requirement and the minimum wage cost of living
adjustment, just months after they had been passed by the voters.
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https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/pam.22582?casa_token=m_j5n0qxlsIAAAAA%3ACTCIe7_XJfKdcCYDYqPoQK4N_Rfhubzk3kkajmAFiOcd2RD1hpzDdOc9zXE4sJyF-6Mfb___edTlFGlD
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/pam.22582?casa_token=m_j5n0qxlsIAAAAA%3ACTCIe7_XJfKdcCYDYqPoQK4N_Rfhubzk3kkajmAFiOcd2RD1hpzDdOc9zXE4sJyF-6Mfb___edTlFGlD
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/pam.22582?casa_token=m_j5n0qxlsIAAAAA%3ACTCIe7_XJfKdcCYDYqPoQK4N_Rfhubzk3kkajmAFiOcd2RD1hpzDdOc9zXE4sJyF-6Mfb___edTlFGlD
https://www.abetterbalance.org/resources/fact-sheet-paid-sick-time-is-good-for-business-families-and-public-health/
https://doi.org/10.1097/01.jom.0000099999.27348.78
https://equitablegrowth.org/reduced-job-turnover-in-small-u-s-firms-is-an-overlooked-benefit-of-paid-sick-leave
https://equitablegrowth.org/reduced-job-turnover-in-small-u-s-firms-is-an-overlooked-benefit-of-paid-sick-leave
https://equitablegrowth.org/frequently-asked-questions-about-paid-sick-time-for-u-s-workers-and-their-families-and-the-broader-u-s-economy/
https://nationalpartnership.org/report/paid-sick-days-family-medical-leave/
https://yougov.com/en-us/articles/50840-poll-2024-state-ballot-measures-workers-rights-abortion-drugs
https://19thnews.org/2024/11/missouri-alaska-nebraska-approve-paid-sick-leave/
https://19thnews.org/2024/11/missouri-alaska-nebraska-approve-paid-sick-leave/
https://smallbusinessmajority.org/sites/default/files/research-reports/2024-small-business-paid-leave-survey-toplines.pdf
https://www.abetterbalance.org/our-issues/paid-sick-time/
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/paid-sick-days-statutes.pdf
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7067115/
https://doi.org/10.1002/ajim.23028

