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Introduction 
 

Access to paid sick days is a key labor standard that improves public health, businesses’ bottom lines, worker 

safety, and economic security. More than 45 million private sector workers in the United States, however, lack 

access to this safeguard.
1
 Unequal access to sick days is a part of a larger trend toward the economic and social 

inequality that increasingly characterizes the U.S. labor market. While there is growing concern among the public 

and policymakers about inequality, the debate often focuses on wages without taking into account other key aspects 

of compensation, including paid family and medical leave and paid sick days.
2
 

 

Research demonstrates that low-wage workers and people of color are least likely to have access to paid sick days.
3
 

This brief builds on previous research to provide an analysis of immigrant 
4
 access to sick days using data from the 

2013 National Health Interview Survey (NHIS). With the number of immigrant workers growing, particularly in the 

low-wage workforce, it is critical to gain a clear picture of their economic circumstances.  

 

The results show that immigrants are less likely than other workers to have access to paid sick days, with certain 

groups of immigrants significantly trailing their native-born counterparts. These findings underscore the need for 

federal, state, and local paid sick days laws to create a more equitable society that lives up to American ideals of 

inclusion and fairness. 
 

 

Immigrant Workers’ Economic Status and Job Quality 
 
Between 2005 and 2010, immigrants accounted for 42 percent of growth in the labor force.

5
 The U.S. Department 

of Labor’s Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) projects that Hispanics will make up 18.6 percent of the labor force in 

2020.
6
  

 

Immigrants are significantly more likely than their native-born counterparts to live in poverty and work in low-

wage jobs, which puts them among workers least able to afford losing a day’s wages – or their jobs – simply 

because they are sick or must care for a loved one. According to the Center for Immigration Studies, approximately 

20 percent of immigrants—as compared to 13.5 percent of native-born individuals—were in poverty in 2010.
7
 

Among low-income individuals slightly above the poverty line, the difference is even more pronounced. Nearly 44  
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percent of immigrants live below 200 percent of the poverty line, compared to 31 percent of natives.
8
 Research also 

shows that, compared to native-born individuals, low-income immigrants are less likely to use or be eligible for  

certain public benefits, such as Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF), which may contribute to the 

higher incidence of poverty among immigrants (along with their concentration in low-wage and low-quality jobs).
9
 

 

A recent study analyzing job characteristics of immigrant working parents finds that immigrant parents have lower 

hourly wages than native-born parents (earning 22 percent less than native-born parents), less access to pension 

plans (only 32 percent have pensions, compared with 49 percent of native-born parents), and less access to 

employment-based health insurance (42 percent have access, compared with 55 percent of native-born parents).
10

 

Black and Hispanic immigrants are most likely to have poor-quality jobs, with Hispanic immigrants earning the 

lowest average wages, and least likely to have access to pensions and health insurance. 

 

The status of immigrant workers has a significant bearing on the well-being of children and families. Nearly twice 

as many immigrant parents have poor-quality jobs compared to their native-born counterparts.
11

 As a result, their 

children have less access to critical childcare and educational resources.
12

 Lack of access to high-quality early 

childhood programs can have lifelong repercussions for these children.
13

 

 

Immigrant Workers’ Access to Sick Days 
 
Analysis of the most recent data on immigrant access to paid sick days reveals the following:

14
 

 

 Immigrant workers have less access to sick days than their native-born counterparts. Only 54 percent 

of immigrants have access to sick days, compared to approximately 63 percent of their native-born 

counterparts (Figure 1). This difference is particularly pronounced among women—54 percent of female 

immigrants have access to sick days, compared with 64 percent of native-born females (Figure 2). 

 Hispanic immigrants have the least access to sick days relative to all other racial/ethnic groups. On 

average, only 41 percent of Hispanic immigrants have access to sick days (Figure 3). This percentage is 

even lower (40 percent) for Hispanic immigrant men (Figure 4) than for Hispanic immigrant women (44 

percent, Figure 5). 

 Asian immigrant women have much lower access to sick days than native-born Asian women. 

Approximately 70 percent of all non-Hispanic Asian immigrant workers have access to sick days, compared 

to 72 percent of their native counterpart. However, only 64 percent of non-Hispanic Asian immigrant 

women have access to sick days, compared to 75 percent of native-born women. 

 Lower-income immigrant workers who are working full time are less likely to have paid sick days 

than native-born counterparts at similar income levels. Immigrants with incomes of less than $65,000 

per year have less access to sick days than their native-born counterparts (Figure 6). Around 26 percent of 

immigrant workers making less than $15,000 per year have access to sick days, compared with almost 36 

percent of native-born workers. Of those earning between $15,000 and $34,999 per year, 47 percent of 

immigrant workers have paid sick days, compared with 64 percent of native-born workers. 
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Figure 1: Immigrant and Native-Born Access to Sick Days. Access rates were calculated by measuring the percentage of respondents who were over 18 

years old, employed, and said “yes” out of respondents answering “yes” or “no” to the question: Do you have paid sick leave on your main job or 

business? Immigrant refers to individuals who were born outside of the US and its territories. Native-born refers to individuals who were born within the 

US and its territories. 

 

Source: IWPR/CLASP analysis of 2013 National Health Interview Survey microdata. 
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Figure 1.Immigrant and Native-Born Access to Sick Days 
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Figure 2: Immigrant and Native-Born Access to Sick Days by Gender. Access rates were calculated by measuring the percentage of respondents who 

were over 18 years old, employed, and said “yes” out of respondents answering “yes” or “no” to the question: Do you have paid sick leave on your main 

job or business? Immigrant refers to individuals who were born outside of the US and its territories. Native-born refers to individuals who were born 

within the US and its territories. 

 

Source: IWPR/CLASP analysis of 2013 National Health Interview Survey microdata. 
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Figure 3: Immigrant and Native-Born Access to Sick Days by Race and Ethnicity. Access rates were calculated by measuring the percentage of 

respondents who were over 18 years old, employed, and said “yes” out of respondents answering “yes” or “no” to the question: Do you have paid sick 

leave on your main job or business? Immigrant refers to individuals who were born outside of the US and its territories. Native-born refers to individuals  

who were born within the US and its territories. 

 

Source: IWPR/CLASP analysis of 2013 National Health Interview Survey microdata. 
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Figure 4. Male Immigrant and Native-Born Access to Sick Days by Race and Ethnicity 

Immigrant Men Native Born Men

 

 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 4: Male Immigrant and Native-Born Access to Sick Days by Ethnicity. Access rates were calculated by measuring the percentage of respondents 

who were over 18 years old, employed, and said “yes” out of respondents answering “yes” or “no” to the question: Do you have paid sick leave on your 

main job or business? Immigrant refers to individuals who were born outside of the US and its territories. Native-born refers to individuals who were born 

within the US and its territories. 

 

Source: IWPR/CLASP analysis of 2013 National Health Interview Survey microdata. 
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Figure 5: Female Immigrant and Native-Born Access to Sick Days by Ethnicity. Access rates were calculated by measuring the percentage of respondents 

who were over 18 years old, employed, and said “yes” out of respondents answering “yes” or “no” to the question: Do you have paid sick leave on your 

main job or business? Immigrant refers to individuals who were born outside of the US and its territories. Native-born refers to individuals who were born 

within the US and its territories. 

 

Source: IWPR/CLASP analysis of 2013 National Health Interview Survey microdata. 
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Figure 6: Immigrant and Native-Born Access to Sick Days by Personal Earnings for Full Time Workers. Access rates were calculated by measuring the 

percentage of respondents who were over 18 years old, employed full time, and said “yes” out of respondents answering “yes” or “no” to the question: Do 

you have paid sick leave on your main job or business? Immigrant refers to individuals who were born outside of the US and its territories. Native-born 

refers to individuals who were born within the US and its territories. Earnings are annual earnings last year reported by full-time workers. 

 

Source: IWPR/CLASP analysis of 2013 National Health Interview Survey microdata. 
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Figure 6. Immigrant and Native-Born Access to Sick Leave by Personal Earnings for Full Time Workers 
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The Movement to Pass Paid Sick Days Laws is Gaining Momentum 

To address inequality, including unequal access to paid sick days, we need public policies guaranteeing all 

workers access to paid sick time. As more and more Americans recognize the urgency of this need, a growing 

number of jurisdictions are passing paid sick days laws. San Francisco, Seattle, Portland, Washington D.C., 

New York City, Jersey City, and Newark, NJ—along with the state of Connecticut—have all passed such laws 

in recent years. Federal legislation to create a national paid sick days standard has been introduced in Congress. 

The Healthy Families Act, being considered at the federal level, would allow workers to accrue up to seven paid 

sick days per year to address their own medical needs, care for an ill family member, or tend to issues related to 

domestic violence, sexual assault, or stalking. 

 

Popular support for these policies is very high. Majorities in all demographic groups support paid sick days. A 

national poll found that 75 percent of all participants support paid sick days, including strong majorities of 

Whites, African Americans, and Hispanics.
15

 Support is also bipartisan: 86 percent of Democrats and 65 percent 

of Republicans support a law guaranteeing a minimum number of paid sick days.
16

 As the demographics in the 

United States continue to shift to include a growing number of non-native-born workers, support for these 

policies may grow stronger. 

 

Workers, including those who have moved to the United States and who help fuel its economic engine, 

shouldn’t have to choose between their health (or their families’ health) and their jobs. 
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