
 

 

 

                      Low-wage workers need, but don’t have, this critical benefit. 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Over 32 million workers don’t have any paid sick days.1 If they get the flu, need to visit the doctor, or have to care for a 
sick child or an ailing parent, they face impossible choices between health and employment. Low-wage workers in 
particular — who can least afford to take unpaid leave — are also the least likely to have jobs with paid sick days.2 For 
many of these workers, taking unpaid sick time can lead to economic instability, forgone wages, and even job loss. 
 
To create lasting change for workers, reduce income inequality, and protect public health, federal policymakers must 
create a national minimum standard guaranteeing employees can earn paid sick leave. One such proposal is the 
Healthy Families Act, which will provide workers with job-protected sick time without losing wages or their job. It’s 
time for national policy to catch up; 11 states, the District of Columbia, and 22 localities have already passed laws to 
provide workers access to paid sick days.3 In addition, Maine, Nevada, and Bernalillo County in NM, have passed paid 
time off laws that workers can use for sick time.  
 

 

 
 
While 90 percent of workers in the highest 10 percent of wage earners have paid sick leave, only 30 percent of 
workers in the bottom 10 percent do.4  Workers without paid sick days are 3 times more likely to experience poverty,5 
1.4 times more likely to need state or local income supports, and 1.3 times more likely to receive SNAP (Supplemental 
Nutrition Assistance Program — also known as food stamps).6 
 
• Full-time workers are much more likely to have paid sick days than part-time workers: Only 43 percent of 

part-time workers have paid sick days, compared to 83 percent of full-time workers.7 This is a pressing issue at a 
time when over 4 million people are working fewer hours than they’d like and are sometimes forced to work 
multiple part-time jobs.8 

• Working parents: In one survey, a third of parents with young children were concerned about losing pay or 
their job because of missing work to care for their children when they’re too sick to go to child care. This 
problem is pervasive, with nearly two-thirds of parents reporting their children couldn’t go to child care 
because of illness in the past year.9  

• Hispanic workers are disproportionately represented in occupations and industries, such as the service 
sector, that rarely offer paid sick days.10 Less than half of Hispanic workers (46 percent) have paid sick days.11  

• Immigrants: Immigrants are significantly more likely to live in poverty and work in low-wage jobs, meaning 
they can least afford to lose wages or their job.12 Only half of immigrants have paid sick days vs. 60 percent of 
their native-born counterparts.13 
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Paid Sick Days improve economic stability 

 
• When workers lack paid sick days and must take days off without pay, it can lead to job loss.14 Many low-wage 

workers fall into poverty from job loss.15 Paid sick days ensure workers have job-protected leave to heal and 
care. 

• Even a day of lost wages can interfere with paying bills or affording groceries. Because a majority of low-income 
mothers lose wages to care for a sick child, having paid sick leave can help families avoid economic turmoil.16  

• Paid sick leave can also improve retention. One study found paid sick leave decreases the probability of a 
worker quitting or facing job separation by 25 percent. This was particularly true for mothers and workers 
without leave.17 
 

 
Paid Sick Days improve health outcomes for workers and children 

• Growing research indicates that paid sick days lead to an increase in preventive health screenings for adults 
and children18 and fewer flu cases overall.19  

• Those without paid sick days are more likely to forgo or delay medical care, which has personal and public 
financial and health consequences. During the 2009 H1N1 flu pandemic, people working while sick was the 
primary cause for an additional 1,500 deaths and 7 million cases of the flu.20  

• A lack of paid sick days is associated with lower use of critical preventive services such as well-child visits and flu 
vaccinations.21 

• Workers without paid sick days are also less likely to be able to afford dental care or eyeglasses, more likely to 
delay filling prescriptions (to save money), and more likely to have higher family medical expenses.22 

  

How the Healthy Families Act (H.R. 1784 /S. 840) works 

• Employees can earn up to 7 days of sick time per year. For every 30 hours worked, an employee earns 1 hour 
of sick time. An employer may limit annual accrual to 56 hours, or 7 days, but can also set a higher limit. 
Accrued time must carry over to the next calendar year.  

• Employees may use sick time for many critical health and wellness needs:  
o To care for their own physical or mental illness, injury, or medical condition;  
o To obtain medical diagnosis or care, including preventive care;  
o To care for a family member, including a child, parent, spouse, domestic partner, or other relative to whom 

the worker has a similarly close relationship;  
o To attend a school meeting or professional appointment related to a child’s health condition or disability; or 
o To obtain treatment or assistance (including taking legal action) for themselves or a family member in cases 

of domestic violence, sexual assault, or stalking. 
• Businesses with 15+ employees must provide job-protected paid sick time. Workers in businesses with 

fewer than 15 employees can earn job-protected, unpaid sick days. 
• Certification: An employer may require medical certification for 3 or more consecutive days of sick time.  
• The legislation also includes important provisions to educate workers about their rights, protect them from 

discrimination and retaliation, and aid in enforcement.  
• The bill does not preempt more generous state and local paid sick time laws that provide greater benefits 

and protections for low-wage workers.  

For more information, please visit clasp.org/HFAlowwagework. For questions, contact jobquality@clasp.org. 
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