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Everyone gets sick, but not everyone has time to get better. In the United States, more 

than 34 million private sector workers can’t earn a single paid sick day to recover from an 

illness or go to the doctor.1 Many more cannot earn paid sick time to care for a sick child. 

Yet a growing body of research demonstrates that laws that guarantee paid sick days – 

already in place in 33 jurisdictions nationwide – work well and have widespread benefits.2 

When such laws are in place, workers and families do better, communities are healthier 

and businesses thrive. This evidence dispels myths and misconceptions about the effects of 

paid sick days laws and, along with growing public demand and continued state and local 

advancements, paves the way toward a much-needed national standard.  

The Truth About Paid Sick Days 

MYTH 1: A paid sick days standard isn’t needed. Workers can rely on voluntary employer 

policies. 

 

FACT: More than 34 million people who work in the private sector in the United States are 

unable to earn a single day of job-protected paid sick time through their employers.  

 Most low-wage workers can’t earn paid sick days. Nearly seven out of 10 low-wage 

workers in the private sector can’t earn a single paid sick day (compared to just 8 

percent of high-wage workers without access to paid sick days).3 Latinx and Native 

American workers are less likely than white workers to have access to paid sick days: 

More than half of Latinx workers and nearly half of Native American workers can’t 

earn paid sick days,4 which means they are more likely to face impossible choices that 

may compromise their health and the public’s health or their own financial and job 

security.  

 

MYTH 2: Paid sick days aren’t necessary because it isn’t a big deal to miss a day of work 

without pay.  

 

FACT: Without the ability to earn job-protected paid sick time, working people and their 

families can face serious financial consequences, including job loss. 

 Nearly one in four adults in the United States report that they have lost a job or were 

threatened with job loss because they needed to take sick time.5  
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 Families without paid sick days often can’t afford basic necessities when illness 

strikes. Just a few days of lost pay is equivalent to losing an entire month’s worth of 

groceries, utilities or health care expenses for a typical family in which a breadwinner 

does not have paid sick days.6  

 

MYTH 3: Paid sick days laws are “job killers” that harm the economy and force employers 

to cut wages or workers. 

 

FACT: Paid sick days laws have not led to job loss, business relocation or economic harm 

according to evidence form the longest-standing laws.  

 San Francisco and Washington, D.C. – which have the two longest-standing paid sick 

days laws in the nation – have both experienced job and business growth and positive 

outcomes in worker productivity and retention since the laws took effect. And the 

economies in jurisdictions that have passed laws more recently – such as New York 

City and Jersey City – have experienced similar effects.7   

 A report prepared by the Office of the District of Columbia Auditor in 2013 found no 

evidence that the law prompted businesses to leave the city or discouraged employers 

from establishing new businesses in it.8  

 

MYTH 4: A “one-size-fits-all” policy is too limiting for employers.  

 

FACT: Paid sick days laws create minimum standards that employers are free to build 

upon to meet the particular needs of their workforces, their businesses and their 

communities. 

 Employers that already provide paid sick time that meets the minimum requirements 

of paid sick days laws often don’t have to change their policies, and the laws provide 

flexibility to address particular employers’ payroll or existing paid time off practices.   

 The vast majority of employers in jurisdictions with paid sick days have expressed 

positive or neutral experiences with these laws. In the year following Seattle’s paid 

sick days law implementation, for example, nearly 70 percent of employers said they 

did not experience any administrative burdens or difficulties implementing the policy 

and 70 percent of employers said they supported the law.9 In New York City, 

approximately 18 months after its ordinance took effect, 86 percent of employers 

expressed their support for the law.10  

 

MYTH 5: I have paid sick days through my employer, so I don’t need a public policy 

standard for paid sick days.  

 

FACT: People are more likely to go to work sick and to delay or forgo regular, cost-

effective care if they can’t earn sick time, which has consequences for all of us and our 

communities. 

 The workers who are most likely to be without paid sick days often have the highest 

rates of public contact, including restaurant and hospitality workers, child care 

workers, and senior care workers.11 These workers often have no choice but to work 

sick to protect their own or their families’ financial stability. This affects everyone 

who interacts with these workers. 
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 Jurisdictions that have passed paid sick days have experienced significant decreases 

in flu rates, compared to those that have no such law.12 And during the 2009 H1N1 

outbreak, an estimated seven million people caught the flu from co-workers, but 

contagion rates were lower and illness outbreaks were shorter among businesses that 

were more likely to provide paid sick days.13 

 When workers can’t earn sick time, they are more likely to seek treatment at hospital 

emergency departments. A federal paid sick days policy could prevent an estimated 

1.3 million emergency room visits each year in the United States, saving $1.1 billion 

annually in public private health insurance costs.14 

 

MYTH 6: Employers will relocate and local jobs will be lost if a paid sick days law is passed. 

 

FACT: Jurisdictions with paid sick days laws have not experienced employer or job loss. 

And service and assistance jobs – the jobs among the least likely to have paid sick days – 

serve specific communities and cannot be relocated. 

 Negative employment effects are a myth. Evidence from states and localities with paid 

sick days policies has not demonstrated any negative effect on jobs. In fact, business is 

booming in places like Seattle, Wash., where research prepared for the Office of the 

City Auditor showed that, in the first year after the law took effect, employer growth 

was stronger than the neighboring cities of Bellevue, Everett and Tacoma combined.15  

 Occupations in the restaurant, hospitality and caregiving industries are among the 

least likely to offer paid sick days16 – these are some of the fastest-growing jobs in the 

nation and are needed in every city and state.17 

 

MYTH 7: Workers with access to paid sick days will abuse the policy. 

 

FACT: Workers approach their paid sick days as insurance and use them judiciously.  

 More than four in 10 workers (45 percent) with access to paid sick days didn’t use any 

of that time in the previous year, based on a national 2014 study, and for those who 

did use the time they had earned, they only used an average of 2.1 days.18  

 In places with paid sick days laws, workers tend to use fewer paid sick days than they 

earn and many do not use any at all. Examples include: 

 In Jersey City, more than 92 percent of employers said the law didn’t affect the 

number of sick days their employees took – 4.1 percent even said that workers 

were taking fewer days away from work than before the law was implemented.19  

 In San Francisco, where workers can earn up to nine paid sick days per year, 

the typical worker used only three. In fact, more than one-quarter of workers 

with access did not use any paid sick days at all.20 

 In Connecticut, one third of employees used no paid sick days at all; and those 

who did, on average, took a little more than half of the sick days they earned.21  
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MYTH 8: Workers don’t need paid sick days. They can use paid vacation days or flex time.   

 

FACT: Most workers who lack paid sick days also lack paid vacation days, and flex time is 

no substitute for paid sick days.  

 Many workers who don’t have paid sick days don’t have any paid time off at all – 

particularly lower-income workers who may need paid time off the most. In fact, just 

41 percent of private sector workers at the bottom of the pay scale can earn paid 

vacation – compared to 92 percent of the highest-wage workers who have access.22 

Vacation and flexible scheduling policies may require advance notice and approval 

from a supervisor. Medical needs don’t arise on a predictable schedule, and caring for 

oneself or a family member shouldn’t depend on an employer’s permission.  

As Myths are Dispelled, Paid Sick Days Policies Advance 

Today, 33 jurisdictions, including 11 states – Arizona, California, Connecticut, Maryland, 

Massachusetts, Michigan, New Jersey, Oregon, Rhode Island, Vermont and Washington – 

have or will soon have paid sick days policies.23 The evidence is clear: When paid sick days 

policies are in place, working people and families do better, communities are healthier and 

businesses thrive.  
 
As state and local momentum continues and myths are replaced with facts, we get closer to 

achieving a national paid sick days policy such as the Healthy Families Act, which would 

allow all workers – regardless of where they live or work – to earn paid sick days. To learn 

more, visit PaidSickDays.org.  
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