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Lack of Paid Leave Stifles Economic Recovery
and Blocks Women's Return to Work

By Jessica Mason
FEBRUARY 2022

When illness strikes, no one should have to face the impossible choice between staying
home to recover and losing a paycheck, or going to work and putting their health —
and the health of customers and coworkers — at

risk. But more than two years into the coronavirus Nearly 8.8 million workers missed
pandemic, the United States still does not have a work in January because they were
national paid family and medical leave program or ik or caring for someone who was
a national paid sick days law. New data from the sick with COVID-19.

Bureau of Labor Statistics and U.S. Census Bureau
highlight the challenges and inequities this creates:
in January, nearly 8.8 million people -
disproportionately people of color — missed work
because they were either sick with or caring for someone with COVID-19" and over one
million fewer women were in the labor force compared to February 2020.? The lack of
paid leave pushes people out of the workforce, harms women and people of color who
are most affected by the pandemic, and worsens the ability to manage the pandemic
and its economic impacts throughout the country. Without paid leave,® a public health
crisis for workers becomes a national economic crisis and a crisis for millions of families.

One million fewer women are in
labor force compared to 2020.

Our research has shown how a lack of caregiving infrastructure in the U.S. has
contributed to labor shortages and undermined worker's power in the workplace.* A
high rate of voluntary job changes among workers is one driving factor in the current
tight labor market, and one that is largely positive for workers. But, as our previous brief
showed, shortages are also being caused by workers' inability to keep jobs while caring
for their health and families — which undermines their economic stability.

The Omicron Wave Left an Unprecedented Number of People Unable
to Work

While the Labor Department's most recent jobs report showed overall employment
growth, the new data illustrate how the Omicron variant left working families in
precarious financial shape, with particularly harsh impacts on Latinx and Black
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households and women.
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While the labor market
performed better than

predicted in January, gains

were concentrated among
men: women gained just
forty percent of new jobs

women were in the labor
force compared to early
2020.°> The new data also
suggest that health and
caregiving issues are not
only continuing to impact

N N N
v
NIENG

Adults who were not
working due to COVID-19

illness and caregiving — 55 percent of whom were women — were more likely to report
lost income and difficulty paying bills than those who continued to go to work.
Policymakers must recognize and address workers' caregiving needs to advance a

robust recovery for all workers.

Throughout the pandemic, an average of 3.2 million adults per week have reported
being unable to work because they were either sick with COVID-19 symptoms, or
because they were caring for someone who was sick with COVID-19.° Even during the

lowest point between waves in
summer 2021, more than 1.7 million
reported being unable to work due to
COVID-19 health or caregiving.” As
Omicron hit the United States in late
2021, this number spiked to a record
high of 8.8 million.®

Workers of Color and Low-
Income Workers Are Still More
Likely to Feel Employment
Impacts from COVID-19

From the beginning, the pandemic has
had a disproportionate impact on the
health and economic lives of workers
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Latinx and Black Workers More Likely
to Be Out of Work for COVID-19

Share of all adults
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Source: National Partnership analysis of U.S. Census
Bureau Household Pulse Survey, week ending 1/10/22
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and over one million fewer

the ability to work, but also
causing financial hardship.
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of color - especially women — and their communities.® This has remained true during the
Omicron wave, with Latinx workers about 100 percent more likely and Black workers 50
percent more likely than would be expected by their overall share of the population to
report not working due to COVID-19 illness or caregiving.'® Workers with low incomes —
who are less likely to have access to paid sick days or paid leave'" — are likewise
overrepresented among those out of work due to COVID-19.

Lower-Income Workers More Likely to Be Out of Work for COVID-19
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Source: National Partnership analysis of U.S. Census Bureau Household Pulse Survey, week ending
1/10/2022. Based on reported household income.

Those Unable to Work Due to COVID-19 More Likely to Report Income
Loss and Financial Distress

While the U.S. Census survey no longer asks specifically about access to paid leave
during COVID-19 illness
or caregiving, the data

Share Using Regular Income to Meet Spendin
strongly suggests that ing Regu pending

Needs
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lack adequate income, B Out of work for COVID-19 illness/care B Worked last week
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19 are less likely to say that
they are using regular
income sources — such as
regular employment income
or paid leave from a job - to
meet their spending
needs.'? Especially low
shares of Black workers (40
percent) and Latinx workers
(27 percent) out of work
due to COVID-19 reported
using regular income
sources.

Those not working due to
COVID-19 illness or
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caregiving were also much more likely to report that someone in their household had
recently lost employment income, compared to adults who worked in the previous
week. Overall, 62 percent of adults out of work for COVID-19 iliness or caregiving
reported that their household had lost employment income, compared to just 13
percent of adults who were working.

The loss of income makes putting food on the table even harder for low-income
workers and people of color, who are least likely to have any paid leave or paid sick
days. For the lowest paid workers, taking a half day off work could eliminate fruit and

Someone in Household Lost Employment

Income in Past Four Weeks
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vegetables from a
household’s budget.”
In fact, 21 percent of
those who were not
working due to COVID-
19 illness or caregiving
said that in the previous
week their household
has sometimes or often
not had enough to eat
— three times the rate of
those who had been
working.

Finally, among those
out of work for COVID-
19 illness or caregiving,
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just over half (51 percent) reported that it was either somewhat or very difficult to meet
their regular expenses (such as food, rent or mortgage, car payments or medical
expenses), compared to about one-quarter of those who did work in the past week.
Difficulty meeting expenses was highest among Latinx (57 percent), Black (53 percent)
and workers

"Somewhat" or "Very" Difficult to Meet Regular reporting
Expenses another race or
_ ethnicity (65
W Out of work for COVID-19 illness/care B Worked last week
percent).
Examining
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income, the
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more than 60
percent of workers with household incomes under $50,000 reported difficulty paying
expenses. Notably, across nearly all income levels — including in higher-income
households — those not working due to COVID-19 were more likely to report financial
distress than those who had worked in the previous week.

Paid Leave and Paid Sick Days Will Help Women Return to Work

Paid family and medical leave allows people to take the time off they need to care for
themselves and their families while staying attached to the labor force. Women in states
that have paid leave are able to stay in the workforce at higher rates than women in
states without paid leave, which contributes to their own economic security and our
overall economy. In fact, if the United States had family support policies like paid leave
and affordable child care, it would add $650 billion to our economy each year.™
Additionally, paid sick days allow people to stay home when they or a loved one have a
short-term illness, which is critical for slowing the spread of communicable diseases like
COVID-19. Research published in Health Affairs in late 2020 found that the emergency
paid sick days measure passed as part of the Families First Coronavirus Response Act
(P.L. 116-127) helped slow the spread of the coronavirus, preventing an estimated
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15,000 cases per day."” Permanent paid family and medical leave and paid sick days
policies are essential for women's participation in the labor force, our nation’s public
health and our economic recovery.
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The National Partnership for Women & Families is a nonprofit, nonpartisan advocacy group dedicated to promoting fairness in the
workplace, reproductive health and rights, access to quality, affordable health care and policies that help all people meet the dual
demands of work and family. More information is available at NationalPartnership.org.
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