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LR391 – Review of Research on Paid Sick Leave and Pandemic Spread
LR 391 requests an interim study to conduct a review of current academic literature and research
examining the impact of paid sick leave policies on pandemic spread in various states and
industries. This report summarizes key findings from over 40 studies of paid sick leave with a
focus on the evidence concerning the impact of paid leave on reducing pandemic spread.
Paid Sick Leave and Pandemic Containment
Studies that assess the impact of paid sick leave on influenza or pandemic spread use a variety of
methods to arrive at similar conclusions. Most fall into one of two broad categories: empirical
studies or simulations. In empirical studies, scholars draw upon existing data such as health
expenditure data or administer surveys to gather new data to examine the questions of the study.
Scholars who conduct simulations generate findings from models that predict outcomes from
playing out various scenarios. Simulations can test questions and ideas for which no current data
exist. For example, simulations can test the differential impact of various pandemic control
strategies given particular pandemic spread assumptions and compliance assumptions to assess
the impact of containment strategies before a pandemic hits. Lessons can be learned to avoid
pandemic spread without communities bearing the consequences of learning the effectiveness of
strategies by trial and error.
Some lessons in the current empirical literature on pandemic spread come from experiences with
H1N1. In this line, Kumar and colleagues administered a survey to a national sample with
particular attention to the inclusion of Hispanic and African American participants in 2010.
Their analysis tested various predictors of influenza symptoms (ILI or Influenza Like Illness).
The research tested for various determinants of potential exposure to H1N1 and found that after
controlling for these other factors, lack of access to paid sick leave lead to higher levels of
influenza spread 2. The study also found Hispanics had a higher risk of infection due to a
disproportionate lack of access to paid sick leave and the number of children in their households
even after factoring in the impacts of differences in income and education. They estimate that
the lack of paid sick leave creates a risk of 5 million additional cases of influenza nationally with
an expected increase of 1.2 million cases among Hispanics 3. They conclude that paid sick leave
mandates could reduce morbidity from influenza particularly among Hispanics 4.
Drago and Miller also look to the N1H1 experience to analyze influenza spread. They assess
stay at home compliance by workers during that time period. Using data from the Centers for
Disease Control and the Bureau of Labor Statistics, they conclude that nearly 26 million
employed Americans were likely infected with H1N1 in 2009, but that only 18 million
employees took even a part of a week off. From these figures they conclude that almost 18
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million workers did not comply with recommendations to stay home if sick with influenza 5.
Heymann and colleagues similarly use national data to estimate that at least 20 million
Americans go to work sick, which they attribute to lack of access to paid sick leave 6.
Piper and colleagues use existing data from the 2009 Medical Expenditure Panel Survey to
analyze employees’ decisions to stay home from work if they or their child experiences illness,
including influenza. After accounting for various factors that may influence influenza exposure,
as well as factoring in possible effects of income, education, and income, they find a higher
probability that a worker will stay home if the worker has access to paid sick leave 7. The impact
of paid sick leave on the probability of staying home was even greater for Hispanics than for
non-Hispanic Whites. They conclude that paid sick leave is likely to reduce the spread of
influenza by encouraging more employees to stay home from work when sick 8.
The results from the Kumar and Piper studies highlight the added importance of paid sick leave
to reduce pandemic spread for Hispanics. In an article that reviews findings from the American
Time Use Survey Leave Module, the Annual Social and Economic Supplement to the Current
Population Survey, the National Study of the Changing Workforce, and the Survey of Income
and Program Participation, Bartel and colleagues consistently find that Hispanic workers have
lower rates of paid-leave access and use than their White non-Hispanic counterparts 9. Statistics
from the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics confirm this gap. According to a U.S. Bureau of Labor
Statistics 2019 report, 49.9% of Hispanics have access to paid sick leave in the workplace
compared to 69.2% of Non-Hispanic Whites 10. A similar but smaller gap exists for Blacks, with
62.6% having access to paid sick leave compared to 66.3% of Whites having access to paid sick
leave 11.
Several simulation studies point to the importance of paid sick leave as a key component of an
effective pandemic containment strategy. Halloran and colleagues examine the predicted
effectiveness of three different pandemic control models and find that a “liberal leave” policy
plays a role as a component of Non-Pharmaceutical Interventions (NPI) that reduce transmission
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workers taking sick leave and the optimal number of paid sick days for societal benefit. They
conclude that their “research shows that paid sick leave can be used as an effective policy
instrument for controlling epidemics”13.
In a simulation of pandemic spread in Allegheny County, Pennsylvania, Kumar and colleagues
conduct analysis to clarify the impact of paid sick leave on the probability of staying home and
consequently on pandemic spread. Their simulation builds on paid sick leave data from the U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics and develops assumptions about epidemic parameters. Their
simulation predicts that over 10% of attacks come from workplace transmission, largely because
of sick employees going to work. Their simulation shows that universal paid sick days would
reduce infections, with even greater reductions predicted if employees are offered a small
number of “flu days” 14.
Compliance with a 10 day quarantine serves as an important suppressing factor on pandemic
spread in simulations developed by Davey and colleagues 15. They use an agent-based model to
simulate a broad range of pandemic conditions and containment strategies with an assumption
that these agents have multiple and overlapping social networks. They model effective pandemic
control even under conditions like that of the 1918 flu with a 10 day quarantine provision as part
of the containment strategy. While this study does not explicitly incorporate paid sick leave,
empirical studies strongly suggest that paid sick leave would be important to get compliance with
the 10 day quarantine provision of the pandemic control strategy.
Paid Sick Leave and Vaccination Rates
Another way that paid sick leave impacts influenza or pandemic spread is through its impact on
vaccination rates. Two studies provide evidence that paid sick leave increases vaccination rates.
Kim and Mountain theorize that paid sick leave influences vaccination decisions differently for
low-income and high-income workers. They then use data from the 2009-2010 National H1N1
Flu Survey to test the impact of paid sick leave on vaccination rates. They find that paid sick
leave encourages both groups (low income and high income workers) to obtain vaccinations at
higher rates 16.
Analysis of Medical Expenditure Panel Survey data from 2006-2010 demonstrates that paid sick
leave increases vaccination rates 17. Their empirical model predicts that vaccinations would
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increase by 1.6 million if universal paid sick leave existed, which they project would result in
18.2 thousand fewer health care visits and 63.8 thousand fewer work absences from influenza 18.
Paid Sick Leave and Spread of Illness
The studies in the previous section focus specifically on the impact of paid sick leave on
influenza or pandemic illness. Several studies demonstrate the impact of paid sick leave on
presenteeism (working while sick) and the spread of a broader range of diseases. Using data from
the 2013 National Health Interview Survey (NHIS), DeRigne and colleagues find that both fulltime and part-time workers without paid sick leave are more likely to attend work while sick 19,
which they argue creates a public health argument for paid sick leave.
Scholars with the University of Chicago NORC research center created a survey to gather data to
examine the impact of paid sick leave based on self-reported behaviors by the survey
participants. Their research shows that paid sick days will not necessarily eliminate
presenteeism, but that paid sick leave can be expected to greatly reduce it. They find that 55% of
those without paid sick leave report attending work while sick while only 37% of those with sick
leave report the same 20. Similarly they find that those with paid sick leave are 10% less likely to
send a sick child to school or daycare 21.
A survey by the Harvard School of Public Health Project on the Public and Biological Security
examined patterns in respondents’ attitudes and beliefs about taking time from work for illness.
Blendon and colleagues analyze this data and find that a little over half (57%) of the respondents
report that they would stay home from work if recommended to do so by public health officials
while 35% indicate that they would go to work if their employer told them to and 22% worried
that their employer would require them to work even if they were sick 22. Only 35% of the
respondents reported beliefs that they would be paid if they stayed home, with low-income
respondents being significantly less likely to expect that they would be paid if they did not report
to work because of a recommendation by a public health official 23. Only 13% of low-income
workers (less than $25,000 per year) reported beliefs that they could stay home during a
pandemic outbreak 24.
Kavanaugh and colleagues use data from flu-directed school closures to examine patterns in
parents taking time off of work to care for quarantined children. While they find that parents
with paid leave are more likely to stay home with their kids, the difference is fairly small (42%
compared to 58%). However, their research uncovers a substantial financial penalty that those
18
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parents without paid sick leave pay. Among the households of parents who did not have paid
sick leave, 42% experienced negative financial consequences, such as an inability to pay a bill,
from staying home to care for quarantined children 25.
Data from the 2003 and 2004 Medical Expenditure Panel Survey allows analysis of access to paid
leave, household income, firm size, and whether parents take time away from work to care for
themselves or their children. Using this data, Clemans-Cope and colleagues find that parents with
access to paid leave were more likely to stay home from work to care for themselves or others 26.
They also find that the relationship is even stronger for parents who most need to be able to stay
home, namely those with children in fair or poor health and those in households where both parents
work full time 27.

Access to Paid Sick Leave
In the absence of federal legislation requiring paid sick leave (outside of temporary provisions
for COVID-19 that will be discussed later in this report) and the lack of policies requiring paid
sick leave in most states, access to paid sick leave in the United States largely varies by
workplace. Survey research by scholars with the University of Chicago NORC research center
found that fewer workers report access to paid sick leave as a benefit (64%) than receive other
employee benefits such as health care insurance (81%), dental care insurance (72%), life
insurance (68%) and pensions (67%) 28. An even smaller percent report having paid sick leave
that can be used to care for sick family members (47%) 29.
A March 2020 report from the Bureau of Labor Statistics provides a recent snapshot of access to
paid sick leave in the United States. The report uses Department of Labor data on employee
benefits and finds that 78% of employees have access to paid sick leave with full time employees
being much more likely to have this access (88%) than part time workers (45%) 30. The report
shows regional variation with employees in the Midwest being less likely to have access to paid
sick leave (73%) 31. Consistent with other studies, the March 2020 data reveal that low income
workers still lag far behind in access to paid sick leave. Only 33% of those in the lowest 10% of
incomes and 52% of those in the lowest 25% of incomes have access to paid sick leave 32. This
compares to access rates of 94% and 95% for those in the highest 25% and highest 10% of
incomes respectively 33. The Bureau of Labor Statistics Report does not provide results by state.
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The most recent analysis by state appears to be completed in 2010. In this study only 58% of
Nebraskans report access to paid sick leave 34.
The most recent statistics from the Bureau of Labor Statistics do not break down access to paid
sick leave by age or gender. However, Ghilarducci and Farmand use data from the Centers for
Disease Control 2018 National Health Interview Survey to calculate disparities in access to paid
sick leave for workers age 50 and over in various industries. They find that older workers are
less likely to have access to paid sick leave overall and less likely to have access to paid sick
leave within various industries with higher risks for pandemic spread such as health care support,
cleaning, and transportation 35. They argue that the increased vulnerability of older adults to
COVID-19 and the prevalence of older workers in industries with higher risk factors makes
access to paid sick leave for older workers particularly important. Heymann and colleagues argue
that gaps in paid leave for part time and low wage earners disproportionately impact women
because they disproportionately fall into these work categories 36.
Effects of Paid Sick Leave Policies
Several empirical studies analyze the impact of paid sick leave on the spread of disease by
examining differences that result from the passage of paid sick leave policies in specific
communities. Prior to 2020, only 13 states and DC had paid sick leave laws in place (Arizona,
California, Connecticut, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Michigan, Nevada, New Jersey,
Oregon, Rhode Island, Vermont and Washington) 37. California’s policy has been in place the
longest and thus has had the most study. Additionally, a few municipalities including New York
City and San Francisco have passed local paid sick leave laws that have then been studied.
Hsuan and colleagues find a decrease in food borne illness rates in jurisdictions that pass paid
sick leave policies. They assess before and after comparisons for jurisdictions that pass paid sick
leave as well as comparisons between jurisdictions. They find a strikingly lower (22%)
foodborne illness rate in jurisdictions with stronger paid sick leave policies 38.
In the first year of its implementation, Washington State’s Paid Leave Law was estimated to
have reduced presenteeism by 8% 39 This analysis used a mix of before-after comparison and
jurisdictional comparison to assess this impact. Other studies of the impact of paid family leave
policies suggest that the relatively weak reduction in presenteeism in the first year may well be
due to the fact that many workers do not know that they are entitled to paid sick leave after the
34
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policy passes. Six years after California passed its paid family leave policy, only 48.6% of
California workers reported knowing about the policy 40. Unfortunately, Milkman and
Applebaum find that the workers most in need of paid sick leave, like low wage workers, young
workers and disadvantaged minority workers, are the least likely to know about the benefit 41.
Limits in the coverage of paid sick leave policies also curtail their public health benefits. For
example, Hall and colleagues find that the New York City paid sick leave law left out a
significant number of workers in retail, food service and health care jobs despite the risks that
these jobs pose for disease transmission 42. In contrast, the San Francisco Paid Sick Leave
Ordinance provides access to paid sick days for part-time and temporary workers as well as full
time workers. Consequently, the San Francisco paid sick leave policy covers those who tend to
be exempted from paid sick leave in other jurisdictions and as a result Hispanic and low-income
employees benefit from the policy in ways not seen in other jurisdictions 43.
COVID-19 Paid Sick Leave Policies

In response to COVID-19, Congress enacted The Families First Coronavirus Response Act,
which requires employers to provide temporary paid sick leave to allow employees to take up to
two weeks of sick time at full pay for quarantining or caring for a family member who is
quarantined or for caring for children home due to COVID school closures until December 31,
2020. The Act provides some provisions for longer leaves at reduced pay. Congress reimburses
businesses who pay for this required paid sick leave through a credit on the employer portion of
the Social Security tax. The provisions of the act apply to employers with less than 500
employees with exemption provisions for employers with less than 50 employees.
Consequently, the law applies most effectively for employees who work at firms with 50-499
employees, which leaves out the large number of workers employed by small businesses and
large firms.
A recent U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics report shows that 25% of employers created or modified
paid sick leave provisions in response to COVID and The Families First Coronavirus Response
Act 44. Of those establishments that modified or created paid sick leave, 20% added 6 to 10 days
and 37% added 10 or more days, suggesting that up to 57% of employers provided paid sick
leave consistent with the two-week provisions of the law 45. A breakdown of days of paid leave
40

Ruth Milkman and Eileen Appelbaum, “Low-Wage Workers and Paid Family Leave:,” in What Works for
Workers?, ed. Ruth Milkman et al., Public Policies and Innovative Strategies for Low-Wage Workers (Russell Sage
Foundation, 2014), 305–28, http://www.jstor.org/stable/10.7758/9781610448192.16.
41
Ruth Milkman and Eileen Appelbaum, Unfinished Business : Paid Family Leave in California and the Future of
U.S. Work-Family Policy (Ithaca: ILR Press, 2013),
https://login.cuhsl.creighton.edu/login?url=http://search.ebscohost.com/login.aspx?direct=true&db=e000xna&AN=6
71533&site=ehost-live.
42
Gerod Sharper Hall et al., “Workers Not Paid for Sick Leave after Implementation of the New York City Paid
Sick Leave Law,” Journal of Urban Health, 2018, https://doi.org/10.1007/s11524-017-0218-2.
43
Robert Drago, Vicky Lovell, and Lenora Cole, “San Francisco’s Paid Sick Leave Ordinance: Outcomes for
Employers and Employees,” Institute for Women’s Policy Research, 2011.
44
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Supplemental Data Measuring the Effects of the Coronavirus (COVID-19)
Pandemic on Sick Leave Plans,” 2020.
45
U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics.

8

by number of employees shows that nearly 60% of those with 100 or more employees added 610 days 46. However, the Families First Coronavirus Response Act only requires employers to
provide paid sick leave until December 31, 2020 and most (90%) of the employers report that
their changes to paid sick leave are only temporary 47.
At the state level, Colorado (SB20-205) and New York (S 8091) and Washington D.C. (§ 32–
531.02a) passed laws to create or expand access to paid sick leave due to the COVID pandemic
48
. Colorado SB20-205 requires that all employers provide paid sick leave consistent with the
Federal Families First Act from July through December 2020. New York S 8091 requires large
employers to provide 14 days of paid sick leave for quarantine or isolation related to COVID-19.
Mid-size and small employers worth more than $1 million must provide 5 days. Any worker
who does not receive 14 days of paid sick leave can apply for state quarantine leave benefits and
the state provides eligible employees full wage replacement up to 14 days using a combination of
state Temporary Disability Insurance and PFML benefits. Colorado SB20-205 goes beyond the
pandemic leave provisions to also phase in permanent state sick and safe leave in 2021 that
requires that employees can earn one hour of paid sick and safe leave for every 30 hours worked
up to 48 hours a year.
Paid Sick Leave and Other Health Impacts
Numerous studies identify positive health benefits of access to paid sick leave beyond its benefit
in preventing the spread of pandemics and other diseases. Analysis of the impact of paid sick
leave on mortality show that having paid sick leave was associated with up to 22% of a lower
hazard of all-cause mortality with a 24% lower hazard of dying from heart disease and a 35%
lower hazard of dying from unintentional injuries 49.
Paid sick leave increases the likelihood that individuals obtain preventive health care. National
Health Interview Survey data reveal striking effects with those lacking paid sick leave being 3
times more likely to skip medical care for themselves and 1.6 times more likely to forgo medical
care for their family compared to adult workers with paid sick leave benefits 50. The data also
show that the greatest risk for delaying or forgoing care exists for low-income workers 51. In a
follow up study, DeRigne and colleagues assess the odds of preventive health care for different
lengths of paid sick leave and find that 10 days of paid sick leave provides the most significant
impact 52.
Paid sick leave also reduces emergency room use for non-emergency health care. Using
National Health Interview Survey data from 2012 to 2014, Bhuyan and colleagues find that paid
46
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sick leave reduces the likelihood of a worker engaging in moderate emergency room use by 14%
and reduces the likelihood of a worker engaging in heavier repeated emergency room use by
32% 53. Survey research from NORC of the University of Chicago also shows strong effects of
paid sick leave on emergency room use with twice as many respondents reporting use of an
emergency room for care for themselves (20% versus 10%) and more than twice as many (18%
versus 7%) reporting visiting an emergency room to take a family member for care because they
could not get time off of work 54.
Paid sick leave also matters for mental health. Using data from the 2015 National Health
Interview Survey, Stoddard-Dare and colleagues find that workers without paid sick leave have a
statistically significantly higher level of psychological distress and that workers without paid sick
leave report distress that interferes “a lot with their life” at rates 1.45 times greater than that
reported by those with paid sick leave 55. The models that provide these results account for other
factors that lead to psychological distress and show that paid sick leave has this strong additional
impact on the mental health of workers.
Economic Impacts of Paid Sick Leave
While this report focuses primarily on the health impacts of paid sick leave, the large body of
research that demonstrates the positive economic impacts of paid sick leave warrants attention as
well.
One area of research related to the economic effects of paid leave considers the economic impact
of workers coming to work sick. Goetzel and colleagues find that across 10 health conditions the
greatest cost for employers stems from presenteeism (sick workers coming to work) 56. Their

analysis shows that 61% of employer costs across these 10 health conditions results from
lowered worker productivity, which exceeds the cost of other components of these health
conditions such as inpatient and outpatient care and pharmaceutical costs 57.
Presenteeism also costs employers through the transmission of disease to other workers,
which increases overall absenteeism. One study calculates that providing paid sick leave
could have saved employers up to $1.88 billion per year in reduced absenteeism costs due
to influenza between 2007 and 2014 58. Skåtun also finds that firms gain economically by
offering paid sick leave using an economic model that incorporates the cost of illness spreading
53
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in the workplace to other healthy workers 59. Stearns and White examine the impact of paid sick
leave on absenteeism from a different perspective. They examine leave taking in two
jurisdictions with paid sick leave (Washington D.C. and Connecticut) and find that paid leave
policies decreased the overall level of leave-taking suggesting that paid sick leave reduces
absenteeism costs by allowing sick workers to stay home instead of coming to work and making
other employees sick 60.
An analysis of the economic consequences of various employee benefit options shows that paid
sick leave positively affects firm profits 61. The authors note that this impact likely results from
two different dynamics. First, employees may be satisfied with lower wages if they receive paid
sick leave benefits. Second, employees with paid sick leave are more productive at work due to
a lack of stress from worry about their ability to care for themselves and their family and due to
greater job satisfaction from a job that provides paid sick leave. They argue that the economic
benefits to the firm accrue even though (or perhaps because) few workers actually take paid sick
leave time. The benefits of knowing that it is available drive profits 62.
Paid sick leave also provides economic benefits by decreasing employee turnover. Hill uses
Medical Expenditure Panel data and finds that paid sick leave decreases the probability of job
separation by 25%, with the association being the strongest for workers without paid vacation
leave and for mothers 63. Above and beyond the profitability impact that comes from the costs of
recruiting and training new workers, Casey and Warlin argue that employee retention affects
firm profits through its impact on customer satisfaction 64. They review studies that predict that
a 5% increase in customer satisfaction generates 25% to 85% increases in profitability and
demonstrate the connection between employee retention and customer satisfaction in various
industries 65.
Another way to assess the economic impact of paid sick leave is through studies that examine the
economic impact of state and local paid sick leave policies. A study of the California Paid
Family Leave program revealed that 90% of employers report either positive or no negative
effect on profitability 66. An analysis of the San Francisco paid sick leave policy, which is the
broadest paid sick leave policy across U.S. states and localities, demonstrated employer benefits
such as increasing business growth, reducing employee turnover and promoting a productive
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workplace 67. Only one out of seven employers reported any adverse effects on profitability 68.
An evaluation of the Jersey City County Council paid sick leave ordinance by the Rutgers Center for
Women and Work found that after just one year of implementation over 40% of employers who
changed their paid sick leave policies because of the ordinance reported economic benefits such as
increases in productivity, a higher quality of new hires, or a reduction in turnover 69.
Conclusion: Lessons for Nebraska
This review of over 40 studies of paid sick leave reveals many positive benefits associated with
paid sick leave. Paid sick leave provides valuable public health benefits, including reducing
pandemic and influenza spread. The health benefits also include reductions in the spread of
other diseases, decreases in mortality, increases in preventive care, drops in emergency room use
and reductions in levels of psychological distress. Unfortunately, lower access to paid sick leave
and poorer knowledge of paid sick leave policies disproportionately reduce the benefits for
Hispanics, lower income workers, part time workers, women and older workers. Provisions in
paid sick leave policies in Nebraska to cover part-time work, low-wage work, and small firms
would reduce this disparity as would provisions to improve the awareness of workers when paid
sick leave policies pass. Workers cannot benefit from paid sick leave if they do not know that it
exists. Above and beyond the health benefits of paid sick leave, multiple studies confirm the
valuable economic benefits of paid sick leave and paid sick leave policies on employers and
profitability.
While the positive benefits of paid sick leave exist across all industries, 2020 brought particular
attention to the importance of paid sick leave in the meatpacking industry in Nebraska. As
COVID-19 surged in Nebraska, meatpacking plants emerged as critical areas of COVID spread
within the facilities and within the communities surrounding the facilities. Public health experts
from University of Nebraska Medical Center developed playbooks for various industries
including meatpacking plants. These playbooks recommend requiring workers to stay home
when sick. The meatpacking playbook further urges plants to ensure that they do not punish or
adversely affect workers who need to stay home for health reasons 70. Several public health and
health ethics experts from Nebraska go a step further and recommend paid sick leave as a critical
strategy to control COVID spread in meatpacking plants and the surrounding communities 71.
However, surveys of meatpacking workers in Nebraska indicate that less than 30% of workers in
these plants believe that they have access to paid sick leave (Appendix 1). Moreover, workers in
the Midwest (including Nebraska) report pressure from managers to return to work and express
concern about accumulating absence points if they miss work for COVID 72.
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State University of New Jersey Publication., 2015.
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Journal of Agromedicine, September 18, 2020, 1–5, https://doi.org/10.1080/1059924X.2020.1814925.
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The Centers for Disease Control and the Nebraska Department of Health and Human Services
stress the importance of staying home if experiencing COVID symptoms 73. This advice builds
on a broad foundation of scholarly studies that stress the importance of isolation and quarantine
to reduce pandemic spread, including many discussed in this report. The recommendation to
stay home when sick raises the question of how Nebraskans can afford to follow this
recommendation if they do not have access to paid sick leave. Based on this review of research,
passing a paid sick leave policy in Nebraska would lessen pandemic spread as well as the spread
of other diseases. Nebraska workers would have better health outcomes and greater work
satisfaction and Nebraska businesses would benefit from lower turnover, and higher worker
productivity and greater profitability.
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