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Why Paid Sick Leave is an Effective Treatment Against Coronavirus COVID-19
In 2016 the City of Chicago passed an ordinance to provide workers with up to 40 hours of paid sick leave
per year. Cook County quickly followed with a similar ordinance, but 112 of 133 suburban municipalities
surrounding Chicago have since opted out of the ordinance, utilizing their home rule authority to claim
that it was too costly for business owners. With the outbreak of COVID-19 (the Coronavirus) it is
apparent why paid sick leave is vital for the health—and the economy-- of the nation. Yet, millions of
workers are not entitled to paid sick leave. Just eleven states and Washington, DC have passed paid sick
leave legislation.1 Although 73% of workers in the private sector have access to some paid sick days2,
there are major gaps. Workers in low paid jobs are most likely to lack coverage3,4 and many of these jobs
require contact with the public—for example, fast food and restaurant workers, retail workers, and
airport workers who clean aircraft cabins and restrooms in the terminals. Home care workers attending
to the elderly and people with disabilities are in the top three fastest growing occupations5, and they too,
lack coverage.6
Another large and growing group of workers who lack paid sick leave benefits are those in the gig
economy: “...because the (on-demand) companies largely treat their workers as independent
contractors -- a status that is currently being challenged in the state of California -- they aren't currently
entitled to benefits such as health insurance, paid time off or sick leave. Uber and Lyft sent messages to
workers in recent days with guidance that handwashing and cleanliness are important and noted that
drivers should disinfect their vehicles frequently. But the fact remains that these workers do not have
paid sick days, meaning they potentially must weigh their livelihood against risking their health and that
of their passengers.”7
Recent reports in the broadcast media illustrate the dimensions of this problem and its implications for
the nation’s health and economy8 as well the print and online media: “The United States is one of the
few wealthy democracies in the world that does not mandate paid sick leave…Employers, as well as
policymakers who oppose paid leave policies, tend to focus on short-term profitability: If you pay a
worker to stay home sick, it’s easy to calculate exactly how much that costs your company. But they
overlook the much larger and harder-to-calculate costs of not having a paid sick leave policy: More
workers out sick because of those who are spreading the virus in the workplace, as well as decreased
economic demand stemming from greater rates of illness among potential customers.”9
What should employers do to minimize the risk of infectious disease among their employees?
Some employers are allowing employees with desk jobs to work remotely from home, but that is not an
option for transport workers, retail workers, health care workers and many others who must be present
for the enterprise to function.10,11 New York’s governor has proposed that workers who are quarantined,
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receive full pay from their employers and the right to return to their jobs.12 In Illinois, the Pritzker
administration has announced emergency rules to provide unemployment benefits to workers who have
become sick from COVID-19.13 A bill has been introduced in Congress to require employers to provide
seven paid days of sick leave to workers and 14 sick days available immediately in the event of public
health emergencies such as COVID-19 14 and on March 11, 2020 the House of Representatives Education
and Labor Committee held a hearing on the Healthy Families Act (H.R.1784), which examined a paid sick
leave plan for U.S. workers.15 The Trump administration is considering paid sick leave for hourly workers
who lack coverage.16
The coronavirus has clearly begun to take a toll on the U.S. economy. Early on, workers’ rights advocacy
organizations raised the alarm and offered suggestions for improved workplace policies and practices in
particular industries.17,18 As for preventive measures to significantly lower risk for workers at highest risk,
OSHA could issue an emergency standard. In 2010, after the H1N1 epidemic, OSHA began working on a
standard to prevent transmission of airborne diseases, such as flu and TB. The standard, completed in
2017, has not been released.19,20 On March 6, the AFL-CIO and 21 affiliate unions petitioned OSHA to
issue an emergency standard.21 If employers demonstrated the business case for such a regulation and
joined with worker advocacy organizations, the government would more acutely feel the urgency to act.
In the meantime, in addition to paid sick leave for all workers and remote work for employees where it is
practicable, here are steps that employers can take and resources for more information:
Interim Guidance for Businesses and Employers to Plan and Respond to Coronavirus Disease 2019 (NIOSH)
https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/specific-groups/guidance-businessresponse.html?CDC_AA_refVal=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.cdc.gov%2Fcoronavirus%2F2019ncov%2Fguidance-business-response.html
Getting Your Workplace Ready for COVID-19 (World Health Organization)
https://www.who.int/docs/default-source/coronaviruse/getting-workplace-ready-for-covid-19.pdf
The COVID-19 Risk Communication Package for Health Care Facilities (World Health Organization)
https://iris.wpro.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665.1/14482/COVID-19-022020.pdf
These resources provide the most current information about COVID-19:
• Visit the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) website –COVID-19.
• Illinois-specific information can be found at the Illinois Department of Public Health’s COVID-19
website. Illinois Department of Public Health. Phone 1-800-889-3931 or Email:
DPH.SICK@ILLINOIS.GOV for additional questions.
• Chicago-specific information can be found at the Chicago Department of Public Health’s COVID19 website. Chicago Department of Public Health. Phone: 312-746-4835 or Email:
coronavirus@chicago.gov for additional questions. This website will be updated with additional
guidance as it becomes available.
• Cook County-specific information can be found at the Cook County Department of Public Health Novel
Coronavirus Outbreak website. Cook County Department of Public Health.

2

University of Illinois at Chicago
Center for Healthy Work

March 13, 2020

REFERENCES
1

National Partnership for Women and Families. Paid sick days, state and district statutes. Updated
October 2019. https://www.nationalpartnership.org/our-work/resources/economic-justice/paid-sickdays/paid-sick-days-statutes.pdf (Retrieved March 5, 2020.)
2

US Bureau of Labor Statistics. TED-Daily. March 5, 2020
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2020/94-percent-of-managers-56-percent-of-construction-andextraction-workers-had-paid-sick-leave.htm. (Retrieved March 10, 2020)
3

Torry H, Morath E. Coronavirus poses dilemma for workers who risk losing pay Wall Street Journal
March 3, 2020 https://www.wsj.com/articles/many-sick-u-s-workers-face-risk-of-losing-pay11583243926?link_id=9&can_id=ec1a8782b1f808a70415f33fe2403ac0&source=email-todays-headlinesjobs-with-justice-3320&email_referrer=email_739969&email_subject=todays-headlines-jobs-withjustice-3420. (Retrieved March 10, 2020)
4

Jagannathan M. It’s a very unfortunate conundrum. As coronavirus spreads, the CDC urges sick workers
to stay home—but what if you don’t get paid sick leave? MarketWatch. March 2,2020.
https://www.marketwatch.com/story/its-a-very-unfortunate-conundrum-as-coronavirus-spreads-thecdc-urges-sick-workers-to-stay-home-but-what-if-you-dont-get-paid-sick-leave-2020-0302?link_id=9&can_id=048d9ac381479d5b857378ebfb2dcaf1&source=email-todays-headlines-jobs-withjustice-3220&email_referrer=email_738966&email_subject=todays-headlines-jobs-with-justice-3320
(Retrieved March 10, 2020.)
5

US Bureau of Labor Statistics. Fastest growing occupations: 20 occupations with the highest percent
change of employment 2018-2028. Occupational Outlook Handbook. https://www.bls.gov/ooh/fastestgrowing.htm. (Retrieved March 12, 2020.)
6

Pauly M. Home care workers are underpaid and uninsured, and on the front lines of fighting
coronavirus. Mother Jones. March 5, 2020. https://www.motherjones.com/politics/2020/03/homehealth-care-workers-coronavirus/ (Retrieved March 10, 2020.)
7

O’Brien, SA. Uber, Lyft warn drivers about coronavirus, but offer no paid sick days, CNN Business,
March 3, 2020 1522 GMT. https://edition.cnn.com/2020/03/03/tech/gig-economycoronavirus/index.html?link_id=2&can_id=ec1a8782b1f808a70415f33fe2403ac0&source=email-todaysheadlines-jobs-with-justice-3320&email_referrer=email_739969&email_subject=todays-headlines-jobswith-justice-3420 (Retrieved March 6,2020)
8

PBS News Hour. How lack of paid sick leave is complicating US virus response. March 6, 2020.
https://www.pbs.org/newshour/show/how-lack-of-paid-sick-leave-is-complicating-u-s-virus-response
(Retrieved March 10, 2020)
9

Ingraham C . Our lack of paid sick leave will make the coronavirus worse. The Washington Post, March
3, 2020. https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/2020/03/03/our-lack-paid-sick-leave-will-makecoronavirus-worse/ (Retrieved March 5, 2020)

3

University of Illinois at Chicago
Center for Healthy Work

March 13, 2020

10

Warzel, C. When coronavirus quarantine is class warfare. The New York Times. March 6, 2020, 2:08 PM
ET. https://www.nytimes.com/2020/03/05/opinion/coronavirus-quarantine-hermit-tech.html
(Retrieved March 6, 2020.)
11

Roberts, P. Not everyone can stay home: Seattle-area bus drivers, clerks and others fear exposure to
coronavirus. The Seattle Times March 4, 2020, 8:43 AM
https://www.seattletimes.com/business/local-business/bus-drivers-clerks-and-other-workers-whointeract-with-the-public-fear-exposure-tocoronavirus/?link_id=4&can_id=788c85e6f2707a5f24f29fbef4eb138f&source=email-tackling-covid-19hb-1888-passes-senate-womens-unpaid-labor&email_referrer=email_741321&email_subject=tacklingcovid-19-hb-1888-passes-senate-womens-unpaid-labor. (Retrieved March 6, 2020)
12

Williams, Z A new paid sick leave plan for coronavirus. City and State New York. March 3, 2020
https://www.cityandstateny.com/articles/policy/health-care/new-paid-sick-leave-plan-coronavirus.html.
(Retrieved March 6, 2020)
13

Illinois Department of Employment Security. Pritzker administration to provide unemployment
benefits to workers impacted by coronavirus—benefits to cover workers without access to paid sick leave
impacted by COVID -19 https://www2.illinois.gov/ides/SitePages/NewsArticleDisplay.aspx?NewsID=490
(Retrieved March 12, 2020)
14

U.S. Representative Rosa DeLauro. Coronavirus: Murray, DeLauro introduce new emergency paid sick
day legislation. https://delauro.house.gov/media-center/press-releases/coronavirus-murray-delaurointroduce-new-emergency-paid-sick-days. (Retrieved March 10, 2020)
15

U.S. House of Representatives, Education and Labor Subcommittee on Workforce Protections.
Committee Hearing: “The Healthy Families Act (H.R. 1784: Examining a plan to secure paid sick leave for
U.S. workers, 116th Congress (2019-2020), March 11, 2020. https://www.congress.gov/event/116thcongress/house-event/110688 (Retrieved March 12, 2020).
16

Jacobs J, Mohsin S, Wadhams N, Beene R. Trump likely to reveal sick leave, tax extension plan for virus.
The Washington Post. March 11, 2020. https://www.washingtonpost.com/business/on-smallbusiness/trump-likely-to-reveal-sick-leave-tax-extension-plan-for-virus/2020/03/11/5fbed22c-63f7-11ea8a8e-5c5336b32760_story.html (Retrieved March 12, 2020)
17

Association of Flight Attendants. -CWA- AFLC-CIO. COVID-19. https://www.afacwa.org/coronavirus.
Updated March 5, 2020. (Retrieved March 6, 2020)
18

National Nurses United. National Nurses United response to COVID-19 .
https://www.nationalnursesunited.org/covid-19 (Retrieved March 6, 2020)
29

Michaels, D. What Trump could do right now to keep workers safer from the coronavirus, The Atlantic,
March 2, 2020 https://www.theatlantic.com/ideas/archive/2020/03/use-osha-help-stem-covid-19pandemic/607312/ (Retrieved March 6, 2020)
20

Kindy, K. This regulation could protect health care workers from the coronavirus. It hangs in limbo. The
Washington Post, March 5, 2020. 6:43 pm CST. (Retrieved March 6, 2020)
4

University of Illinois at Chicago
Center for Healthy Work

March 13, 2020

21

AFLCIO. A petition to Secretary Scalia for an OSHA emergency temporary standard for infectious
disease. March 6, 2020. https://aflcio.org/statements/petition-secretary-scalia-osha-emergencytemporary-standard-infectious-disease (Retrieved March 12, 2020)

5

