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By Christopher Meyer 

Each time they get sick or need to care for a 
sick child, 750,000 working Marylanders are 
still forced to choose between their health and 
a day’s pay because they aren’t able to earn 
paid sick time at work.i Some of these workers 
may even lose their jobs for missing a shift to 
see a doctor or care for a loved one. 
Lawmakers can change that in 2018 by voting 
to make the Maryland Healthy Working 
Families Act law. 

The Healthy Working Families Act will 
provide earned sick days to about 488,000 
Marylanders who currently must take unpaid 
time off when they or a loved one gets sick.ii 
The bill also provides paid leave to workers 
experiencing domestic violence and extends 
important job protections to thousands of 
additional employees at small businesses. The 
General Assembly passed the Healthy 
Working Families Act during its 2017 session, 
but the bill is now in limbo because Gov. 
Hogan vetoed it. 

The governor has now called on legislators to 
move backward on earned sick days by instead 
passing a bill that includes fundamental flaws taken from the weaker bill he proposed in the 2017 
session. To support this effort, he convened a task force composed entirely of representatives of his own 
administration. However, Maryland workers don’t need another study or a watered-down bill that 
doesn’t offer meaningful protections. The evidence is in: Earned sick days are good for working families, 
public health, and the economy. The General Assembly should reaffirm its commitment to a healthy 
Maryland by overriding Gov. Hogan’s veto and making the Healthy Working Families Act law. 

 

WHO DOESN’T HAVE PAID SICK LEAVE?  
750,000 Maryland workers currently don’t have access to 
paid sick leave, including: 

• 140,000 food workers like cooks, servers, bakers, 
and butchers 

• 52,000 health care and health care support workers 
like physicians, nurses, medical technicians, and 
nursing aides 

• 40,000 personal care and service workers like 
childcare workers, home care workers, hairstylists, 
and animal care workers 

• 11,000 Education, training, and library workers like 
preschool teachers, K-12 teachers, and librarians. 

• 5,000 Community and social service workers like 
counselors and social workers 

When the people who prepare our food, care for us when 
we are ill, and take care of our children can’t take time off to 
recover from an illness, it poses a threat to public health. 

 

Source: MDCEP analysis of 2016 Occupational Employment Statistics and 
Milli 2017. Food workers are defined as food preparation and serving 
related occupations and food processing occupations. 

 

A Strong Earned Sick Days Law Will Bring Major 
Benefits for Maryland Families and our Economy 
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Earned sick days promote public health: 

• Cities and states that guarantee earned sick days have lower rates of flu infection 
• Nearly half of restaurant-related outbreaks of foodborne illness are associated with employees 

working while sick 
• Workers with earned sick days are more likely to receive preventive health care that can catch 

major illnesses early 

Earned sick days are part of a vibrant, growing economy: 

• Guaranteeing earned sick days would save Marylanders up to $36 million per year through 
improved productivity and reduced health costs 

• A majority of business owners and executives support earned sick days, even when polled by 
anti-regulation political consultants 

• On average, cities and states that passed earned sick days guarantees had equivalent or stronger 
job growth in comparison to the United States overall 12 months after implementation. 

The Healthy Working Families Act is the only meaningful earned sick days proposal on the table. Gov. 
Hogan’s proposal would: 

• Allow companies to impose unrealistic advance notice requirements, even for unforeseeable 
illnesses. 

• Not require the government to investigate alleged violations or take meaningful enforcement 
action. 

• Repeal the earned sick days law in effect in Montgomery County, taking effective protections 
away from workers who already enjoy them. 

Earned Sick Days Are the Right Choice for Public Health 

Earned sick days are a tool that can help workers avoid getting sick in the first place, recover from 
illness faster, and avoid infecting others. 

Regular preventive care is an essential part of staying healthy and catching medical issues early on. 
Research shows that workers without earned sick days are less likely to have seen a doctor in the past 12 
months or to have received evidence-backed preventive services like a flu shot, Pap smear, or 
endoscopy.iii Missing these types of routine care puts workers at a greater risk of becoming seriously ill, 
leading to higher health care costs for everyone. 

Sooner or later, everyone gets sick. Each year, about 5 percent of adults contract the flu.iv When you do 
get sick, there’s no mystery about how to promote a swift recovery—plenty of rest and, if necessary, a 
trip to the doctor. Spending hours on your feet or in the office is not on the list. Research shows that 
workers without earned sick days are three times more likely than otherwise-similar workers who have 
earned sick days to forgo medical care when they are sick.v If this means not getting a round of 
antibiotics or other necessary treatment, it could lead to more prolonged or more severe illness. 

Going to work when you’re sick doesn’t do your coworkers any favors, either. Multiple surveys show 
that more than half of workers without earned sick days report going to work while they are sick.vi One 
survey found that 70 percent of women who work in the fast food industry have done so in the past 
year.vii Studies show that a person who is sick with the flu will on average infect one in six coworkers 
and other community contacts.viii This implies that if your coworker has the flu and can’t take paid time 
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off, your chance of getting sick increases by more than half.ix Empirical research has shown that cities 
and states that guarantee earned sick days see reduced rates of flu infection afterward.x 

Coworkers are not the only ones at risk. About 25 percent of Maryland workers without earned sick days 
have jobs in food preparation or processing, food service, or health care.xi In these fields, a sick person 
on the job can infect customers and patients. An analysis of foodborne illness outbreaks in restaurants 
found that 46 percent are linked to an employee showing up to work while sick.xii Even a small 
reduction in restaurant-related illness would mean sparing tens of thousands of Marylanders from 
getting sick every year.xiii 

Guaranteeing workers access to earned sick days would also mean healthier children. When parents 
can’t take paid time off to care for a sick child, they face an impossible choice. They can stay home, 
putting their financial security and in some cases their job at risk, or they can send their child to school 
or daycare, usually against those institutions’ policies. Survey data show that about one in four parents 
without earned sick days have chosen the second option, sending their children to school or child care 
while sick.xiv This puts other children, teachers or care workers, and other parents at risk. 

Earned Sick Days are Part of a Vibrant, Growing Economy 

Guaranteeing Maryland 
workers access to earned sick 
and safe days is part of the 
recipe for a healthy economy. 
Research shows that when 
workers can take paid time off 
to recover from an illness, they 
are less likely spread illnesses 
to their coworkers and more 
likely to remain with their employer for the long haul. And the experiences of other states and cities that 
offer workers this protection show that it is consistent with a strong and growing economy. 

Offering earned sick days to employees has four effects on business costs: 

• Cost: Businesses pay workers for sick days spent at home. 
• Savings: Workers do not perform as well when sick as when they are healthy. This means that 

the true cost to employers of paying sick time is less than its on-paper cost, since ill employees 
would have performed lower-quality work than usual if they had not stayed home.xv 

• Savings: When workers come to work while sick, they risk spreading illness to their coworkers 
and others they come into contact with. That means more absences or more unproductive days 
on the job.xvi 

• Savings: Research shows that workers whose jobs offer paid sick leave are less likely to change 
jobs.xvii When employees know they won’t have to choose between their health or the health of a 
loved one and their income—or in some cases even their job—they will be more satisfied and less 
likely to look for another job. This means less time and money spent on recruiting and training. 

For Maryland businesses, the savings achievable by offering paid sick leave outweigh the costs, 
according to a 2015 analysis by the Institute for Women’s Policy Research.xviii Table 1 shows the results 
of this analysis. On net, guaranteeing Maryland workers the chance to earn paid sick and safe days is 

Table 1. Employer Costs and Savings from Offering Earned Sick Days 
Costs and savings Dollars 
Gross cost of paid sick days $127.9 million cost 
Low-productivity workdays avoided $9.3 million savings 
Reduction in workplace contagion $5.1 million savings 
Reduction in turnover $126.8 million savings 
Net cost $13.3 million savings 
Source: Milli 2015. 
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expected to save employers $13 
million per year. This estimate 
does not include reductions in 
costs businesses are currently 
able to export, such as when a 
worker contracts a foodborne 
illness at a restaurant. 

In addition to these business 
cost savings, guaranteeing 
earned sick days would bring 
another $23 million in savings 
to the broader community. 
These savings are related to the 
public health benefits of earned 
sick days—less contagious 
disease, less reliance on 
emergency rooms, and fewer 
short-term stays in nursing 
homes.xix  

In light of the considerable 
benefits that earned sick days 
bring to businesses and our 
economy, it is unsurprising 
that a large majority of the 
business community supports this policy. This support was made clear by a 2015 survey of business 
owners and executives commissioned by the Council of State Chambers and conducted by conservative 
political consultant Frank Luntz. The survey found that 73 percent of business owners and executives 
support policies to provide more paid sick time for workers.  

Fully 83 percent supported more time off for workers 
who need to care for sick children or relatives.xx A 
survey of businesses in New York City found similar 
results after the city’s earned sick days guarantee went 
into effect. Nine out of 10 employers reported no 
increase in unscheduled absences, and 86 percent 
expressed support for the law.xxi 

A similar share of the general public supports earned 
sick days. A 2017 poll found that 84 percent of 
Maryland residents support requiring companies with 
at least 15 employees to offer paid sick leave. The 
majority of respondents identifying themselves as 
conservative, moderate, or liberal supported the 
policy.xxii 

The experiences of cities and states that guarantee 
workers the opportunity to earn paid sick days 
confirm that this protection is part of a vibrant, 
growth economy. MDCEP performed two analyses of 
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labor market conditions in jurisdictions with earned sick days laws to determine whether any 
relationship exists between these laws and the strength of the local labor market. 

Five states (including the District of Columbia) and three major cities guaranteed workers the 
opportunity to earn paid sick days between February 2007 and January 2016.xxiii MDCEP used data 
from the Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages and the U.S. Census Bureau Population 
Estimates Program to calculate private-sector jobs per 1,000 residents in each jurisdiction as well as 
nationwide. MDCEP then compared the local private-sector labor market to the national private-sector 
labor market 12 months before and 12 months after earned sick days implementation (see Table 2). Six 
out of eight jurisdictions had private-sector job growth at least as strong as the United 
States overall during earned sick days implementation.xxiv 

Fifteen small and midsized cities enacted earned sick days between September 2012 and July 2016.xxv 
Because Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages data do not exist at the city level, MDCEP 
analyzed these cities’ labor markets using the Bureau of Labor Statistics’ Local Area Unemployment 
Statistics. This analysis also compared each city to the United States 12 months before and 12 months 
after earned sick days implementation (see Table 3). Fourteen out of 15 cities saw declines in 
unemployment at least as fast as the United States overall during earned sick days 
implementation.xxvi 
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Table 2. State and Local Private-Sector Job Markets Strengthened after Earned 
Sick Days Passage 

One Year before Effective Date 
Jurisdiction Effective 

Date 
Private-Sector Jobs Per 1,000 Residents 

Local U.S. Difference 
San Francisco 2/1/2007 571 370 201 
District of Columbia 11/13/2008 785 380 405 
Connecticut 1/1/2012 373 338 35 
New York City 4/1/2014 391 355 37 
Philadelphia 5/1/2015 346 364 -18 
California 7/1/2015 351 366 -15 
Massachusetts 7/1/2015 444 366 78 
Oregon 1/1/2016 362 359 2 
Average 453 362 91 

One Year after Effective Date 
Jurisdiction Private-Sector Jobs Per 1,000 Residents 

Local U.S. Difference 
San Francisco 600 370 230 
District of Columbia 750 346 405 
Connecticut 381 348 34 
New York City 413 366 48 
Philadelphia 359 374 -15 
California 367 377 -10 
Massachusetts 461 377 85 
Oregon 370 368 2 
Average 463 366 97 
Note: Employment data from the Quarterly Census of Employment and Wages. Population 
data from the U.S. Census Bureau Population Estimates Program. Official population 
estimates are for July 1. Population in other months estimated by linear interpolation. Blue 
numbers indicate improvement in the local job market during earned sick days 
implementation. 
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Table 3. Local Job Markets Strengthened After Earned Sick Days 
Implementation 

One Year before Effective Date 
City Effective 

Date 
Unemployment Rate 

Local U.S. Difference 
Seattle, WA 9/1/2012 6.9% 8.8% -1.9% 
Jersey City, NJ 1/1/2014 9.1% 8.5% 0.6% 
Newark, NJ 5/1/2014 12.4% 7.3% 5.1% 
Irvington, NJ 1/1/2015 11.3% 7.0% 4.3% 
East Orange, NJ 1/1/2015 10.3% 7.0% 3.3% 
Passaic, NJ 1/1/2015 11.0% 7.0% 4.0% 
Paterson, NJ 1/1/2015 13.7% 7.0% 6.7% 
Montclair, NJ 3/1/2015 5.5% 6.8% -1.3% 
Oakland, CA 3/1/2015 7.9% 6.8% 1.1% 
Bloomfield, NJ 6/1/2015 6.9% 6.3% 0.6% 
Trenton, NJ 7/1/2015 10.4% 6.5% 3.9% 
New Brunswick, 
NJ 

1/1/2016 6.5% 6.1% 0.4% 

Tacoma, WA 2/1/2016 7.5% 5.8% 1.7% 
Elizabeth, NJ 3/1/2016 8.3% 5.6% 2.7% 
Plainfield, NJ 7/1/2016 7.0% 5.6% 1.4% 
Average 9.0% 6.8%  2.2% 

One Year after Effective Date 
City   Unemployment Rate 

Local U.S. Difference 
Seattle, WA   4.6% 7.0% -2.4% 
Jersey City, NJ   6.0% 6.1% -0.1% 
Newark, NJ   9.5% 5.3% 4.2% 
Irvington, NJ   7.7% 5.3% 2.4% 
East Orange, NJ   7.5% 5.3% 2.2% 
Passaic, NJ   7.7% 5.3% 2.4% 
Paterson, NJ   10.0% 5.3% 4.7% 
Montclair, NJ   4.0% 5.1% -1.1% 
Oakland, CA   5.5% 5.1% 0.4% 
Bloomfield, NJ   5.3% 5.1% 0.2% 
Trenton, NJ   8.5% 5.1% 3.4% 
New Brunswick, 
NJ 

  4.1% 5.1% -1.0% 

Tacoma, WA   6.4% 4.9% 1.5% 
Elizabeth, NJ   5.4% 4.6% 0.8% 
Plainfield, NJ   5.4% 4.6% 0.8% 
Average 6.5%  5.3%  1.2% 
Note: Unemployment data from the Local Area Unemployment statistics. Lower numbers 
indicate a stronger job market. Blue numbers indicate improvement in the local job market 
during earned sick days implementation. Morristown, NJ omitted due to missing data. 

The Devil Is in the Details 

When it comes to making the benefits of earned sick days a reality, details matter. Families, public 
health, and our economy stand to gain the most from a strong law that guarantees workers meaningful 
protections. The Maryland Healthy Working Families Act—the earned sick and safe days law already 
passed by the General Assembly after five years of public and business input—performs well on this 
score. Governor Hogan’s newly released proposal shares a number of flaws with the bill the 
administration introduced during the 2017 legislative session. These flaws would severely undermine 
any protection the proposal ostensibly offers workers. 
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• The governor’s proposal would only apply to businesses with more than 25 employees, leaving 
out many more workers who currently don’t have paid sick leave. The bill the General 
Assembly passed applies to businesses with 15 or more employees, providing greater benefits to 
workers and our economy without creating a hardship for very small businesses. 

• Unlike the Healthy Working Families Act, Gov. Hogan’s proposal does not specify what notice 
requirements companies may impose when workers try to use their paid time off. This means 
that employers could require unrealistic advance notice even for unforeseeable 
illness. 

• The proposal calls for the government to either attempt to resolve complaints informally or 
conduct an investigation. This means that the state labor agency would not be required to 
investigate alleged violations or take meaningful enforcement action, even if 
attempts at informal resolution fail. 

• The proposal does not specify how quickly the government must address complaints. (The 
Healthy Working Families Act requires action within 90 days.) This means that workers could 
not rely on the state to address violations in a timely manner. 

• The proposal repeals the earned sick days law in effect in Montgomery County. This means that 
workers in Montgomery County would lose the effective protections they already 
enjoy. 

When it reconvenes in January, the General Assembly should stand by the Maryland Healthy 
Working Families Act and reject calls to go backward and produce a weaker bill. 
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