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My thanks to Chairman Nelson and members of the committee for this opportunity to testify.  I am 
here to strongly support legislation providing paid sick days to New York City workers.  I am a 
labor economist  with a Ph.D in Economics, currently teaching at The New School’s policy and 
management program here in New York City.  I have a long history on labor policy issues, having 
served as Chief Economist for the U.S. Senate Committee on Labor and Human Resources, and as 
Economic Policy Advisor to Senator Edward Kennedy (D-MA).  I was nominated by President Bill 
Clinton and confirmed by the Senate as Assistant Secretary for Policy at the U.S. Department of 
Labor.

The legislation under consideration, to provide paid sick days for workers, is a carefully crafted bill 
that can benefit workers and businesses in New York City.  There will likely be very little, if any, 
negative impact, and that could be more than offset by positive gains for workers and for businesses.   
I want to make four points in support of the legislation.

First, other cities that have implemented similar legislation have seen no adverse economic effects 
from it.

Second, economic research on other legally required and potentially more costly benefits, especially 
increases in the minimum wage, do not show negative effects on job creation, so we should not 
expect negative job impacts from this bill.

Third, in addition to benefits for working people and families, there is a pro-business case for the 
legislation, in terms of increased productivity and reduced labor turnover.

Fourth, to be most effective, the legislation should apply broadly to as many firms as possible.  
Excluding companies from coverage because of their size or particular industry is bad public policy.

Let me discuss each of these issues in turn.  But first, it is worth re-emphasizing some points that 
others have made about the prevalence of the benefit, and who gets it now.

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), in March 2012, 66 percent of all civilian 
workers in the nation had paid sick leave, with a mean number of 8 days provided.  But this benefit 
is distributed very unevenly.  When you look at the type of worker who gets paid sick leave, BLS 
found that 86 percent of management and professional workers get it, while only 47 percent of 
service workers have paid sick leave.  89 percent of state and local government workers have the 
benefit.1

It is important to note that workers with paid sick days are unlikely to use them all.   The latest 
available data, from the 2009 Employee Benefits Survey, found that workers with an average of 8 
paid sick days per year use an average between two and four days annually.2  Because of this, any 

1� See U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, Employee Benefits Survey, Paid 
Time-Off Benefits, March 2012.  Tables 32, 33, 34. ` 
http://www.bls.gov/ncs/ebs/benefits/2012/benefits_leave.htm

2� Ross O. Barthold and Jason L. Ford, Paid Sick Leave: Prevalence, Provision, and Usage among 
Full-Time Workers in Private Industry, Bureau of Labor Statistics, February 29, 2012.  
http://www.bls.gov/opub/cwc/cm20120228ar01p1.htm
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estimate of the law’s impact projecting costs as if workers took all the days they are allowed will 
overstate the potential costs.

The lack of paid sick days is felt most strongly by low-income workers, by women, and by non-
whites, especially single heads of households.  The most recent data from the Community Service 
Society’s survey of workers in New York City shows that 43 percent of all workers and 62 
percent of low-income workers (defined as living in a household with income below 200% of the 
federal poverty line) lack paid sick days.3  

Let me now turn to the evidence.

1.  Other Jurisdictions Have Successfully Implemented Paid Sick Days.  In recent years, San 
Francisco, Seattle, Washington D.C., and Connecticut have all enacted paid sick leave legislation 
similar to that proposed for New York.  Studies of the implementation of those laws have not found 
adverse impacts on employment, or significant problems for employers in complying with the new 
requirement.

In San Francisco, after paid sick leave was implemented, employment grew faster in San Francisco 
than in surrounding counties, including in accommodations and food service employment.4  While 
there are of course many factors that determine the overall level of a city’s total employment, the 
fears expressed by opponents about large negative impacts from the law did not come to pass.  And 
although opponents of paid sick leave also raised fears about the law’s implementation burdens, 
the Urban Institute found that “most employers were able to implement this mandate with minimal 
impacts on their business” in the first year under the law in San Francisco.5

The Institute for Women’s Policy Research (IWPR)6 has run a series of estimates on the economic 
impact of proposed paid sick days legislation in Portland, OR7, Philadelphia, and the state of 
Maryland.  In all of those estimates, IWPR finds at worst a balance between costs and benefits, and 
at best a slight net gain to employers, where the reduced costs of turnover and the higher 
productivity associated with paid sick days outweighs the slightly raised costs to employers.

2.  Paid Sick Leave Will Not Have a Discernible Negative Effect on Employment.  Although we do 
not have direct economic analysis of employment effects from paid sick days, we have a good deal 
of evidence on the alleged employment effects of a more potentially costly mandated benefit—an 
increase in the minimum wage.  Conservative analysts often claim that increased minimum wages 

3� Nancy Rankin,  Paid Sick  Days:  Support Grows for a Work Standard Most Low-Wage Earners 
Still Lack in New York City.  New York:  Community Service Society, October 2012.

4� Kevin Miller and Sarah Towne, San Francisco Employment Growth Remains Stronger with Paid 
Sick Days Law Than Surrounding Counties.  Washington DC: Institute for Women’s Policy 
Research, September 2011.

5� Shelley Waters Boots, Karin Martinson, and Anna Danziger, Employers’ Perspectives on San 
Francisco’s Paid Sick Leave Policy.  Washington DC: The Urban Institute, March 2009.

6� The studies are available from IWPR at http://www.iwpr.org/initiatives/family-leave-paid-sick-
days

7� The Portland City Council has recently passed legislation authorizing paid sick leave.
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will hurt employment and be a “job-killer,” claims that sometimes also are made about mandated 
paid sick leave.

However, a large body of recent empirical research on the minimum wage shows that there is 
“little or no employment response to modest increases in the minimum wage.”8  Two recent 
meta-studies of empirical work on the minimum wage, summarized in Schmitt’s review, support 
this conclusion.

But perhaps the most convincing empirical work comes from cross-border studies in labor markets 
that span state or county borders, where one jurisdiction has a higher minimum wage than the 
adjacent area—what economists call a “natural experiment.”  The original studies by Card and 
Kreuger9 compared New Jersey and Pennsylvania, and found no statistically reliable effects of New 
Jersey increasing the minimum wage in 1992.  A more recent study by Dube, Lester, and Reich 
amplified this approach, looking at thousands of examples across the country by comparing adjacent 
counties with differing minimum wages, finding “…strong earnings effects and no employment 
effects of minimum wage increases.”10

So the economic evidence is clear.  The empirical lack of negative employment impacts from 
minimum wage increases, which are potentially more costly to employers than mandated paid sick 
days, strongly suggests that a modest provision of paid sick leave will not hurt overall employment.

3.  There Are Potential Benefits to Employers and the Economy.  Although the minimum wage and 
other research strongly suggests that there will not be discernible negative effects from mandatory 
paid sick days, there also are potential benefits to employers and to the economy.  Better quality 
jobs in general are good for workers, and for businesses.  Benefits such as higher wages, health 
insurance, and paid sick days can reduce worker turnover, which is a major cost to employers, 
especially small businesses.11  High turnover is especially costly for young, minority, and low-
income workers, so policies that encourage longer job tenure also aid those workers, along with 
their families and dependent children.12

Better quality jobs, of which paid sick days are a major component, also can increase productivity, 
in two ways.  First, workers who feel the employer cares for them may show higher degrees of 
loyalty to the firm, and work harder and more productively.  Second, workers with paid sick leave 
are less likely to contribute to illnesses of co-workers, making the firm more efficient and 
productive.  

8�  John Schmitt, Why Does the Minimum Wage Have No Discernible Effect on Employment? 
Washington DC:  Center for Economic Policy Research, February 2013.

9� David Card and Alan Krueger, "Minimum Wages and Employment:  A Case Study of the Fast-
Food Industry in New Jersey and Pennsylvania." American Economic Review, 1994, vol. 48, no. 4, 
pp. 772-793.

10� Arindrajit Dube, T. William Lester, and Michael Reich, “Minimum Wage Effects Across State  
Borders: Estimates Using Contiguous Counties." Review of Economics and Statistics, 2010, vol. 92, 
no. 4, p. 961.

11� IWPR’s estimates (see note 6) suggest that any modest increased costs from paid sick days are 
offset by the benefits to employers.

12
� Harry J. Holzer and Karin Martinson, Can We Improve Job Retention and Advancement among 
Low-Income Working Parents?  Washington DC:  The Urban Institute, September 2005
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Improving job quality, of course, is why many firms in New York and elsewhere already offer paid 
sick leave to their employees.  Making the benefit uniform will reward those good employers—of 
which there are many—by limiting competition over job quality.  This is a vital goal for public 
policy.  Policy should encourage the creation of good jobs, and support and reward employers who 
want to do the right thing.  Higher quality jobs also mean that the better compensated worker at one 
business will be a healthier and better customer at another business.

4.  To Be Most Effective, Policies Should Be Universal and Uniformly Administered.  The final 
argument for legislation providing paid sick days relates to the point about fostering good jobs.  As 
a general matter, we want public policy to be uniform and fair, especially when setting baseline 
conditions for employment.  For example, we should not allow some employers to engage in 
discrimination based on race, gender, age, or sexual orientation, because otherwise those 
discriminators would get an unfair advantage when competing against good employers who don’t 
discriminate.13

Similarly, carving out specific sectors or employer groups from a law’s impact often is bad public 
policy.  It can contribute to unfair competition among employers, and create incentives to lessen job 
quality.   The entire economy benefits from higher quality jobs, and public policy should be as 
uniform as possible, providing a consistent floor with employment conditions such as minimum 
wages and paid sick leave.

Of course, policies with lots of carve-outs also are harder to administer, and more confusing for 
businesses.  Bureaucracies must establish rules and procedures to judge which firms are covered, 
carry out more complex rule-making processes, and have appeal procedures that further complicate 
the business environment.   All of these factors create increased uncertainty for businesses.   
Creating lots of exceptions also encourages what economists call “rent-seeking”—efforts that 
attract lobbyists and distract businesses from their central economic activities, resulting in diversion 
of investment, business income, and managerial attention from productive activities.14

5.  Conclusion---Paid Sick Leave Is Appropriate Policy.  In conclusion, there are strong economic 
arguments in favor of paid sick leave, and there is little empirical evidence that it will be harmful to 
the economy. 

•   In cities that have enacted it, the implementation has been straightforward, with minimal 
impact on businesses. 

•   Empirical evidence from increases in the minimum wage strongly suggests that a policy of paid 
sick days will not have discernible effects on employment. 

•   There are economic benefits to workers and to businesses, through increased productivity and 
decreased turnover.

• To encourage good quality jobs and support good employers, the policy should be as uniform as 
possible, with no significant carve-outs for specific sectors.

Thank you for the opportunity to testify on this important issue.

13� Of course, there are moral and ethical reasons not to allow discrimination; this argument only 
involves the economics.

14� Lobbying around the federal tax code is a good example of the negative effects of rent-seeking 
on economic productivity, diverting resources and attention of firms from actual business 
investments into highly lucrative, but economically unproductive, activity.
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