
 

US workers often lack sick leave and
healthcare—benefits taken for granted in
most other countries
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The COVID-19 crisis has demonstrated the degree to which we depend
on the work of others. This is particularly true of essential workers like
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truck drivers, grocery store employees and hospital nurses who are
ensuring the rest of us stay safe and are able to get the supplies, food and
health care we need.

The pandemic has also drawn attention to the fact that these workers,
like all Americans, do not receive many of the basic workplace benefits
and protections – like paid sick leave and basic health care—that
workers in almost every other developed country in the world receive as
a matter of course.

The Families First Coronavirus Response Act, passed by Congress in
March, provides two weeks of leave for workers who fall ill from
COVID-19 but is riddled with exceptions and covers very few essential
workers. Some lawmakers hope to remedy this with the "Essential
Workers Bill of Rights," which would ensure that about 60 million
workers receive 10 benefits during the crisis, including paid sick leave,
hazard pay, no-cost health care coverage and collective bargaining
protections.

While the measure's odds of passage are low, even if it becomes law it
would only temporarily address the problem for some workers. Once the
pandemic ends, much of the American workforce will still be without
basic benefits and protections taken for granted in virtually every other
developed country.

I'm a labor scholar who has been studying employment relations for 40
years. I believe there are three "rights" in the bill that are especially
urgent.

Paid sick leave

Over 33 million U.S. workers – almost a quarter of the workforce—do
not have access to paid sick leave. The problem is especially bad for the
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lowest-paid employees, many of whom are essential workers.

As a result, up to 90% of employees have reported that they sometimes 
go to work when ill to prevent losing a day's pay or being disciplined or
fired.

This is problematic for both employees and employers, particularly when
workers are suffering from colds, flu or other viral illnesses that are
easily spread by person-to-person contact. It's also been seen as a
contributing factor to the current COVID-19 crisis.

While 10 states do require paid sick leave, the U.S. is one of only a
handful of countries – such as Somalia, Chad and North Korea—that do
not mandate at least some paid sick leave.

A study of 22 developed countries found that the average number of
paid sick days required was 28. Excluding the U.S.'s zero days, policies
ranged from a low of five in New Zealand to 50 in Norway.

Free health care

The pandemic has also drawn attention to just how many Americans,
including essential workers, lack basic health care.

Over 10% of non-elderly Americans – about 28 million
individuals—didn't have health insurance in 2018. Another 29% of
adults were underinsured, meaning they have high deductibles and out-of-
pocket medical expenses relative to their income. Lower-paid workers
generally pay higher deductibles than their higher-earning counterparts.

This is not the situation for similar essential workers in most countries
around the world. A recent analysis found that 112 countries provide
universal health care for their citizens. The U.S. is the only member of
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the Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development – a group
of 37 industrialized countries—without a national health care system.

Right to collectively bargain

One of the key reasons so many American workers do not have paid sick
leave or health care is that the U.S. differs from most developed nations
in another crucial way: the low share of employees who belong to unions
.

Research has found unions provide many benefits to their members,
such as 10% to 25% higher earnings – depending on factors like
occupation—and a much greater likelihood of having health insurance.
They also amplify worker voices, such as recently when a nurses' union
led nationwide protests that helped raise awareness over their lack of
protective gear.

But in 2019, only 8.3% of nurse aides, housekeepers and other health
care support workers in the U.S. were represented by a union. For
registered nurses, therapists and physicians, that figure was 13.7%. By
comparison, 38% of workers in the health care industry in the U.K. and
80% to 85% of health care workers in Sweden are represented by
unions.

Overall, just 10% of U.S. workers belonged to a union in 2018, ranking
it 31st on a list of 36 developed countries. That compares with 92% in
Iceland, 60% in Finland and 26% in Canada.

A key reason the rates are lower in the U.S. is that weak labor laws have 
failed to protect workers from employer coercion or retaliation when
they try to organize.

And U.S. protections for those who try to organize a union are generally

4/5

https://www.politifact.com/factchecks/2019/jun/21/mark-pocan/universal-health-care-diagnosis-mark/
https://doi.org/10.1787/fc807e2a-en
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2019/union-workers-more-likely-than-nonunion-workers-to-have-healthcare-benefits-in-2019.htm
https://academic.oup.com/sf/article-abstract/95/4/1451/2952921?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://www.bls.gov/opub/ted/2019/union-workers-more-likely-than-nonunion-workers-to-have-healthcare-benefits-in-2019.htm
https://phys.org/tags/worker/
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/nurses-protest-ppe-shortages-15-hospitals
https://www.cbsnews.com/news/nurses-protest-ppe-shortages-15-hospitals
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/union2.t03.htm
https://www.statista.com/statistics/287737/trade-union-density-health-and-social-work-united-kingdom-uk/
https://www.vardforbundet.se/in-english/about-vardforbundet/
https://stats.oecd.org/Index.aspx?DataSetCode=TUD
https://www.epi.org/publication/unlawful-employer-opposition-to-union-election-campaigns/
https://www.epi.org/publication/bp235factsheet/


 

the weakest among developed nations. A study that rated countries' legal
protections for workers on a 1-to-5 scale from best to worst gave the
U.S. a 4 because employers were found to have "engaged in serious
efforts to crush the collective voice of workers." The U.S. shared that
category with Iran, Iraq, Haiti and Honduras.

Giving essential workers these and other benefits would clearly help
them worry less about what happens if they get sick and more about the
important jobs they are doing for all of us during the pandemic. And
doing the same for all U.S. workers on a permanent basis would make us
more prepared for the next one.

This article is republished from The Conversation under a Creative
Commons license. Read the original article.
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