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Executive Summary

Executive Summary

Introduction

This first-of-its-kind report provides an in-depth case study analysis of young people from across the 
country and their paid leave needs. Conducted over 18 months, the report uses eleven detailed examples 
of youth ages 18 to 30 in seven states and Washington, D.C., including both localities that have access to 
paid leave laws and those that do not.

This report finds that youth in America, especially in regions like the South that have high populations of 
young Black and Brown people, desperately need policies that provide adequate and accessible paid leave 
from employment.

Our youth cannot thrive without robust paid leave policies that work for them whether that means taking 
time off to care for a sick younger sibling or a parent with a disability, dealing with a mental health issue 
without risking their economic security, or feeling confident applying to a job while pregnant knowing 
they will have leave to take care of a new infant.

The issue

One generation of workers is left out of the paid leave conversation in the United States, which is focused 
on stereotypical white professionals aged 30 to 45. Youth workers are a large segment of the American 
work and care force but often occupy positions that do not offer guaranteed rights to paid leave, whether 
that be paid family and medical leave (PFML) or paid sick time.

Prior reports that focused on the needs of youth did not include the 
critical area of paid leave for young workers. Paid leave reports leave 
out the unique perspectives of youth. This report is the first to 
analyze the intersection of these two areas in detail.

This report provides qualitative and quantitative analysis of the needs 
and concerns of youth who require paid leave for physical and 
mental health, including their direct perspectives and experiences.

This report provides recommendations for how to enact and 
implement paid leave policies in ways that most benefit young 
workers, a core demographic for our economy and democracy.

WWhat’ss Neww inn Thiss Report



Without a national law ensuring that all workers are able to care for themselves and their loved ones, many 
young workers are left to choose between their personal or financial well-being.

Data has increasingly revealed that young workers are an expanding portion of caregivers in the country. 
For these sandwiched generations those caring for aging or ill family members and raising children of 
their own while simultaneously caring for themselves the demand for flexible policies that recognize their 
humanity is at an all-time high.

Despite this, youth workers reveal that they experience extreme difficulties utilizing or obtaining paid 
leave. Whether it be fear of a hostile work environment, a lack of knowledge about what is available, or a 
general lack of access, it is clear that these workers are not receiving the help they need. With Americans 
struggling to juggle the dual mental loads of clocking out of work just to clock in at home, American 
policies are proving drastically slow to catch up.

The United States remains one of the only developed nations that does not offer a guaranteed right to paid 
leave. This means that it is left to the discretion of the states and local governments to implement PFML 
and paid sick day programs, a majority of which have yet to do so. This creates an inequitable patchwork 
that stops these lifesaving policies at the arbitrary boundaries of state or city lines.

For youth workers who live in a state with guaranteed rights to paid leave, there remain barriers that make 
it difficult for them to feel empowered to utilize these rights. For workers who do not live in a state that 
provides a legal right to paid leave, the fear of financial ruin is even more heightened. 

The perplexing and counterintuitive political landscape illustrates that there is a very real need for paid 
leave among young workers, but they are rarely at the center of the conversation. Not only are they leading 
the new wave of caregiving, including chosen and non-nuclear style families, but they are also taking over 
the workforce from an aging population and voting in record numbers. Youth workers have made it clear 
that paid leave is one of their top workplace benefits. Lawmakers need to center the lived experiences of 
the generation that needs these policies most.

Methodology

In late 2023 and early 2024, the Center for Law and Social Policy (CLASP) and A Better Balance (ABB) 
interviewed young advocates for this report to highlight the need for paid leave within the youth 
workforce. We conducted one-on-one interviews with 11 young workers between the ages of 18 and 30. 

encompassed needing and accessing leave including unpaid leave, paid family and medical leave, and 
paid time off including paid sick days. CLASP also identified interviewees who experienced struggles with 
varying types of leave. 

We interviewed workers across several industries, experiences, and locations. Several interviewees are from
states with statewide PFML or paid sick time programs; several live in states with no such program, but 
they had workplace-specific paid leave; and some had no access to paid leave at all. The qualitative data 
collected from these interviews highlights that across industry, age, gender, background, and location, 
youth workers are experiencing similar realities when it comes to paid leave.
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Central findings

Young workers do not know what type of leave they can access. While state programs offer 
critical benefits and job protections, young workers often have a difficult time navigating their 
rights and accessing their benefits. Those interviewed voiced uncertainty about which laws applied 
to them, finding the patchwork of federal, state, and local laws confusing and complicated. Youth 
were also confused as to what counts as paid family and medical leave (longer-term paid leave) 
versus other workplace leave benefits used for shorter increments of time, such as paid time off 
(PTO) and accrued sick days. Often interviewees conflated one bucket of leave with another, using 
them interchangeably, illustrating that there need to be clear differentiated rights to each type of 
leave.

Even when able to access leave, young workers do not have the necessary information about 

the application process. Some of our participants used PFML programs in the past but described 
difficulties in navigating the application process and approval process, and in accessing their 
benefits. Many young workers described detrimental economic consequences from delays in 
medical certification, approval, appeals, and receiving payment of benefits. Some of these delays 
were due to legal provisions and some were due to employer policies.

Young workers desire access to information on their rights and benefits. Almost all of our 
interviewees described feeling disconnected from the information on leave benefits that are 
currently offered by their workplaces, cities, and states. In the workplace, participants stressed the 
importance of written and media-based communications about leave. They expressed frustration 
with workplace policies that were often communicated via word-of-mouth, as well as training that 
only took place during hiring. Young workers want to learn their rights through multiple formats, 
and to learn continuously.
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Fear of retaliation often keeps young workers from taking needed leave. Both in states with 
active paid leave programs and in states without such programs, several young workers described 
encountering employer resistance to leave-taking. Workers in states with paid leave programs 

-retaliation provisions, and some employers 
seemed to illegally ignore them. This often led to prohibited retaliation in the form of outright 
firing, being denied promotions, or being pressured to leave their jobs. In general, fear of 
economic instability through retaliatory action led workers to refrain from taking needed time off, 
quit their jobs, or engage in presenteeism (coming in to work while sick).

Young workers struggle, due to systemic racism, sexism, and adultism, when trying to take 

leave and maintain economic stability. Young workers are acutely aware of how systemic 
inequality affects their working lives. Our participants described how racism, sexism, and their 
status as young workers boxed them out of information and into low-quality jobs. Participants 
voiced their hopes for the future and bold visions for job quality while recognizing how cultural 
stereotypes around their identities are at odds with these visionary futures. One interviewee, a 
Haitian immigrant, dreams of working with the federal government to help those with experiences 

Workplace culture plays a large role in fostering environments where taking time off feels 

possible. Some participants described gaining knowledge and confidence from encouraging and 
supportive coworkers and supervisors. Conversely, other participants described workplace cultures 
of overwork, understaffing, and surveillance where taking any time off felt impossible in states 
where there were no legal rights.

Scheduling and flexibility

play an outsized role in determining their ability to take leave. Participants described how 
their ability to take leave depended on schedule flexibility. In their workplaces, workers describe 
needing to get their shifts covered, worrying about burdening coworkers with extra work, and 
having to predict their leave needs. Many participants are working while navigating childcare, 
being primary caregivers, having multiple jobs, and other situations that stymie their flexibility.

Young workers recognize the negative effect a lack of paid leave has on their mental health. 

Across all the topics we covered, young workers deeply understood how poor job quality ate away 
at their mental health. Our participants desire policies that prioritize mental health equally to 
physical health and make room for workers to be well. They view paid leave as just one policy in a 
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Recommendations

Youth workers should be involved in all policy conversations that will involve them and their 

futures.

responsible for ensuring even the youngest of their constituents are being brought to the table. 
This report makes it clear that young workers know what they need in order to thrive at home and 
at work. They should feel empowered to share their stories and have them valued by decision-
makers.

America needs a national paid family and medical leave program to provide rights for all, 

regardless of the state in which they live. While statewide PFML programs are proving these 
policies are not only sustainable but also help communities thrive, they can only offer protections 
to those who live within their jurisdictions. Paid family and medical leave gives workers the power 
to make choices about their own lives while continuing to feel empowered and protected in the 
workplace. By enacting a national policy, Americans across the country can take the time they need 
to care for themselves and their loved ones without jeopardizing their financial well-being.

A national right to paid sick time would keep workers healthy and attached to the workforce.

Paid sick time is proven to reduce absenteeism, improve employee morale, and increase public 
health across communities. Far too many young workers do not have even a single day of sick 
time, making it impossible for them to take time off from work without the fear of losing a 
paycheck or their jobs. Setting a national standard for the minimum number of sick days every 
worker in America is entitled to would help reduce the spread of illness and lessen the fear of 
taking a day off from work to heal.

The findings of this report reveal not only the critical need for paid leave policies on the state and federal 

security but also the need for increased investment in community education and worker outreach to create 
a more equitable and positive workplace. Any nationwide paid leave program must take into consideration 
the unique needs of youth while developing the program and implementing it.
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Background

What is Paid Family and Medical Leave?

Paid family and medical leave (PFML) refers to policies that give workers the right to receive wage 

or for caregiving reasons, such as caring for a seriously ill loved one, or bonding with a new child, including 
adoptive and foster children.

PFML may also cover safe leave, which is leave to address certain needs arising from domestic or sexual 
violence. This may include taking time off to attend court proceedings, social service appointments, or 
moving to a new living situation.1

-term leave, usually taken in 
increments of weeks or months.

The current landscape of Paid Family and Medical Leave in the U.S.

On a national level, the United States does not have a federal paid family and medical leave policy.
However, many states do.2 The U.S. remains one of only seven countries in the world without a paid 
parental leave benefit of any kind.3 The only federal workplace leave law in the U.S. is the Family and 
Medical Leave Act (FMLA), which provides covered workers with unpaid, job-protected leave to bond with 
a new child, deal with a serious illness or injury, care for a loved one with a serious health condition and 
handle certain military family needs.

Although the FMLA provides important protections to covered workers and their loved ones, the law falls 
short for many workers throughout the country and its rigid eligibility criteria cuts out around 40 percent of 
workers.4 Even many workers who do qualify for FMLA do not use this leave because they are unable to 
afford to forego their paycheck and take unpaid leave, even when they need it.5

under the law, workers are only 
able to take family caregiving leave to care for their spouse, parent, or minor child, likely excluding many of 

Currently, 13 states and Washington D.C. have enacted PFML programs. The states with programs in place 
include: California, Colorado, Connecticut, Delaware, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New 
Jersey, New York, Oregon, Rhode Island, and Washington State.6 While each program varies, at a minimum 

serious illness or injury or that of a loved one.

Unfortunately, workers in many states still lack access to this crucial policy. In lieu of comprehensive, 
statewide PFML programs, where there may not yet be a political path for a solution that covers all workers, 
advocates are working to advance creative legislation that grants paid leave to smaller, more specific 
categories of employees. However, this geographical stalemate highlights the dire need for a national 
program that sets a baseline for leave for working Americans, upon which states can build.



The importance of PFML

To be afflicted by an illness, suffer an injury, welcome a new child, or need to care for a loved one are 
universal human experiences. Everyone will at some point need to care for themselves or a loved one. 
PFML gives autonomy back to workers and recognizes the humanity and basic needs that exist within 
every workforce by ensuring that workers can take this necessary time without jeopardizing their financial 
security. 

According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, only 27 percent of the private sector workforce have access 
to paid family leave through their employer.7 In other words, a significant majority 73 percent of private 
sector employees do not have access, leaving them vulnerable when they need time off from work to care 
for a new child or a seriously ill loved one. There are also significant gaps in access to short-term disability 

-sector 
workers in the United States lacking paid medical leave through their employer.8 Among workers with low 
incomes, these numbers are even more stark; 95% percent of the lowest wage workers have no access to 
paid family leave and 90 percent lack access to short-term disability.9 Without access to paid leave, workers 
who experience illness are 33 percent more likely to have to change jobs or lose their jobs altogether.10

There is clear evidence that shows the positive impacts paid family and medical leave has on families, 
including increased health, improved economic prosperity, and a lower reliance on public assistance 
programs. Nearly one-third of U.S. adults under the age of 65 suffer from at least one chronic health 
condition, which often results in costly medical bills.11

Not only can PFML keep workers attached to the workforce, it allows them to seek the treatment they 
need, while also reducing the heavy financial burden associated with seeking medical care.12 By ensuring 
patients and survivors can obtain and afford consistent treatment, PFML has proven to be an important 
component of healing and recovery during periods of serious illness. Nationally, U.S. workers and their 
families experience $22.5 billion each year in lost wages alone due to the lack of paid leave.13



PFML is particularly important for young workers

For young workers, PFML is important to keeping them connected to the workforce. Without access to paid 
family and medical leave, workers are forced to choose between their job and caring for their health or the 
health of their family members, which can force them into a downward cycle of poverty following a major 
medical or life event. More than 25 percent of youth aged 16-24 find themselves unable to work or attend 
school due to a lack of support related to their childrearing needs, as well as family care needs.14

Young workers of color, who are more likely to hold low-paying jobs that do not offer this critical benefit, 
are especially affected by the lack of a national policy. Youth of color are also more likely to live in diverse 
family structures, meaning they are especially in need of PFML laws that recognize those varied 
structures.15 Guaranteed access to PFML would provide young workers of color much-needed support and 
flexibility to handle family health emergencies or personal illness, thus reducing barriers to entering and 
remaining in the workforce and providing greater economic security to these workers. 

Moreover, young adults are a large portion of family caregivers: there are over 3 million Gen Z caregivers, 
which encompasses those born between 1997 and 2012.16 This reflects the reality that young people need 
access to paid leave in order to maintain their caregiving responsibilities. Further, young women aged 18-
34, regardless of wages, report the lowest rates of access (45 percent) to paid leave for the birth or
adoption of a new child, despite being the group most likely to give birth, and therefore the group with the 
highest need for paid family leave.17 Young workers aged 18-34 also have lower rates of access to leave for 
their own illness or medical care and the medical care of a family member.

These statistics illustrate that young workers who have historically been left out of the paid leave 
conversations to their detriment need to be uplifted as our nation considers a comprehensive PFML 
program.

What is paid sick time?

Paid sick time laws give workers the right to take time off from work for shorter-term needs, usually in 

needs include a worker catching a cold or when a
accrued over time, meaning that workers earn their paid sick time as they work. Like paid family and 
medical leave, there is no federal paid sick time policy, but 18 states and Washington, D.C.  have laws 
guaranteeing that covered workers can earn and use paid sick time.18



Who has access to paid sick time?

There are significant disparities in access to paid sick time among workers. More than one-fifth of private 
sector workers do not have access to even a single paid sick day to recover from an illness or care for a sick 
family member.19 Access to sick time is even lower for women and BIPOC workers who are occupationally 
segregated into lower-quality jobs. These jobs are often those with high levels of public contact, for 
example in the restaurant/service industry and child care.

Unsurprisingly, these are the industries that often lack paid sick time: more than 50 percent of retail and 
fast-food workers do not have access to paid sick time.20 The largest national survey of U.S. restaurant 
workers found that two-thirds of restaurant wait staff and cooks have come to work sick.21 In surveys of 
service sector workers, women were 11 percent less likely than men to have access to paid sick time.22

Moreover, almost half of working mothers which encompasses 54 percent of Latina and 42 percent  of 
Black mothers do not have access to paid sick time.23

Without guaranteed access to comprehensive paid sick time, workers will continue to suffer under cyclical 
poverty, either jeopardizing their health or their wages. Paid sick time laws benefit workers because they 
allow them to take time off without sacrificing their economic security. For many, the choice between 
taking care of their health and receiving their paycheck is an impossible one. Without paid sick time, 
workers suffer statistically significant, higher rates of psychological distress compared to those who have 
access to this important safety net.24 Paid sick time is a crucial component of increasing equity throughout 
the United States.

Who are young workers?

Youth and young adults ages 18 to 29 are the focus of this report because this population is often 
overlooked when it comes to workforce policies. Youth experience major transitions and life changes 
throughout adolescence, which ends around age 25.25 This is a critical time for young adults to engage in 
meaningful economic and educational opportunities that suit their interests and meet their needs. Various 
systemic factors affect the likelihood that young people become disconnected, both individually and in 
aggregate.

School pushout (which disproportionately affects Black and Brown students), or punitive school discipline 
practices such as suspension and expulsion often push students out of school temporarily or permanently 
and can lead to disconnection. Insufficient academic and counseling supports make it more difficult for 
students to remain in school, contributing to academic disconnection.

Disconnected youth are twice as likely to live in poverty and three times as likely to have a disability.26

Systemic racism makes certain groups more vulnerable to pushout factors and other circumstances that 
correlate with disconnection. Black and Indigenous young people are significantly more likely to be 
disconnected, with nearly one in four Indigenous and one in five Black youth being disconnected.27 The
COVID pandemic decreased access to academic and social support for many, even as it simultaneously 
increased poverty and disability rates among youth, creating unique challenges to lowering disconnection 
rates.



When youth have multiple identities that are particularly targeted by push out factors and are 
systematically discriminated against or disenfranchised, they face intersectional oppression and 
intersecting forces of marginalization, making them particularly likely to become disconnected and to have 
difficulty becoming reconnected.

Youth access to paid leave has not been studied very extensively, but those studies that have been done 
demonstrate that youth have lower access to paid leave and tend to work in jobs that are less likely to 
provide paid leave. 

ABB has published research on youth access to paid leave specifically focusing on youth of color that
established that youth of color disproportionately work in jobs that have low access to paid sick leave, 
specifically low-wage and part-time jobs. They are disproportionately likely to be underemployed as well.28

-
nuclear family structures, particularly young people of color.

Though young people are most likely to give birth to a new child, they are also least likely to have access to 
paid parental leave to give birth or adopt: only 45 percent have this access.29 They also have low access to 
paid leave for personal illness, with about 57 percent having access to leave for personal needs and 43 

30

provide paid family leave, and are less likely to take needed leave because of the threat of financial 
duress.31



According to recent data published by CLASP and Data for Progress, nearly 2 in 5 workers between the 
ages of 18 and 29 have left a job or been fired because they did not have paid family and medical leave.32

This rate is twice that of all workers, and likely contributes to levels of youth disconnection.

A study by CLASP and Data for Progress found that 79 percent of likely voters support paid and family leave 
for young workers.33 Adults between 18-34, or the youngest group polled, were the least likely to have 
access to paid leave for the birth of a child, personal illness or care, or family illness or care.34

In terms of why access is so low, young workers are disproportionately likely to work jobs that do not 
provide paid leave, such as low-wage and part-time jobs. They are more likely to be underemployed and 
work part- -time work.

During our interviews, we asked participants from California, Georgia, Maryland, Minnesota, New York,
Texas, Utah, and Washington D.C.,  to identify personal experiences of either needing or taking leave, 
distinguishing between public paid family and medical leave through a state law (PFML), paid sick leave 
(PSL), paid time off (PTO), and voluntary paid family and medical leave provided by an employer but not 
required by law.

Several of the young people we interviewed live in a state that does not have a PFML or paid sick time law 
on the books, leaving them with no legal right (unless they are part of a Collective Bargaining Agreement 
through a union) to take time off when they need it. Their insights revealed several key findings.



Young workers in profile

JJamie ((they/them)
SSan FFrancisco, CA
Agee 25 

Livingg situation:: Jamie has an 11-year-
old child. They also help take care of 
their 8-year-old sibling. Jamie’s 
husband is currently incarcerated. 

Jobb situation:: Jamie has 2 jobs. They 
work during the day at a non-profit, 
and then an evening shift at another 
non-profit that is youth focused. 

Livingg situation:: Aniyah has 1 son who is 
8 years old. They live alone together. 

Jobb situation:: Aniyah is currently a 
project coordinator as an independent 
contractor, working with youth and 
creating mentorship programs. Prior to 
becoming an independent contractor, she 
primarily worked in retail, fast food, and 
other customer-facing jobs. 

Aniyah (she/her) 
Houston,, TX 
Agee 30 

Nadia (she/her) 
Brooklyn,, NY 
Agee 24 

Livingg situation:: Nadia lives in an 
apartment with her husband and 9-month-
old daughter.

Jobb situation:: Nadia is currently on leave; 
she works full-time at a non-profit in a 
salaried position. 

Livingg situation:: Nina in an apartment 
with her 9-month-old child. 

Jobb situation:: Nina is currently 
unemployed and actively looking for work. 
Previously, she worked in security. 

Nina (she/her) 
Bronx,, NY 
Agee 21 
 

Kendall 
(she/her) 
Minneapolis,, MN 
Agee 25 

Livingg situation:: Kendall has a 3-year-old 
daughter. They live together in a 1-bedroom 
apartment. 

Jobb situation:: Kendall is not currently employed in 
the traditional sense but is making some money 
part-time through care work. 



LLivingg situation:: Jacob lives with his 
grandmother, his mother, and his 
daughter. 

Jobb situation:: Jacob has a full-time 
position at a university. 

Jacob (he/him)
Washington,, D.C. 
Agee 29 
 

Livingg situation:: AJ lives with his son 
and his son’s mother. 

Jobb situation:: AJ works in finance. He 
gets paid hourly and works full-time. 

AJ (he/him)
Atlanta,, GA 
Agee 29 
 

Livingg situation: Leah lives with her 
husband and 3-month-old baby in a 
basement apartment in her husband’s 
grandparent’s house. 

Jobb situation:: Leah is currently 
unemployed. She started a new job in 
July last year and was there until 
about 2 weeks before she gave birth. 
 

Leah (she/her)
Morningside,, MD 
Agee 23 
 

Livingg situation:: Dayna lives with her 
child and her child’s father in a 2-
bedroom apartment.

Jobb situation:: Dayna works full-time 
within local government. 

Dayna (she/her) 
Princee George’s 
County,, MDD // Agee 27 
 

Willow 
(they/them)) 
Saltt Lakee City,, UT 
Agee 311 

Livingg situation:: Lives alone in Section 8 housing 
after living with their parents for several years. 

Jobb situation:: They currently do freelance consulting 
with government agencies, universities, and 
nonprofits on disability justice, autism, and mental 
health. Prior to their chronic illness, they worked 
part-time jobs in gardening and wildlife preserve. 



Knowledge of paid leave policies

While all participants could recall an experience of needing leave, many were unfamiliar with the 
distinction between types of leave. In some cases, even where the participants took extended paid leave, 
they were unsure if the leave they took was through a state PFML program or privately offered via their 
employer. Jamie (CA), for example, took leave for their pregnancy, but were uncertain if it was privately 

Similarly, Kendall (MN) described her retail job as having paid family and medical leave, but when 
explaining the eligibility requirements, described an hourly accrual that suggests it was not paid leave but 
earned sick time. Throughout the interview process, we frequently needed to seek clarification because 
workers described paid sick time as paid leave and vice versa.

A lack of awareness or understanding of the differences between types of paid and unpaid time off is not 
the fault of young workers. Rather, it points to a systemic gap in policy that prevents workers from easily 
accessing information to inform them of their rights and benefits.35

Our participants spoke of this lack of information when describing their frustrations with the ways in which 
their employers communicated information and provided resources. 

One participant, Nadia (NY), took maternity leave for the birth of her daughter. Living in the Bronx, she was 

where she found out that she could qualify for 12 weeks of leave. Only after Nadia learned this did her 
employer send her the application.

IIff you’vee neverr seenn itt usedd 
bbefore,, you’ree nott goingg too know. 

- Kendall

Itt shouldd bee thee company’ss responsibilityy too makee suree 
eeveryonee iss awaree off thesee lawss .. .. .. noo companyy I’vee everr 
workedd forr hass actuallyy beenn upfrontt aboutt paidd leave.

- Leah



Insurance program, the only time Nadia could schedule her infusions was after work. In her interview, 

pregnancy rather than right when she was preparing to give birth, she would have attempted to use 
medical leave during that time.

Navigating benefits systems

Even when young workers were able to access leave, they expressed confusion around the application 
process. Uncertainty around timelines, requirements for eligibility, and a lack of resources from employers, 
communities, and agencies often led to young workers not using leave. Our participants especially faced 
difficulties navigating the approval process and the detrimental economic consequences from delays in 
medical certification, appeals, and payment. Nadia (NY), for instance, experienced many issues surrounding 
paperwork for her paid leave claim. She ended up only being able to take 11 weeks instead of 12 because 
her employer did not send paperwork on time. To make up for their mistake, her employer agreed to cover 
her pay for that weekk but not all workers are so fortunate. Workers should not have to rely on the chance 
of having a compassionate boss in such circumstances. And, while the application process was relatively 
straightforward, Nadia felt that the approval process was far more complicated. She s

Just as our participants expressed a desire for outreach and education materials in a variety of mediums, 
application processes themselves need to be available in multiple mediums. Nina (NY) experienced trouble 
applying for leave when the physical application she filled out was left at home when she went to the 
hospital. She expressed that by the time she was able to figure out what to do to submit her application, 
she felt like it was too late:

paperwork can add an undue burden to an already burdensome time. For young people, paperwork can be 
a unique barrier to accessing leave because they are still developing the executive functions necessary to 
handle stress, solve problems, and make plans.36 Facing massive executive functioning tasks during an 
already stressful time makes it less likely for workers to be able to complete the paperwork necessary to 
access leave.37

II wouldd gett offf workk att 5PM,, goo too thee hospital,, doo thee 
iironn infusion,, comee homee att 10PMM andd wakee upp att 7AMM soo 
II couldd gett too workk att 9AM..

- Nadia



Dayna (MD) needed to take leave for the birth of her child while working at a grocery store and was 

as born several months early. She expressed feeling 
stressed and unable to balance needing to inform her workplace of her emergency c-section, expedite 
paperwork, and go through a difficult childbirth.

in Dayna receiving her benefits
until the beginning of November. She described the economic consequences of this delay: she had to ask 
her partner at the time to help with bills. Looking back at this stressful period, Dayna wishes that there 

Accessing information

Participants like Aniyah (TX) often took unpaid sick days because they were unaware of how to access the 
paid leave offered privately and voluntarily through their employer. Aniyah could only remember a couple 
of former jobs where she knew how to access an online portal to see how many hours of sick time or PTO 
she had left and could not remember if information on taking extended time off was readily available on 
that portal.

Other participants like Jamie (CA) described how they felt as though employers put it on the workers to 

For Jacob (DC), who works an hourly job within a university system, information about workplace rights, 
laws, and benefits often comes in the form of emails but as the employee of  such a large institution, his 
inbox is always inundated with university-wide announcements that are usually irrelevant. Because of this, 
Jacob

nce to find out 
what their workplace rights were. 

Participants constructively considered ways in which information could be available in multiple formats, 
especially considering different learning styles. One participant described herself as a visual learner at a 
workplace that primarily communicated through word-of-mouth, leading her to retain less information. 

TTheyy ggivee youu aa handbook,, butt honestlyy ass aa youngg 
pperson,, whoo reallyy readss that?

-- Aniyah



More digestible information seems preferable to singular communication about leave Dayna (MD) thinks 

the workforce may be uncomfortable asking for help.

information. She says leave-
public.

Information on leave should be easily accessible, available, and in formats that cater to many audiences. 
Public notices, external hotlines, and community trainings can all be useful measures. Meeting young 

h (MD) and others suggest that workplace laws should be 
taught in high school courses like home economics, and that workers should know their rights before they
enter the workforce.

Jacob (DC) would love it if his job would set aside office hours every month for workers to drop in to human 
resources and talk one-on-one about their benefits. Lastly, Nina (NY) emphasized that workers need access 
to more than just knowledge of laws: they need communities of support and empowerment that allow 
them to utilize their knowledge. 

Fear of retaliation

Many young workers we spoke to feared taking time off work. In both states that provided workers a legal 
right to leave as well as those without any sort of job protections, workers too often experience negative 
consequences from attempting to take any sort of time off. While workers in states with paid leave laws or 
cities with paid sick leave laws did not report frequent instances of direct retaliation in the form of firings, 
demotions, or the cutting of hours, they still worried they would face retaliation anyway, often leading to 
them either not taking leave or leaving a job rather than being forced out.

IIff you’ree oldd enoughh too gett aa jobb att McDonald’s,, youu 
sshouldd knoww aboutt paidd leavee andd paidd sickk dayss ass well.

-- Nadia

II feltt likee II wass kickedd when 
II wass inn hell. 

- Jamie



This suggests that education and outreach around job protection is critical to ensuring workers in states 
with leave laws feel confident in their ability to utilize and enforce their right to benefits. Many young 
workers with longer work histories had earlier jobs typically in the service and retail sectors that 
retaliated against workers taking any time off, and expressed gratitude for their more recent  jobs where 
they feel comfortable taking leave. 

Kendall (MN), for instance, was fired from her first job at a pizza chain at 17 because she called in sick. Later, 
she worked at a shoe store when she contracted COVID and needed to take time off. Four days later, when 
she was still testing positive, she received a text message from her employer letting her know she was fired. 
Others described a fear of even inquiring about leave. Jacob (DC) was unsure if any of his coworkers had 

Jamie (CA) feels as though needing to take time off as a young worker is culturally stigmatized: they believe 
employers associate a need for leave with laziness and described feeling stigmatized for needing to attend 
to their child. When Leah (MD) had bronchitis, she reached out to her store manager to take time off; her 

and to come in sick anyway. 

Many of the parents we spoke to also shared experiences of losing their jobs because of the birth of a child. 
These firings came at a precious time that was already stressful and life-changing; firing added a burden of 
financial fear and economic insecurity.

Nina (NY) let her employer know her due date well in advance and thought that everything was fine. But 
when she went back to work, she discovered that they had taken her off the schedule altogether and told 
her she had to reapply for her position. Several other workers also experienced being taken off the 
schedule, especially while taking extended time off while working in part-time positions.

we cannot 
lt like they held it against her. 

Detaching young workers from the workforce during such pivotal points in their lives also decreases the 
likelihood of young workers building their careers and landing in higher-paying and higher-quality jobs
the kind that are typically more likely to have leave in the first place.

HHoww cann peoplee feell appreciatedd iff theyy know,, ‘iff II gett 
ssick,, thatt couldd bee thee endd of myy job?’

- AJ



Jamie was put on suspension without pay, and subsequently 
fired. When Jamie threatened to sue, they were given a small severance check and told it was a payout of 
their PTO which, after working for this organization for six years, they knew was much larger. After this 
incident, Jamie was out of work for almost a full year and relied on public assistance. 

Such common fears or experiences of retaliation underscore why legal protections are so important for 
young workers. Where laws that prohibit retaliation do exist, young workers need to be aware of their 
rights and empowered to exercise them.

Presenteeism

have to choose between their health and their financial well-
a choice. The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommends workers stay home when sick to 
minimize contact and reduce the spread of disease,38 but many workers cannot afford to take time off 

EEspeciallyy whenn you’ree bothh aa youngg personn andd aa minority, 
yyou’vee gott too makee thatt decision,, ‘I’mm gonnaa workk sick,’’ 
bbecausee otherwise,, it’ss eitherr thatt orr losingg yourr job.

-- Aniyah



Nina (NY) walked us through her decision-making process for taking a sick day. She said that if she had 
row, she might 

above, the pressure Aniyah felt to come in was compounded by the need to battle racist stereotypes 
around young workers of color. Unsurprisingly, guaranteed access to paid sick time increases the likelihood 
a worker will stay home when sick, rather than bring illness into the workplace.39 States with paid sick time 
laws reported a reduction in infection rates with illnesses, such as the flu, by approximately 11 percent 
within the first year of implementation.40

Our participants spoke to the detrimental consequences of coming into work while sickk both for 

to work . . . just kind of, you know, push[ing] through
coming into work while sick made it more difficult for them to recover and led to coworkers getting sick.
Paid sick time improves health outcomes for workers and their families. It has consistently been shown to 
reduce recovery time for workers, promote the use of regular medical providers rather than hospital 
emergency departments, and enable workers to seek preventive care.41

Access to paid sick time increases rates of preventive care for workers and their families, as well as 
decreases the likelihood that a worker will put off needed care. Addressing wellness needs proactively 
results in fewer compounding illnesses and shorter illness times, which can save workers money in the long 
run.42

taking out how horrible she felt by being shorter with 
customers; she also noted how it made life more difficult for her coworkers as well. 

The importance of work culture on leave-taking

For many workers, their fear of using paid sick time or taking PFML depended heavily on what their 
workplace culture was like. Participants voiced that the way in which they learned of their ability to take 
leave, and developed confidence in doing so, was typically through watching coworkers and supervisors 
model good leave-taking practices. Conversely, other participants described toxic cultures of overwork, 
understaffing, surveillance, and judgment, where taking time off felt like a punishable offense. 
Unsurprisingly, workers in the more hostile workplaces were less likely to take leave when needed and 
suffered mentally, physically, and economically. For those who must be reliant on voluntary company 
policies due to a lack of state or local law, workplace culture is highly volatile from workplace to workplace.
Having laws on the books that provide legal protection for workers to utilize paid sick time and PFML 
positively shifts workplace culture and ensures workers can take the time they need.

II lostt well--nneededd rest.. II wass sickk fourr moree dayss thann 
iiff II hadd takenn thatt onee day.

-- Nadia



fearing their request for leave would be r

transmittable illnesses like the cold and flu were less respected than more isolated, acute injuries or 
preplanned medical appointments. Jamie resents the lack of autonomy given to workers. They said that 

workers like Kendall (MN) and Jacob (DC) described feeling that asking to take sick days simply was not 
worth the trouble they felt they would get into with their bosses, whether or not they had a legal right to 
take leave. 

TThroughout our interviews, young workers described the ways in which
ssystemicc racism,, sexism,, andd adultismm impactedd theirr abilityy too takee timee 
ooff,, obtainn financiall security,, andd buildd theirr livess andd careers.. BIPOCC 
wworkerss notedd howw theyy alreadyy feltt surveeilledd andd judgedd byy theirr 
employers.. Ass youngg BIPOCC workerss tryingg too breakk intoo ann industry,, theyy 
ssaidd thatt “especiallyy iff you’ree aa youngg Blackk orr Brownn personn .. .. .. thee lastt 
thingg you’ree worriedd aboutt aree yourr rights,, youu don’tt wantt too comee inn 
bbringingg whatt yourr bosss willl thinkk iss ann unnecessaryy issue.””   

Workerss alsoo describedd howw genderr roless overdeterminedd theirr abilityy too takee 
lleavee noo matterr whatt theirr genderr was.. Motherss likee Nadiaa (NY)) feltt 
exploited,, overworkingg withoutt adequatee benefits.. Shee says,, “[these]] aree 
tthee genderr roless thatt youu assignedd too me.. Thee leastt youu cann doo iss helpp me—
I’mm helpingg yourr economy!”” Butt sexismm doesn’tt onlyy affectt youngg mothers:: 
yyoungg fatherss likee Jacobb (DC)) describee thee wayss thatt “Americaa hass instilledd 
inn mee thatt forr men,, regardlesss off howw youu feell youu needd too gett outt theree 
andd provide”” Andd admitted,, “I’mm aa littlee lockedd intoo thatt mindset.”” Acrosss 
oourr interviews,, youngg workerss feltt thatt theyy weree nott listenedd too becausee off 
theirr age.. Aniyahh (TX)) says,, “whenn II wass aa youngg person,, nobodyy reallyy tookk 
tthee timee too askk mee howw II wass feelingg aboutt myy workk experience.”” 
Participantss displayedd aa keenn awarenesss off thee intersectingg powerr dynamicss 
iinn thee workplacee andd thee wayss inn whichh theyy impactedd theirr lives. 

Youngg Workerss Onn Intersectionality



Part of why Jacob (DC) experienced a need for leave in the first place was from burnout. He described 

turnover was high. He wanted to take a leave of absence or quit altogether, but his manager convinced 
him to take a shorter leave using the sick time he had accrued.

Other workers experienced coercion by their managers to not take care of emergent illnesses. When 
working in retail, for example, Leah (MD) got a concussion from hitting her head on a trash compactor. Her 

wrong this was.

f

While AJ (GA) now works at a higher-quality job where he feels more confident taking time off, he said that 

department store, AJ got hit by a car and went into work anyway. He looked into the possibility of taking 

.

He left the job a month later and admitted that during the time he was still working, he did not take care of 

Other workers reported having positive workplace cultures that made leave feel possible, and even 
encouraged. Aniyah (TX) spoke to the types of informal systems created in the workplace to spread 
information, help, and care. Knowledge of leave is often spread through word-of-mouth and hearing 

II didn’tt knoww whatt neededd too bee done.. Alll II kneww wass 
tthatt II wass inn pain,, andd II wass att work..

- Leah



She taught Aniyah how to request it and find out how many hours she had gained or used. Aniyah credits 
this manager with helping her feel empowered to both take time off and assert her rights in the workplace.

As early as the initial interview process for their current job, Jamie (CA) felt the difference a positive 
workplace can make. An employee on their hiring panel had just returned from maternity leave, where the 
company paid for two extra months off.

made me feel . . . excited, cherished . . . they welcomed her back with so many open arms and you could tell 
that she was missed . . . I want to feel like that.

proactive in helping workers understand their workplace benefits, although she acknowledges that they 
are still beholden to the overall rules of the larger corporation itself in terms of the quality of those benefits. 
AJ (GA), too, describes a workplace culture where taking leave feels both easy and common. He says that 

noticeably less fear of retaliation and described more confidence in their ability to take care of themselves 
and their loved ones, and plan for their futures. 

IIff youu createe ann environmentt wheree peoplee cann communicatee 
oopenly,, peoplee willl easilyy communicatee andd say,, ‘II needd too takee 
ttime.’

-- Jacob



““YYou still have to find coverage——tthat’s one of the hardest
pparts.. Evenn iff youu didd lett themm knoww youu won’tt havee anyonee 
ttoo coverr yourr shift,, somee placess considerr thatt aa no--call-no-
showw andd they’lll firee youu orr writee youu up.” 

- AAniyahh 

 

Whilee manyy pparticipants’’ experiencess off takingg leavee weree determinedd byy thee 
attitudess andd behaviorss off theirr managers,, workerss describedd systemicc 
sschedulingg issuess ass aa mainn indicatorr off theirr willingnesss andd abilityy too takee 
leave.. Particularlyy inn hourlyy positionss withinn sectorss likee customerr service,, 
retail,, andd foodd service,, beingg ablee too usee anyy sortt off timee offf iss entirelyy 
ddependentt onn beingg ablee too findd someonee too coverr yourr shift—ann employerr 
requirementt thatt statee andd locall paidd sickk timee laws,, wheree theyy exist, 
prohibit.. Almostt alll off thee workerss wee spokee too explainedd findingg coveragee inn 
ttheirr descriptionn off howw theyy thinkk throughh takingg leave.. Aniyahh (TX)) 
describedd howw schedulingg culturee determinedd howw easilyy shee wass ablee too takee 
lleave.. Typically,, whenn takingg paidd sickk timee forr doctor’ss appointments,, shee 
wouldd lett themm knoww aa weekk inn advance,, beforee theyy madee thee schedule.. Yett 
sshee stilll hadd too calll inn frequently,, becausee theree weree plentyy off timess wheree 
evenn thoughh shee hadd communicatedd herr timee offf too herr supervisors,, theyy 
scheduledd herr anyway.. Inn thesee instances,, Aniyahh explains,, thee workerr wass 
sstilll responsiblee forr findingg coverage.. Thiss becamee especiallyy difficultt forr 
workerss facingg chronicc understaffing.. Oftentimes,, workerss describedd beingg 
uunablee too takee time offf simplyy becausee theree wass noo onee too replacee them.. Inn 
tthesee instances,, workerss eitherr facedd thee threatt off beingg disciplinedd forr nott 
comingg in,, orr theyy hadd too worryy thatt theyy weree creatingg moree workk forr thee 
ffeww coworkerss theyy had.. Jacobb (DC)) saidd thatt understaffingg iss onee off thee 
mainn reasonss thatt hee oftenn feelss likee hee hass too comee inn whenn hee iss sick:: “iff II 
ddon’tt [comee in],, that’ss gonnaa leavee justt onee personn too doo aa bunchh off differentt 
things.” 

 

Workplacee Culturee andd Scheduling



The importance of flexibility, community, and scheduling

Participants described how their ability to take leave depended on schedule flexibility. As described above, 

burdening coworkers with extra work, and having to predict their leave needs. But work is just one facet of 
life. Our participants described trying to figure out how to fit stressful jobs into the structure of the rest of 
their lives, many of which involve caretaking for others. Young workers are constantly trying to rearrange 
their lives to fit into inflexible work schedules. Jamie (CA) has an 11-year-old and their husband is 
incarcerated. To make ends meet Jamie currently works two low-paying jobs, forcing them to work a 
difficult schedule: their first job is from 8 a.m. 1 p.m., and their second job is from 2 p.m. 10 p.m. This

work, their child stays at their grandmoth se during the week, and Jamie gets them back on Fridays. 

(MN), too, described parenting as especially hard for young people, especially without support systems in 

needs them to care for her child.

Many of our young workers also took care of other loved ones. This is not unusual, as today 66.7 million 
Americans live in multi-generational family households a figure that is even higher among communities 
of color.43 Forty-five percent of Latines and 33 percent of Black Americans report living in multi-
generational households.44 Nadia (NY), for example, was a primary caretaker for her grandmother while 
also working full-time and being a full-
not inform her that she could use her time off to care for her. She instead would go to the hospital after 

Nuclear family units comprised of a heterosexual, married couple and their children are also less 
common. Instead, families are blended,45 LGBTQ,46

biologically or legally related.47 Many young workers rely on chosen family and communities of care. AJ 

been important for him, he explained that he is currently the sole manager of how his son gets to and from 

grateful for the ability to take time off, he hopes for more flexibility in the future.

WWhenn youu clockk outt fromm work,, you’ree goingg homee too 
cclockk in.. It’ss neverr done..

- Nadya



Recommendations

What workers want: bold ideas and progressive policies

One thing is clear from our interviews: young people need access to paid leave legal protections. Their 
ability to take both short-term and longer-term leave to care for themselves and their families should not 
be dependent on the state lines they are confined to nor the choice of their employers to provide it. 

Below are the policy ideas that surfaced from the interviews.

Helping to realize
recommendations

Paid leave laws currently only exist at the state or local level. Forcing young workers to depend upon a 
patchwork of programs in order to access paid leave is fundamentally inequitable. Federal policies can 
establish a nationwide minimum of rights, while still allowing state and local governments to innovate and 
build on a national floor of rights shared by all Americans.48

Additionally, federal policies can provide critical relief for young workers in states without an existing paid 
leave program, especially in the South where legal protections for vulnerable workers are scarce. By 
creating a national right to programs like 
access to basic workplace protections would no longer depend on where they live or be subject to the 

At the same time, federal solutions on paid sick time and paid family and medical leave can ensure that 
eligible workers have the ability to take the time they need to heal without fear of job loss or financial 
instability.

The time for bold ideas is now

The young workers we spoke to have big dreams and hopes for the future. Many felt like they were not 
heard in their workplaces or in policy spaces more broadly. Yet, they are experts of their workplaces and 
understand that transformative policy change is needed to improve their job quality. We asked them what 
policy change was needed to allow them to not only know about and have access to strong, universal 
leave, but to feel empowered to use it without fear of retaliation.

SSometimess we’ree justt workingg too live.. We’ree nott livingg 
tthroughh ourr work.. II wantt too livee throughh myy work,, II don'tt 
wwantt too justt workk too live.

-- Kendall



Aniyah (TX) expressed how important it is to remove unnecessary stipulations around leave-taking 
eligibility. She urges policymakers to be proactive in drafting legislative text that is focused on expanding 
access to as many workers as possible.

In states where legislation has already passed, policymakers can use statutory language or make legislative 
changes to remove eligibility requirements like tenure, quarterly earnings, and hourly status.

Our

Workers like Dayna (MD) want leave policies to be flexible enough to match the circumstances of leave 
itself. She advocated for guidelines around giving birth early and separating out maternity time from 
bonding time. As a mother whose child was put into the NICU for several weeks, she wants lawmakers to 
keep in mind that all births can look different.  An interview with a Better Balance Community Advocate 
highlighted the dire need for PFML following her cesarean section to not only heal from the trauma of such
an invasive surgery, but also to bond with her new baby.

Comprehensive PFML can ensure that workers can physically and emotionally heal while simultaneously 
fostering supportive relationships between parents and their baby and otherwise care for themselves and 
their families. Workers like Jamie (CA) also advocated for expanding understanding of paid leave policy to 
better incorporate mental wellness, having experienced postpartum depression. Paid leave policies are 
truly universal only if they are created with the real-life experiences of workers as their guide.

As one example, in 2021 a D.C. public school teacher experienced a stillbirth and, in her moment of grief, 
found that the rest of her paid leave was revoked. After she shared her experience, she publicly sparked a 
movement of workers calling on D.C. to act. In response, the city first expanded paid bereavement leave for 

include prenatal medical care, but also to enshrine the right to take paid leave to recover from a 
miscarriage or stillbirth. This is a testament to how critical hearing worker stories are to creating holistic 
policy.49



A common reality for most of the interviewees without legal protections was fear of retaliation or loss of 
employment. When they faced the denial of promotions, reduced hours, and the palpable threat of firing, 
many youth workers reported returning to work early or denying themselves necessary leave in order to 
retain their employment.

A lot of times [workers are] struggling when there could be an easier way, they just 

Many of our participants, even those who had legal protections, suggested that employers should be 
required to have a better understanding of leave policies, as well as a role in helping to provide required 
information if the employee requests assistance. If the primary responsibility for employment paperwork is 
on the employers, it reduces the significant paperwork burden on employees and allows them to focus on 
their leave need. However, such responsibility must ensure non-retaliation, non-interference, and 
confidentiality considerations. To shift the balance, policymakers need to put robust enforcement 
guardrails in statute and ensure continuous funding for education to employers on their responsibilities.

Many young workers also wished for better community supports. This could come in the form of workplace 
leave navigators, strategically positioned within the community to provide education, outreach, and 
guidance throughout the leave-taking process. Kendall (MN) described how overwhelming it can feel for 

ree legal 
helpline assist workers, having these community supports built into the program itself and the funding 
model for leave can promote better communication between communities and program administrators. 
Partnering with social workers, hospitals, community-based organizations, food pantries, recreational 
centers, schools, and child care centers can help get workers information faster, through already-trusted 
channels.

Most of the young workers we spoke to advocated for giving young people a chance to be in the room to 
help create laws like paid leave. They think that giving young workers a more active role in policy creation 

- and encompass the variety of experiences modern workers 
face. The workers we spoke to have experience as activists and advocates. Many have successfully met with 
policymakers on the Hill and federal agencies, as well as submitted comments on proposed regulations, 
wrote legislative scorecards, and more. Agencies can proactively create spaces like roundtables, youth 
councils, and town halls to foster communication with young workers.



From Bold Ideas to Actionable Policies

Paid Family and Medical Leave

Foundationally, a strong PFML program is a universal one that covers all workers to ensure that the 
program and its protections are broadly accessible. This includes covering all workers regardless of the size 
of their employers; covering both private and public sector workers; allowing self-employed workers, 
freelancers, and independent contractors to opt in; and covering historically under-protected sectors, like 
seasonal, domestic, agricultural, and part-time workers.50

Based on our interviews, it is clear that many workplace paid leave policies are conditional and not broadly 
applicable. Ensuring all workers have access to these programs is necessary to keeping young people 
attached to the workforce. Additionally, accessible eligibility requirements ensure as many workers as 
possible have access to the program; this may look like setting a small minimum earnings requirement for 
workers to qualify for benefits and allowing portability so workers can still access their benefits when 
changing jobs.51 Accessible eligibility markers are especially critical for young workers at the beginning of 
their career as they seek more stable employment.

It is also critical that a national PFML program ensures that workers can access at least 12 weeks of leave 
52 In particular, workers should be able to access PFML 

when the worker has their own serious health needs, needs to bond with a new child (including adopted or 
foster children), is caring for a seriously ill loved one, needs to take safe leave, or is addressing the impact of 
military deployment.53

Through our interviews, we found that many parenting participants were forced to abandon employment 
altogether to ensure they could stay home with their new child for as long as necessary and desired. 
Approximately 57 percent of young workers report having medical leave for personal needs, and only 
about 43 54 These troubling discoveries 
reveal why it is all the more urgent for all workers, particularly young workers, to have access to a 
comprehensive national PFML program. 

A paid leave policy should also require use of an inclusive family definitions to ensure that workers can take 
leave to care for their closest loved ones, regardless of legal or biological relationships.55 This is especially 
important for workers of color, who are more likely to live in multi-generational households; and LGBTQ 
workers, who are more likely to provide care for loved ones to whom they are not legally or biologically 
related.56

A comprehensive, equitable PFML program should also contain a wage replacement level that ensures 
workers can afford to take their leave. Wage replacement is an essential element of PFML without
receiving a meaningful portion of their income while on leave, many workers would likely not be able to 
fully access the program.57 on leave is 
critical to ensuring that workers, especially younger workers who may be on the lower end of the earnings 
spectrum, can afford to take PFML.

Perhaps most importantly, workers need to be able to take leave without fear of being fired or fear of 
retaliation, without which a national PFML program would be rendered ineffective for many who need the 
protections most.



PFML programs need strong anti-retaliation measures and employment protections so workers are 
empowered to take leave knowing their employment is protected under the law and that they can 
meaningfully enforce their rights when the law is violated.

Lastly, a strong national PFML program should also be as accessible as possible. This includes streamlined 
and straightforward application procedures so that workers understand how to access benefits; employer 
requirements to provide written and at least annual notice to employees of their rights under the law; and
program-funded public education campaigns so workers, employers, and health care providers are aware 
of the program. All application and educational materials should be provided in numerous languages that 

rights, employers should be required to place posters in the workplace (or in app-based platforms, if 
relevant) that detail step-by-step instructions on the rights workers are entitled to and the application 
process. If the program is inaccessible and workers are unaware of their rights, then there will remain a 
large gap in protections for our most vulnerable communities. 

A national PFML program will ensure all workers, at any stage of life, are able to care for themselves and 
their families without jeopardizing their financial future. For young workers in particular, a national 
program would have lasting impacts on their overall financial prosperity.

Paid Sick Time

Over and over again young workers made it clear that paid sick time is crucial to being a productive 
employee and healthy individual.

Strong paid sick time laws have several key components. In particular, universal coverage is necessary 
because when more workers can take time off from work to care for their health and that of their loved 
ones, contagious illnesses are less likely to spread across the entire community.58 Additionally, workers 
should be able to earn sufficient time off to address their short-term health needs through the year
ideally, workers should be able to accrue at least 64 hours, or eight days, of paid sick time per year.59 The
purposes for which workers can use their paid sick time should be broad to reflect that workers need paid 
sick time for a variety of reasons, from attending preventive care appointments to sudden emergency 
room visits, as well as for safe time to deal with the effects of domestic violence, sexual assault, and 
stalking. Defining family broadly to reflect diverse family arrangements including extended family and 

is also necessary for a fully inclusive 
paid sick leave law where workers can care for their loved ones.60

It is critical that workers get to use their sick time as soon as they earn it in order to respond to their health 
and family needs whenever necessary; too many employers have long waiting periods before a worker can 
access crucial benefits like paid sick time, which harms young workers who are more likely to experience 
job instability. Finally, similar to the recommendations for PFML, there should be vigorous public 
education; required notice of rights to employees; and strong enforcement mechanisms, both through a 
private right of action that allows workers to go to court as well as administrative enforcement.



Conclusion

The universal need for paid family and medical leave and paid sick time among young workers, combined 
with inconsistent access to these foundational workplace rights across the country, only reinforces that the 
easiest and most impactful solution would be minimum federal policies that provide a right to paid leave 
for all.

All workers in the United States will have a need during their lives to recover from surgery or a serious 
illness, bond with a new child, take care of an ailing loved one, or simply rest and recover from a routine 
health need. The American workforce deserves policies that are reflective of lived experiences. Nobody is 
immune from the realities of life, and therefore there must be a national policy that creates a right to paid 
leave so workers are equipped with the tools and resources they need when that time inevitably comes.

Young workers deeply understand how poor job quality eats away at their mental health. Our participants 
desire policies that prioritize mental health equally to physical health and make room for workers to not 
just survive but thrive. Kendall (MN) put this

future requires expanding our understanding of policy itself. Our workers intuitively understood that paid 
leave and paid sick time are just a few laws in a suite of job quality policies that can improve young 

stronger worker protections are also necessary first steps to giving young workers the resources to build 
their futures and thrive.
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led policymaking and power-building initiatives, we address a wide range of interconnected issues and 

pursue multi-level policy change to maximize impact. By centering the experiences and vision of young 

people, we can achieve a liberated future rooted in abundance, community, and joy. 
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