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Abstract
A compelling, but unsubstantiated, argument for paid sick leave legislation is that workers with
leave are better able to address own and family member health needs without risking a voluntary
or involuntary job separation. This study tests that claim using the Medical Expenditure Panel
Survey and regression models controlling for a large set of worker and job characteristics, as well
as with propensity score techniques. Results suggest that paid sick leave decreases the probability
of job separation by at least 2.5 percentage points, or 25%. The association is strongest for
workers without paid vacation leave and for mothers.

Keywords
paid sick leave; job separation; job mobility; employee benefits

By many measures, the quality and security of employment was declining in the United
States long before the most recent economic crisis began. In the late 20th century, rates of
involuntary job loss and part-time work increased while the availability of employee
benefits, such as paid sick days and health insurance coverage, declined (Boisjoly, Duncan,
& Smeeding, 1998; Fligstein & Shin, 2004). What Kalleberg (2011, 2009) calls the growing
“precariousness” of work reflects employer responses to economic and demographic
transformations that have increased the costs of doing business. Those costs are being
transferred to workers in the form of fewer benefits, less scheduling control, and less
security from job loss. These changes has been greatest among, but not limited to, less
educated and hourly wage workers (Fligstein & Shin, 2004; Gottschalk & Danziger, 2005;
Hacker, 2006; Keys & Danziger, 2008; Lambert, 2008).

Current policy initiatives at local, state, and federal levels propose to protect workers by
mandating that private and public employers provide paid sick leave. One argument for
these policies is that paid sick leave reduces job instability associated with own or family
member illness (e.g., Brown, Shulkin, Casey, & Pitt-Catsouphes, 2007; Lovell, 2004). No
published study examines this claim explicitly; in fact, paid sick leave is relatively neglected
in studies of job quality, work-family policies, and job stability. It is theoretically plausible,
however, that workers with paid sick leave are better able to address their own health issues,
and both routine and urgent family issues, without having to quit a job or risk being fired. In
addition, workers might be willing to forgo higher wages in alternative jobs in order to
maintain a position that offers paid sick leave (thereby reducing voluntary job separations;
Dwyer, 2004).
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A positive relationship between paid sick leave and job stability might also result purely
from selection; that is, workers with lower levels of human capital or more complicated
family lives are both less likely to find good quality jobs and to be stably employed.
However, studies that carefully control for education and other individual-level
characteristics find evidence that other employee benefits directly affect the propensity for
workers to retain or lose a job. For instance, “job lock” describes the phenomenon of
employees being less likely to leave a job that provides health insurance coverage (Bansak
& Raphael, 2008; Bradley, Neumark, Luo, & Heather, 2007; Buchmueller & Valletta, 1996;
Madrian, 1994; Monheit & Cooper, 1994).

Using two panels of the Medical Expenditure Panel Survey-Household Component (MEPS-
HC), this study estimates the probability of job separation as a function of access to paid
sick leave. The measures of job separation are prospective, indicating whether a worker
changes employers or becomes unemployed in future rounds of the survey. The main
estimation models control for a large set of observed worker and job characteristics collected
in the MEPS-HC, including measures of human capital, health, and family income. I test the
sensitivity of these results to two different propensity score techniques—inverse-probability-
of-treatment-weighting (IPTW) and nearest neighbor propensity score matching (PSM)—as
alternative approaches to addressing nonrandom selection of workers into jobs. These are
reasonable approaches to addressing observed differences between workers and jobs, but
they cannot account for unobserved heterogeneity or a reverse causal relationship. A
falsification test strengthens the causal inference in this study, by testing whether later
access to leave predicts earlier separation. Lastly, I examine differences in the relationship
between access to paid sick leave and job mobility in subgroups of workers most likely to
depend on sick leave to address family caregiving demands. The subgroup analyses compare
the association of access to paid sick leave with job stability among workers with and
without paid vacation; among parents and nonparents; and among mothers and fathers.

Background
The United States is one of the few highly developed countries not to have a national paid
sick leave policy (Heymann, Rho, Schmitt, & Earle, 2010). Instead, the decision to provide
paid sick days to employees and the costs of doing so are shouldered entirely by employers.
As a consequence, paid sick leave is unequally distributed among workers and jobs: Just
33% of workers in the bottom quartile of the wage distribution have paid sick days,
compared to 81% in the top quartile. Similarly, 42% of service workers have paid sick leave,
compared to more than 80% of workers in management and professional occupations (U.S.
Bureau of Labor Statistics, 2010). In addition, as global competition and the costs of health
care have increased, the proportion of employers offering paid sick leave to employees has
declined (Fligstein & Shin, 2004).

Current policy initiatives at local, state, and federal levels would mandate private and public
employers to provide paid sick leave. For example, if passed, the California Healthy
Families, Healthy Workplaces Act of 2008 (AB 2716) would require that all workers in the
state accrue at least 1 hr of paid sick time for every 30 hr worked (A Health Impact
Assessment of the California Healthy Families, Healthy Workplaces Act: Summary of
Findings 2008). Advocates of mandated paid sick days make two primary arguments for the
policies: First, that leave promotes both individual and public health by reducing the length
of illness and the risk of spreading disease; and second, that it reduces the probability of job
separations (and consequent loss of income and increase in stress) associated with own or
family member illness. No study has tested the latter claim empirically.
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In fact, paid sick leave has been largely ignored in the research literature as a job
characteristic that increases both compensation and work schedule control. In discussions of
the economic rewards of work, it is often overshadowed by wage and employer-sponsored
health insurance (e.g., Kalleberg, 2011), and in discussions of work-family policies, it is
overlooked for longer parental leave and flextime (e.g., Blair-Loy & Wharton, 2002; Davis
& Kalleberg, 2006; Fenwick & Tausig, 2001; Wharton, Chivers, & Blair-Loy, 2008). This
study examines the relationship between access to paid sick leave and job separations,
building on prior theoretical and empirical work on job-level predictors of stability and
mobility.

Determinants and Consequences of Job Separation
A large body of research conceptualizes job separations along three key dimensions:
voluntary versus involuntary; job-to-job versus job-to- nonemployment; and, among job-to-
job transitions, intra- versus interfirm (Dwyer, 2004; Estes & Glass, 1996; Farber, 1994;
Glass, 1988; Hachen, 1988, 1990, 1992; Light & McGarry, 1998; Royalty, 1998;
Theodossiou & Zangelidis, 2009; Rosenfeld, 1992). Worker, employer, and industry
characteristics all predict the likelihood of different types of job separations, although the
salience of specific characteristics varies. For instance, job separations, particularly those
followed by a period of nonemployment, are far more common among workers with no
more than a high school diploma, among single mothers, and among economically
disadvantaged racial groups (Holzer & LaLonde, 2000; Johnson & Corcoran, 2003; Royalty,
1998).

Whether these inequities arise primarily from skill differences among workers or from
employer practices is a long-standing topic of theoretical and empirical debate. Neo-
classical economic theory assumes that employers mix and match job features (e.g., wage
and flexibility) in order to attract appropriately skilled workers, and that workers can obtain
higher quality jobs by investing in human capital (Becker, 1975; Mincer, 1974). There is
considerable descriptive evidence, however, that job features cluster (rather than compensate
for one another) to create distinctly “good” or “bad” jobs (Dickens & Lang, 1985;
Kalleberg, 2003; Kalleberg, 2011; Reich, Gordon, & Edwards, 1973; Tilly, 1992) and that
certain workers face noneconomic barriers (such as discrimination) to moving from bad to
good jobs (e.g., Kilbourne, Farkas, Beron, Weir, & England, 1994; Pager, Western, &
Bonikowski, 2009; Tomaskovic-Devey & Skaggs, 1999). Also inconsistent with a strictly
human capital explanation for job matching and retention is evidence that both the structure
of industries and employment relations affect the characteristics of jobs (Kalleberg, Reskin,
& Hudson, 2000), and the amount and type of employee turnover (Hachen, 1990, 1992). For
instance, high-paying industries have lower rates of voluntary quits, while labor-intensive
industries have high involuntary quit rates (Hachen, 1992).

For the most part, job separation is an adverse outcome for workers. While voluntary job-to-
job changes early in a worker’s career (“job shopping”) are associated with job mobility and
earnings increases (Topel & Ward, 1992), most job separations, and particularly those that
lead to a period of nonemployment, do not incur benefits for the worker. Involuntary or job-
to-nonemployment transitions not only inhibit wage growth and the accumulation of work
experience (Holzer & Martinson, 2005), they are also related to reduced rates of marriage
(Ahituv & Lerman, 2011) and child problem behavior and problems in school (Hill, Morris,
Castells, & Walker, 2010; Kalil & Ziol-Guest, 2008). For these and other reasons, job
security, or the protection from involuntary job separations, is considered a key dimension
of job quality (Hacker, 2006; Kalleberg, 2011).
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Paid Sick Leave: Compensation and Flexibility
Similar to employer-sponsored health insurance, paid sick leave is a part of a worker’s
compensation package; in effect, it increases the hourly wage for actual hours worked by
paying for a certain number of nonwork hours. But, paid sick leave also provides the worker
with flexibility to attend to personal health issues and family responsibilities as they see fit
(within the constraints of the number of paid sick days available). If paid sick leave is used
by workers to balance work and family obligations, it could conceivably increase worker
reliability and productivity, and reduce the likelihood of getting fired or laid off. The more
likely scenario, however, is that workers value paid sick leave as an economic and
noneconomic benefit and are therefore less likely to quit a job or change jobs if their current
position offers paid sick leave.

Direct evidence of the relationship between paid sick leave and job stability is scarce and the
extant evidence cannot be generalized to all workers. Several descriptive studies suggest that
parents without paid sick or vacation leave struggle to juggle family and work
responsibilities, particularly during illnesses (Heymann, 2000; Seccombe & Hoffman,
2007). In addition, in a sample of women starting a spell of caring for an ill or disabled
family member, Pavalko and Henderson (2006) find a marginally significant positive
difference in the likelihood of staying in the labor force associated with access to paid sick
or vacation leave. Finally, in a sample of employers, Baughman et al. (2003) find that
flexible sick leave reduces employee turnover, but only after the company offers the benefit
for 5 years or more.

Studies of maternity leave and other employee benefits also provide relevant insights into
the potential for sick leave to affect job stability through its value to workers. For instance,
the availability of maternity leave, paid or unpaid, increases the probability and speed of
returns to employment after the leave period ends (Berger & Waldfogel, 2004; Glass &
Riley, 1998; Joesch, 1997; Hofferth & Curtin, 2006). Glass and Riley (1998) found that a
greater total number of days available for maternity leave—including paid sick and vacation
days—reduced the likelihood that a working mother would change jobs or leave the labor
force after having a child. In addition, health insurance coverage is associated with a
phenomenon called “job lock,” in which workers stay employed in a job they would
otherwise leave but for the fear of losing health insurance (Bansak & Raphael, 2008;
Gilleskie & Lutz, 2002; Kim & Phillips, 2010; Madrian, 1994).

There is also limited evidence of a linkage between sickness and job separation. A few
studies conducted in Canada and Europe suggest that specific illnesses, poor general health,
and disabilities are predictors of absenteeism, both involuntary and voluntary job
separations, and unemployment (Arrow, 1996; Bradley, Bednarek, & Neumark, 2002; Jusot,
Khlat, Rochereau, & Sermet, 2008; Magee, 2004; Virtanen et al., 2006). Magee (2004) finds
no evidence of a relationship between general poor health and job separations, but disabling
illness (reported poor health and an activity-limiting health problem) increases the hazard of
both dismissal and quitting a job voluntarily to become a caregiver. Finally, paid sick leave
increases work scheduling control, which is associated positively with a variety of mental
health and well-being measures (Fenwick & Tausig, 2001; Joyce, Pabayo, Critchley, &
Bambra, 2010), as well as job stability (Kossek & Ozeki, 1999; Moen, Kelly, & Hill, 2011).
In fact, Fenwick and Tausig (2001) find that control over schedule is more important to
mental health and other aspects of well-being than is the actual number of hours worked.

Establishing a causal link between access to paid sick leave and job stability is empirically
challenging because of the many worker and job characteristics associated with both. For
instance, paid sick leave is an employee benefit that may attract “better quality” employees
and discourage job separations if interpreted by workers as offering higher compensation or
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signaling greater employer flexibility. In addition, job characteristics—such as wages,
benefits, and work hours—come in packages that are difficult to disentangle. Better paying
jobs with full-time hours, and health benefits offer more stability and more leave. The most
likely scenario is one of positive selection, in which worker characteristics associated with a
higher probability of retaining employment are also positively related to accessing paid
leave. The omission of these characteristics would cause estimates to be biased away from
zero, leading to an overestimate of the causal effect of access to paid leave. Negative
selection that suppresses the true estimate is also possible, however. For example, workers
with chronically ill children might seek out jobs with paid leave but may also be more likely
to change jobs; without a good measure of chronic illness in the model, the coefficient on
paid leave in this case would be underestimated.

Prior research also suggests that the effects of paid sick leave on job stability are likely to
vary by worker characteristics. In particular, there are clear gender differences in job
stability, caretaking demands, and the valuing of employee benefits. Women are more likely
to experience a job-to-nonemployment transition, but less likely to experience a job-to-job
transition, than are men (Royalty, 1998). Women continue to carry a greater burden than do
men for household responsibilities (Bianchi, Milkie, Sayer, & Robinson, 2000), particularly
child care, and are at greater risk of having that work interfere with employment (Pavalko &
Henderson, 2006). Finally, use of leave benefits (and other work-family policies) is also
higher among women than men and among parents than nonparents (Blair-Loy & Wharton,
2002; Fried, 1998; Waldfogel, 2001; Wharton, Chivers, & Blair-Loy, 2008).

Hypotheses
The literature summarized above suggests three hypotheses about paid sick leave and job
stability:

Hypothesis 1 Access to paid sick leave will be negatively associated with job
separations, but a large part of the relationship will be explained by
correlated worker and job characteristics.

Hypothesis 2 Access to paid sick leave will have a stronger negative association
with job separation among those without paid vacation, parents
(compared to nonparents), and mothers (compared to fathers).

Hypothesis 3 Access to paid sick leave will have a stronger negative association
with voluntary than with involuntary job separations and with job-to-
job transitions than with job-to-unemployment transitions.

Method
Data and Measures

I use two panels of the publicly available Medical Expenditure Panel Survey–Household
Component (MEPS-HC; http://www.meps.ahrq.gov) collected between 2004 and 2006. The
MEPS-HC is a nationally representative study of households focused on health care
utilization, which is well designed to examine patterns of employment. Sample households
are interviewed five times over the course of 2 years (with approximately 5 months between
rounds) and the respondent reports on the employment status of each adult member in the
family. Questions about employment focus on the characteristics of the current position—
including wage rate, weekly hours, benefits, size of firm, and industry codes—as well as any
changes to employment since the last interview. In addition, the MEPS-HC collects detailed
information about demographics and family relationships.

Hill Page 5

Work Occup. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 November 12.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

http://www.meps.ahrq.gov


The analytic sample for this study includes adults 18 to 64 years of age who worked in at
least two rounds of the MEPS-HC data collection period. A sample member was considered
employed if they were either currently working or “had a job to return to” at the time of the
survey. I exclude sample members who reported self-employment or working in a
“seasonal” or “temporary” job, given the focus of this analysis on employee benefits and job
stability. The stacked person-round data set includes 13,900 individuals and 43,663
observations. Table 1 provides weighted characteristics of this population of workers and
their jobs. Measurement of the key variables is described below.

Job Separation—At each of five MEPS-HC interviews, the respondents who were
working in the previous round were asked whether they still have the same current main job
(hereafter called “Main Job”). Using responses to these items, I measure whether a job
separation occurs by the next survey round (“by next round;” approximately 5 months later)
and between the first and last rounds of the study (“by last round;” approximately 20 months
later). Both of these measures capture relatively short-term job stability and I use only the
next round measure for alternative specifications and subgroup analysis.

One limitation of the MEPS-HC survey is that it only captures interfirm job separations.
Intrafirm job transitions are not considered a change in employment and do not trigger the
full battery of questions to update employment information. For this reason, the definition of
job separation used in this study is a change in employer leading to a different employer or
nonemployment. Twelve percent of workers experience a job separation each round, while
34% do between the first and last rounds.

For those survey respondents who report a job separation, the MEPS-HC survey asks about
the reason for the change. I use that information to draw two distinctions between different
types of job separations: voluntary versus involuntary and job-to-job versus job-to-
nonemployment. Reasons that I consider involuntary include “job ended,” “business
dissolved or sold,” and “laid off.” Voluntary reasons include “retired,” “illness or injury,”
and “quit.” Nearly 25% of cases with a job separation between waves are missing
information about the reason. For this reason, I consider the analysis of specific types of job
separations to be exploratory.

Access to Paid Sick Days—The independent variable of interest in this study is an
indicator of whether a sample member’s main job provides paid sick leave. The MEPS-HC
survey questions ask respondents, “On this job, do you have paid time off if (you) are
sick?”1 Overall, 65% of workers have access to paid sick leave.

Worker Characteristics—The MEPS-HC measures a large set of individual and family
characteristics that are potential covariates of both access to paid leave and job separation.
The following measures of worker characteristics are included as controls: age (in years);
female; education level (no degree; high school degree; or college degree); job tenure,
measured by an indicator of holding the main job for 12 months or more (dichotomized
because the survey structure does not allow for identification of exact job tenure beyond 12
months); race (Black, White, or other); Hispanic ethnicity; poor or low income; unmarried;
presence of children under 13 years of age; self-report of very good or excellent health; own
functional limitation; and family member with functional limitation. Gender, race, ethnicity,
and functional limitations are time invariant and capture the information collected in the first

1It is increasingly common for employers to provide “consolidated leave plans” or “paid time off” (particularly in the health care
field). This approach does not differentiate between vacation and sick days, instead providing the employee a maximum number of
days to be used for either or both purposes. The MEPS-HC does not ask a specific question about consolidated leave, but the wording
of the questions would allow recipients of consolidated leave to answer “yes” to having both paid vacation and paid sick days.
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round of the survey. Other characteristics are updated in each round and I use the most
recent information for each data point.

Job Characteristics—The models also include controls for characteristics of the
worker’s main job: usual weekly work hours, measured by an indicator of full-time hours
(35+ hr); union membership; occupational status, measured by an indicator for management/
professional occupations; industry type, measured by an indicator for service-producing
(reference category is goods-producing); and firm size, measured by an indicator of working
at a location with 10 or fewer employees.

Work hours and firm size are dichotomized at thresholds associated with large changes in
the probability of having access to paid sick leave. Industries categorized as goods-
producing include natural resources, mining, construction, and manufacturing. Service-
producing industries include wholesale and retail trade; transportation and utilities;
professional and business services; education, health, and social services, leisure and
hospitality; other services; public administration; and the military. The worker’s package of
compensation at the main job is measured by log of hourly wage; access to paid vacation
days; access to a pension plan; and whether employer-sponsored health insurance is offered.

Analytic Approach
Barring a randomized experiment, the identification of a causal relationship between access
to benefits and job stability must tackle the nonrandom process of matching workers to
employers and jobs. Figures 1a and 1b illustrate this problem by showing the distribution of
access to paid sick days by selected worker and job characteristics. While 65% of all
workers have paid sick days at their main job, workers with less education and lower
income, those with shorter job tenure, and Hispanic workers, are much less likely to hold
jobs with paid sick leave (see Figure 1a). A variety of job characteristics are also associated
with the probability of having access to leave: Workers in private firms, smaller firms, and
those with part-time hours are significantly less likely to have paid sick leave (Figure 1b).

The bundling of employee benefits is also a challenge to identifying the independent effects
of paid sick leave. Table 2 provides cross-tabulations of access to paid sick leave and the
three other employee benefit measures: paid vacation, employer-sponsored health insurance,
and pension benefits. The associations between access to paid sick leave and both paid
vacation and health insurance are particularly strong. Just 11% of those without paid
vacation days and 16% of those without an employer-sponsored health plan have access to
paid sick days. More striking, more than 90% of those workers with access to paid sick
leave also have access to paid vacation.2

The present study uses a large set of observed characteristics of workers and jobs to address
these potential sources of bias. The basic estimation model is:

[1]

where Y is a binary variable indicating whether the individual i had experienced a job
separation by t+r from the job they held in t. Most analyses use job separation in t+1 as the
dependent variable, but I also examine job separation between the first and last rounds. SL
indicates whether individual i has access to paid sick days at their main job during period t.

2Multicollinearity between these four employee benefits is moderately high. In regressions predicting paid sick leave as a function of
the other employee benefits, tolerance scores are 0.50 to 0.60. This level of multicollinearity could lead to imprecision (large standard
errors) in the coefficient estimates on each employee benefit, but this problem is largely mitigated by the large sample size in this
study.

Hill Page 7

Work Occup. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 November 12.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



The vectors X and J represent worker and job characteristic control variables, respectively.
C includes four measures of compensation, the natural log of hourly wage and indicators for
access to paid vacation days, a pension plan, and employer-sponsored health insurance. εit is
a random disturbance term. I estimate a series of three equations: The first includes only
worker characteristics; the second includes worker and job characteristics; the third includes
all three sets of covariates. I also estimate separate subgroup models for workers with and
without paid vacation leave, for parents and nonparents, and for mothers and fathers.

I test the sensitivity of the results to several alternative model specifications. First, I use two
different propensity score techniques, PSM, and IPTW.3 Propensity score techniques are
commonly used alternatives to multivariate regression for addressing nonrandom selection
into the independent variable (Heckman, Ichimura, & Todd, 1997; Rosenbaum & Rubin,
1983). These approaches first model the probability of treatment (in this case, access to paid
sick leave) and then use an individual’s propensity to receive the treatment to “control” for
nonrandom sampling. The PSM model matches treatment-group members (those with paid
sick leave) to their “nearest neighbor” control group members (those without paid sick
leave) according to their propensity score, while the ITPW model skips the matching step
and simply uses the inverse of the propensity score as a probability weight in the outcome
regression. There is some evidence that IPTW is best for the purposes of estimating risk
(models with dichotomous dependent variables; Austin, 2010) because they appear to
produce unbiased estimates if either the exposure to treatment or outcome models are
correctly specified (Lunceford & Davidian, 2004). The appendix provides additional
information about the specification of the PSM and IPTW models.

The advantages of propensity score techniques over standard regression models is that they
improve both the match between treatment- and control-group members on a range of
characteristics using a single dimension (propensity) and the precision of estimates in finite
samples (Angrist & Pischke, 2009). However, it is important to note that propensity score
approaches cannot address bias that arises from unobserved heterogeneity related to
selection into the treatment, or from simultaneity or measurement error. For this reason, I
look to the consistency of results across the regression and propensity score models, rather
than preferencing one over the other.

In addition, to address remaining potential bias in the regression and propensity score
models, I conduct a falsification test. In this model, the probability of a job separation in an
earlier round is predicted as a function of access to paid leave in a later round. Future
employee benefits should not be causally related to past job stability, so any relationship
between these two variables can be interpreted as evidence of bias from either reverse
causality or omitted variables. Other alternative specifications use only respondents to the
MEPS-HC and examine different types of job separation (voluntary vs. involuntary and job-
to-job vs. job-to-nonemployment).

All models use robust standard error estimates that account for nonindependence between
observations of individuals over time. Marginal effects are estimated by setting all
independent variables to their mean values.

3In Stata, the PSM model is estimated using the commands, pscore and nattnd (Becker & Ichino, 2002) and the IPTW model uses the
dr command (Emsley, Lunt, Pickles, & Dunn, 2008).
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Results
Main Regression Models

Table 3 presents results from logistic regression models predicting job separation as a
function of access to paid sick days in the worker’s current main job. Each column reports
results from a separate regression, with increasing levels of controls across the three models.
The table reports logistic regression coefficients, robust standard errors, and the estimated
marginal effect of having paid sick days relative to not. The marginal effect is the
percentage-point change in the probability of job separation associated with access to paid
sick leave, holding all other independent variables at their mean values.

Across the models, and consistent with Hypothesis 1, access to paid sick leave is negatively
and significantly related to the probability of job separation, but the strength of the
association decreases as controls are added. The marginal effect estimate declines by
approximately two thirds across the three models. For instance, in Model 1, access to paid
sick days is predicted to increase the probability of retaining the same job for 5 months by
7.8 percentage points, relative to having no paid sick days. That estimate decreases to 2.5
percentage points, once job characteristics and compensation are included as controls in
Model 3. From the base probability of 10%, the conservative estimate suggests a 25%
decrease in the likelihood of job separation associated with paid sick leave.

I estimate similar models predicting job separation from the start to the end of the survey
(nearly 2 years). Just less than one third of the sample employed at the start of the survey
had experienced a job separation by the last wave. The coefficients in the models predicting
this measure of job mobility are comparable in size to the main models and statistically
significant. Paid sick leave is associated with a 5.2 percentage point decrease in the
probability of job separation (a 19% decrease). Note that because these results are consistent
and both dependent variables capture relatively short-term job stability, I restrict the
remaining analysis to predicting job separation in the next round.

Other worker characteristics that are statistically significant predictors of job separation
across all models are age (negative), Hispanic ethnicity (negative), poor or low income
(positive), having young children (negative), very good/excellent health (negative), and
having a functional limitation (positive). Consistent with prior research, tenure in the job
was negatively related to job separation in the future. Most of the other job characteristics
and aspects of compensation were also negatively and statistically significantly related to
short- and long-term separation. The exceptions are being employed in a small firm and in a
service-producing industry, which are both positively related with job separation.

Notably, the coefficients on access to paid vacation in the current main job are as large (and
statistically significant) as those for having access to paid sick leave. There are several ways
to interpret this finding. Paid sick leave and paid vacation may actually be used by workers
similarly to exert control over work schedules and to provide flexibility with meeting the
demands of work and family. Alternatively, both benefits may simply be attracting the most
stable workers who are more likely to stay employed. In either case, this is evidence that
paid sick leave and paid vacation are similarly positively related to job stability.4

4While paid sick leave and paid vacation are highly correlated, the sample here is large enough to estimate the two coefficients
separately.
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Subgroup Analysis
It is likely that the importance of paid sick leave to job stability varies for different types of
workers. I hypothesized that access to paid sick leave would have the largest effect on the
stability of workers with the greatest family demands and the least flexibility at work. I
compare workers with and without paid vacation, parents to nonparents, and mothers to
fathers. In each comparison, I hypothesize that the relationship between access to paid sick
leave and job mobility will be larger (more negative) for the latter group. Table 4 shows the
results of these subgroup regressions. In addition to the coefficient and standard error on
access to paid sick leave, the table shows the base probability (of job separation), marginal
effect estimate, percentage change in probability, and sample size for each subgroup. The
percentage change in probability estimate is calculated as the marginal effect divided by the
base probability.

These results are generally consistent with my hypotheses, although they do not find
conclusive subgroup differences. Workers without paid vacation, parents, and mothers all
have larger negative associations between access to paid sick leave and the probability of
job separation (compared to workers with paid vacation, nonparents, and fathers,
respectively). The contrast is most striking for mothers and fathers: Access to paid sick leave
is associated with a reduction in the probability of job separation for mothers, but not
fathers. The coefficient and marginal effect estimates are three times larger for mothers than
fathers and only statistically significant for mothers. Note, however, that I am unable to
reject the null hypothesis of the two coefficients in each subgroup comparison being
identical (using Wald tests).

The final set of subgroup models predicted different types of job separation (results not
shown). I suggested that access to paid sick leave would be associated with all types of job
separation, but would be most likely to reduce voluntary and job-to-job separations (relative
to involuntary and job-to-unemployment separations; Hypothesis 3). There are data
constraints on testing this hypothesis: Workers are asked to describe the reason for a job
transition between rounds, but nearly one quarter of the workers provide answers that are
categorized in the catchall “other.” For the purposes of determining whether a job separation
was voluntary or involuntary, and job-to-job or job-to-unemployment, these observations are
essentially missing.

Bearing this limitation in mind, I estimated models predicting voluntary job separation and
job-to-job separations, conditional on experiencing any separation. Access to paid sick leave
had no association with whether a job separation was voluntary or involuntary, but it did
decrease the likelihood of a job-to-job separation (β = −0.25; SE = 0.019) relative to a job-
to-nonemployment separation. This lends partial support to Hypothesis 3 that voluntary and
job-to-job separation would be most likely to decrease with access to paid sick leave.

Alternative Specifications
As an alternative to the logistic regression model with controls, I estimate models using two
propensity score techniques, weighting, and matching. Figure 2 displays the distribution of
estimated propensity scores separately for those workers with access to paid sick leave
(treatment group) and those workers without access to paid sick leave (control group). As
we would expect, the two groups’ distributions of estimated propensities are quite different
in shape and central tendency. The mean propensity score for those with paid sick days was
0.731, compared to 0.421 for those without paid sick days. What is essential to the
estimation of propensity score models is that the two groups share a large region of
“common support,” from 0.022 to 0.992, in which there are both treatment and control
group observations.
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Table 5 provides the sample sizes, base probability, marginal effect estimates, and
percentage change in the probability of job separation for the main logistic regression
models shown in Table 3; a logistic regression model including only the covariates used in
the propensity score models; and the PSM and IPTW models. The results consistently show
a negative and statistically significant relationship between access to paid sick leave and job
separation. The propensity score estimates are larger than the fully controlled logistic
regression model but more consistent with a logistic regression model that includes the same
covariates. I also tested the sensitivity of the PSM results to dropping two blocks in which
the baseline covariates were not balanced. The estimates were larger in this case (β =
−0.075; p < .05).

Both the logistic regression and propensity score matched estimates could be biased if the
relationship between paid sick leave and job stability were bidirectional or if I have omitted
correlates of both paid sick leave and job separations. To partially address this concern
(within the limitations of a non-experimental study), I conduct a falsification test predicting
prior instability based on future access to leave. This model includes only workers who had
changed jobs at some point between the first and last rounds of data collection. The measure
of access to paid sick leave was based on the Round 5 interview and the measure of job
separation was based on a change between Rounds 1 and 2. I hypothesized that there should
be no relationship between future access to paid leave and past job separation; if such a
relationship was present, it would suggest that important correlates of both paid sick leave
and job stability were omitted and likely to confound my main estimates. The results of this
test (not shown here) provide additional support for a causal relationships between paid sick
leave and job stability: Future access to sick leave has no statistically significant relationship
with prior job separation (β = 0.037; SE = 0.099).

The MEPS-HC survey asks one respondent per family to report on the employment of all
family members over 15 years of age. We might be concerned that there would be more
measurement error in the measures for non-respondents. I tested the sensitivity of the
logistic regression models to excluding workers who were not survey respondents. This
exclusion made almost no difference in the magnitude of the regression coefficient or
marginal effect estimate for job separation (results not shown).

Discussion
This study examines whether having access to paid sick leave predicts short-term job
separation. Increasing employment instability, decreasing availability of employee benefits,
and recent policy initiatives aimed at mandating paid sick leave all motivated this important
research question. The findings were consistent with Hypothesis 1, which stated that access
to paid sick leave will be negatively associated with job separations, but a large part of the
relationship will be explained by correlated worker and job characteristics. The coefficients
decreased in size by two thirds with the addition of worker and job characteristic controls,
but the fully controlled models still suggested a 25% to 50% decrease in the probability of
experiencing a job separation in a 5-month period associated with access to paid sick leave.
This effect is comparable in size to the reduction in job mobility associated with employer-
provided health insurance (Bansak & Raphael, 2008).

The estimated relationship with job stability was larger for workers without paid vacation
than for those with paid vacation, for women than men, and for parents than nonparents.
While these differences were not statistically significant, the patterns were consistent with
Hypothesis 2 that workers with greater caregiving responsibilities and less flexibility would
have a larger association between access to paid sick leave and job stability. Exploratory
analysis of the type of job separation offered only partial support for Hypothesis 3 that
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access to paid sick leave would reduce the probability of voluntary (relative to involuntary)
and job-to-job (relative to job-to-nonemployment) separations. This analysis is limited,
however, by the missing data in the relevant variables.

The study has several other limitations. First, even after controlling for a large set of worker
and job characteristics, there are likely still some unobserved factors associated with
selection into specific jobs that may be biasing these estimates. Positive selection that would
overstate the relationship between access to paid sick leave and retention is the most likely
scenario. Second, this study did not deal directly with the fact that different aspects of
compensation packages are jointly determined. I included measures of compensation—wage
and access to paid vacation, a pension plan, and employer-sponsored health insurance—in
the logistic regression models and this decreased the size of the relationship between access
to sick days and job separation. In propensity score models, I excluded the measures of
compensation in order to restrict the covariates in the exposure model to those things that
were plausibly “pretreatment.” The propensity score estimates are larger and may reflect, in
part, the effect of the complete compensation package or aspects of compensation other than
paid sick leave.

Third, this analysis is limited by the questions asked about paid sick days in the MEPS-HC
survey. For instance, some jobs may formally offer paid leave, but workers may be
informally punished if they take days off. In this situation, a worker may or may not report
having access to paid leave on a survey. In addition, these data only capture a change in
benefits associated with a new employer. This is another potential source of measurement
error, in which respondents who received paid sick leave after a within-firm promotion or
job change are being coded as not having access to paid sick days.

Conclusion
The analysis presented here provides some of the first evidence of a relationship between
access to paid sick days and the stability of employment. The results suggest that paid sick
leave decreases the probability of job separation by at least 2.5 percentage points, or 25%.
The association is strongest for workers without paid vacation leave and for mothers. The
findings warrant replication and additional analysis of the size of these benefits relative to
the costs to employers. Job security and stability are increasingly viewed as dimensions of
job quality, yet paid sick leave has been largely ignored in the research literature as a
dimension of both compensation and flexibility. While not traditionally thought of as a tool
of worker flexibility and control, paid sick leave could empower workers to make
responsible decisions about days in which their health or home responsibilities outweigh the
demands of work. Similar to employer-sponsored health insurance, paid sick leave may also
be valued sufficiently by workers to influence their decisions about moving between jobs.

The study also provides support for mandating paid sick leave as a method of supporting
workers and promoting job stability in the face of individual and family illness. Many of the
policies generally associated with flexible work schedules—such as flextime and
telecommuting—are not compatible with service or manufacturing occupations (Blair-Loy,
2009) or with jobs that have unpredictable or scarce hours (Lambert, Haley-Lock, & Henly,
2012). Paid sick leave might be a tool of flexibility that could be more evenly applied across
industries, occupations, and workers.
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Appendix: Specification of Propensity Score Models
The specification of the exposure to treatment model is critical to producing unbiased
estimators using propensity score methods, and the approach is new enough that few clear
conventions exist. There are debates in the literature on relative harm that can come from
overly parsimonious models (omitted variable bias) versus over-parameterized models
(narrowing of the common support region and loss of precision; Caliendo & Kopeinig,
2005; Gibson, Christina, & Foster, 2006).

Starting with the original set of controls included in the logistic regression models, I took a
relatively conservative approach to selecting covariates for the propensity score estimation
based on two criteria: First, the characteristic had to be time invariant or reasonably unlikely
to be affected by the treatment itself. Second, it had to be statistically related to both the
treatment and the outcome. The second criteria was determined by running step-wise
regressions predicting access to paid sick days and job separation, adding each covariate
sequentially and keeping the covariate only if its coefficient had a p-value smaller than .05.
The resulting set of covariates included: age, female, education, poverty status, marital
status, young children in the household, full-time work hours, union status, public-sector

Hill Page 16

Work Occup. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 November 12.

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript



firm, management or professional occupation, and firm size. Appendix Table 1 shows the
control variables included in and excluded from the propensity score models.

The IPTW estimates use the resulting propensity score as a probability weight in a model
predicting job separation. That outcome model includes all covariates that were statistically
related to job separation in the step-wise procedure described above. The PSM estimation
involves several more steps: The sample is divided into blocks, for which there is no
statistically significant difference between the average propensity of treatment and control
group members. Tests are then conducted to ensure that the characteristics included as
control variables are “balanced” (not significantly different) for the treatment and control
groups in each block. Higher order terms and interactions can be added to the main effects to
achieve balance. In this case, the model that came closest to balancing the block
characteristics included all main effects, plus two-way interactions between full-time work,
union status, public-sector firm, management/professional occupation, and firm size. I
restrict the PSM analysis to the region of common support, cells of the propensity score
distribution in which there are similar numbers of both treatment and control group
members. I also test the sensitivity of the PSM models to excluding the two blocks that did
not balance.

Appendix Table 1

Covariates Included in Propensity Score Models.

Included Reason for exclusion

Worker characteristics

Age (years) Yes

Female Yes

Education Yes

Job tenure is 12 months or more No Potentially affected by treatment

Race No Not related to treatment

Hispanic No Not related to outcome

Poor to low income (<200% of FPL) Yes

Marital status Yes

Any young kids (<13 years) in family Yes

Very good/excellent self-reported health status No Potentially affected by treatment

Own functional limitation No Not related to treatment

Family member with functional limitation Job characteristics No Not related to outcome

Usual weekly work hours are full-time (35+) Yes

Unionized position Yes

Management or professional occupation Yes

Small firm (≤10 employees) Yes

Public-sector firm Yes

Service-producing industry No Not related to outcome

Compensation

Hourly wage (US$) No Potentially affected by treatment

Paid vacation leave provided No Potentially affected by treatment

Pension plan provided No Potentially affected by treatment

Health insurance offered No Potentially affected by treatment
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Figure 1.
Figure 1a. Access to paid sick leave at main job by worker characteristics.
Note. All differences are statistically significant at the p < .05 level or higher.
Figure 1b. Access to paid sick leave at main job by job characteristics.
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Note. All differences are statistically significant at the p < .05 level or higher.
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Figure 2.
Histogram of estimated propensity score, conditional on covariates, and access to paid leave.
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Table 1

Weighted Population Characteristics of Workers 18 to 44 Years of Age and of Jobs Held by those Workers.

Worker characteristics Mean (SE) or proportion Job characteristics Mean (SE) or proportion

Age (years) 39.83 (0.17) Work hours 39.96 (0.12)

Female 0.47 Full-time hours (35+) 0.83

Education Unionized position 0.13

 No degree 0.11 Management/professional occupation 0.36

 High school degree or GED 0.51 Firm size 147.71 (2.66)

 College degree 0.38 Small firm (≤10 employees) 0.24

Job tenure is 12+ months 0.16 Public-sector firm 0.17

Race Service-producing industry 0.79

 Black 0.11 Hourly wage ($) 18.68 (0.20)

 White 0.82 Paid sick leave provided 0.65

 Other 0.07 Paid vacation leave provided 0.74

Hispanic 0.13 Pension plan provided 0.56

Poor to low incomea 0.19 Health insurance offered 0.74

Marital status and spouse’s employment

 Unmarried 0.43 Job separation

 Married with working spouse 0.47 Next round (~5 months) 0.12

 Married with nonworking spouse 0.10 First to last round (~20 months) 0.34

Any young kids (<13 years) in family 0.32

Verg good/excellent health status 0.66

Own functional limitation 0.03

Family member with functional limitation 0.06

Observations 43,663

Individuals 13,900

Source. MEPS-HC Panels 9 and 10, sample of adults 18 to 64 years of age employed in nonseasonal/temporary job.

Notes. Weighted population estimates use the longitudinal weights provided by the MEPS-HC. Standard error estimates for means are shown in
parentheses. GED = General Education Diploma.

a
Poor to low income is defined as having family income below 200% of the Federal Poverty Line.

Work Occup. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2013 November 12.



N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

N
IH

-PA Author M
anuscript

Hill Page 22

Table 2

Cross-Tabulations of Paid Sick Leave and Other Employee Benefits at Main Job.

Paid sick leave

Yes No

Total n 23,712 16,017

% 60 40

Paid vacation

 Yes n 22,200 5,469

Row % 80 20

Column % 94 34

 No n 1,338 10,494

Row % 11 89

Column % 6 66

Health insurance (offered)

 Yes n 19,250 5,634

Row % 77 23

Column % 92 39

 No n 1,691 8,687

Row % 16 84

Column % 8 61

Pension benefits

 Yes n 16,722 2,703

Row % 86 14

Column % 73 17

 No n 6,303 13,078

Row % 33 67

Column % 27 83

Source. MEPS-HC Panels 9 and 10, sample of adults 18 to 64 years of age employed in nonseasonal/temporary job.
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Table 5

Comparison of Regression and Propensity Score Estimates Predicting Job Separation in Next Round.

N Base probability Marginal effecta
Percentage change in

probabilityb

Logistic regression model with full controls (Table 3,
Model 3)

31,404 0.100 −0.025** (0.005) −25%

Logistic regression model with limited controlsc 36,551 0.105 −0.051** (0.004) −49%

PSM 8,597 0.135 −0.065* (0.019) −48%

IPTW 8,597 0.135 −0.067** (0.009) −50%

Source. MEPS-HC Panels 9 and 10, sample of adults 18 to 64 years of age employed in nonseasonal/temporary job.

Note. Standard error in parentheses. PSM = propensity-score-matched; IPTW = inverse-probability-of-treatment weights.

a
The marginal effect is the partial derivative of the function predicting job separation, evaluated at the means of the independent variables. It can be

interpreted as a percentage-point change in the probability of experiencing a job separation.

b
Percentage change in probability = marginal effect/base probability.

c
Includes same set of baseline covariates as propensity score models: age, gender, education, poverty status, marital status, age of youngest child,

work hours, union status, public-sector firm, management/professional occupation, and small firm. The selection of these covariates was
determined by the convention for propensity score models of including only covariates that are time invariant (or unlikely to affect treatment) and
significantly related to the outcome in a step-wise regression process.

*
p < .05.

**
p < .01.
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