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To:   Interested Parties 

From: Vicki Shabo, Senior Fellow for Paid Leave Policy and Strategy at New America’s 

Better Life Lab and Advisor to the Paid Leave for All campaign 

Re: High Levels of Bipartisan Public Support for National Emergency Paid Sick Days 

and Paid Family and Medical Leave in the Wake of COVID-19 

Date: April 10, 2020 

 

For years, people in the United States have widely and broadly supported guaranteeing U.S. 

workers access to paid leave. Pre-COVID-19, the public regularly expressed support for 

providing workers access to paid sick days to address their routine health needs and short-term 

health conditions. The public also favored universal access to paid family and medical leave for 

a longer period of weeks or months away from paid work for illness-related treatment, healing 

and family care, or to care for a new child. A growing number of states and localities have taken 

action, but policymaking at the federal level has lagged.  

Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) data from March 2019 showed that, prior to the crisis, more 

than one quarter of workers nationwide lacked access to paid sick time, and even those who did 

have paid sick days typically had just over a week to use each year, often with restrictive rules 

that inhibited or disincentivized use; even in this coronavirus era, when some larger companies 

have voluntarily extended new emergency leave benefits, unreasonable requirements have 

caused life-threatening challenges. In addition, as of March 2019, eight in ten workers did not 

have paid family leave to use to care for an ill family member.  

Now, the COVID-19 crisis has given paid leave policies immediate relevance in the lives of 

virtually every working person and family. COVID-19 has laid bare the health and economic 

consequences of the country’s failure 

to guarantee workers paid leave and 

made clear the need for Congress to 

act. Ensuring access to paid sick time 

and extended paid family and 

medical leave is an urgent matter in 

this unprecedented moment. It is 

inextricably connected to preserving 

and protecting workers’ personal health, their households’ financial security, families’ health 

and well-being, the public’s health as we seek to “flatten the curve,” and the country’s economy. 

In the longer term, access to paid leave will help mitigate future ordinary and extraordinary 

moments when working people will need time to care for themselves and their loved ones. 

“I worry about not getting my job back, or not getting it back in 

time and running out of paid leave. I also worry about my 

elderly parents getting sick. My dad already had pneumonia a 

few months ago and almost died. I think he wouldn’t make it.”  

 
High-Information Voter, Glover Park Group Online Caucus, March 23, 2020 

https://www.nytimes.com/interactive/2015/06/03/business/income-inequality-workers-rights-international-trade-poll.html
https://www.bls.gov/ncs/ebs/benefits/2019/ownership/civilian/table31a.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/ncs/ebs/benefits/2019/ownership/civilian/table34a.pdf
https://iwpr.org/wp-content/uploads/wpallimport/files/iwpr-export/publications/D297.pdf
https://www.newamerica.org/better-life-lab/reports/which-companies-still-arent-offering-paid-sick-days/
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/walmarts-emergency-sick-leave-is-not-good-enough_n_5e739695c5b63c3b648c12a3
https://www.huffpost.com/entry/walmarts-emergency-sick-leave-is-not-good-enough_n_5e739695c5b63c3b648c12a3
https://www.bls.gov/ncs/ebs/benefits/2019/ownership/civilian/table31a.pdf
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With the Families First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA), Congress took a first step. This 

legislation, enacted on March 18, 2020 and in effect through the end of the year, provides most 

workers in businesses with fewer than 500 employees and in public agencies access to up to 10 

paid sick days to quarantine or self-isolate due to COVID-19, seek a diagnosis, or care for 

another individual who is quarantining or self-isolating. It also allows parents to take both 

short-term leave and more extended leave to care for a child whose school or place of care is 

closed. However, the law’s coverage is not universal, nor reflective of extended family and 

medical needs: it excludes workers in larger companies and gives employers of health providers 

and emergency responders the option to exclude most of their workforce. It also gives the Office 

of Management and Budget the option of excluding certain Executive Branch employees. 

Furthermore, although the House of Representatives originally passed legislation providing up 

to 12 weeks of extended paid family and medical leave to workers who contract COVID-19, 

need to quarantine, or must care for a loved one in that situation, a vote on “technical 

corrections” stripped the legislation of all but extended school/child care closure leave. 

Polling conducted after the enactment of FFCRA showed that 73 percent of the public 

supported the legislation, but higher shares believe the law should go further. For example: 

● Immediately after FFCRA passed, more than seven in ten adults said grocery workers, 
pharmacy workers, child care workers, health care workers and emergency responders should 
be included in federally-mandated paid sick days coverage.  

● Immediately after the law’s passage, 79 percent of adults who supported the law said it 
should have gone further; 75 percent who opposed it said it did not go far enough. 

● By late March, 87 percent of voters, including 91 percent of Democrats and 86 percent of 
Republicans, said all workers should have access to emergency paid sick and family leave.  

● In early April, more than nine in ten adults said grocery workers should have access to paid 
sick days to slow the spread of COVID, protect themselves and help consumers feel safe. 

This memo aggregates survey findings from early March through early April 2020. The data 

show consistently high levels of support and growing convergence among Democrats and 

Republicans in support of emergency paid leave, as well as growing support for permanent 

national paid family and medical leave.1 As Congress and the Trump administration work 

toward a fourth coronavirus relief package, these results show that the vast majority of the 

public wants guaranteed paid sick days and paid family and medical leave for all.  

                                                      
1 The surveys discussed in this memo were conducted between March 5 and April 5, 2020. The Appendix provides 

additional details. Two were conducted by Data for Progress (likely voters, web sample); one by Lean In and Survey 

Monkey (U.S. adults, web sample); one by the University of Maryland (registered voters, web sample), and one by 

Center for Science in the Public Interest and CARAVAN (U.S. adults, web sample). An online caucus of high-

information voters conducted by the Glover Park Group provides illustrative quotes and one data point. 

 

https://www.congress.gov/116/plaws/publ127/PLAW-116publ127.pdf
https://www.surveymonkey.com/curiosity/leanin-surveymonkey-poll-coronavirus-paid-leave/
https://www.surveymonkey.com/curiosity/leanin-surveymonkey-poll-coronavirus-paid-leave/
https://www.surveymonkey.com/curiosity/leanin-surveymonkey-poll-coronavirus-paid-leave/
https://www.surveymonkey.com/curiosity/leanin-surveymonkey-poll-coronavirus-paid-leave/
http://filesforprogress.org/datasets/2020/3/congressional_action.pdf
https://cspinet.org/sites/default/files/attachment/covid-19%20grocery%20store%20poll_data%20summary.pdf
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Support for Families First Coronavirus Response Act Emergency Paid Leave 

Congress followed voters’ will in including paid leave in FFCRA. In the week before FFCRA’s 

passage in March, Data for Progress polling found that 67 percent of voters favored two weeks 

of guaranteed paid sick leave to all workers and 69 percent favored two weeks of paid family 

leave for parents whose children were sick with COVID or whose schools were closed. 

Democrats overwhelmingly said they supported two weeks of paid sick leave (82 percent 

support, 10 percent oppose), and a majority of Republicans said the same (56 percent support, 

32 percent oppose). 

Within days of FFCRA’s enactment in mid-March, Lean In and Survey Monkey explained the 

legislation’s scope and coverage to U.S. adult respondents and asked about their levels of 

support. Overall, 73 percent of respondents said they favored the paid sick leave provisions 

in FFCRA and only 23 percent opposed. Democrats (74 percent support, 25 percent oppose) 

and Republicans (78 percent support, 20 percent oppose) had consistent views, while 

independents were still supportive but more mixed (66 percent support, 31 percent oppose).  

 

Similarly, in a March 23, 2020 online caucus conducted by the Glover Park Group among high-

information voters, providing paid sick days and maintaining worker pay topped the list of 

business interventions that voters most thought would ease the crisis (82 percent and 81 

percent, respectively). 

https://gpg.com/report-depth-conversation-american-voters-covid-19/
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Support for Expanding Access to Emergency Paid Sick Days and Paid Family Leave 

In addition to capturing support for FFCRA as passed, the Lean In/Survey Monkey survey 

asked both supporters and opponents of FFCRA their views on whether the legislation went too 

far or not far enough. Overwhelmingly, U.S. adults said the legislation should be more 

expansive: 79 percent of supporters and 75 percent of opponents said the legislation should 

go further. Democrats, independents and Republicans who said they support the law 

overwhelmingly also said that it does not go far enough. Among those who said they opposed 

FFCRA, nine in 10 Democrats and eight in 10 independents said it does not go far enough, as 

did a plurality of Republicans.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Lean In/Survey Monkey survey also asked respondents whether they would be more or 

less likely to vote for their Member of Congress or Senator if their legislator voted to expand the 

legislation.  

Overwhelmingly, U.S. adults 

said they would be more 

likely to support a legislator 

who voted to expand the 

legislation to provide paid 

sick leave to all workers 

during the pandemic (+ 62 net 

percentage points more likely 

to support). Only a very small 

share would punish their 

lawmaker for supporting 

universal paid sick days. This 

pattern holds across party 

lines. 
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Two weeks after FFCRA passed, Data for Progress asked about expanding the legislation An 

overwhelming 87 percent of voters said they supported paid sick days and paid family leave 

to cover all workers impacted by the pandemic, including 91 percent of Democrats, 86 percent 

of Republicans and 71 percent of independents.  
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The Data for Progress survey also asked voters about other emergency response measures, 

including pandemic health care coverage, additional monthly stimulus checks to families 

during the coronavirus crisis, and canceling student debt. Expanding paid sick and family 

leave had higher levels of support – and more support across party lines – than any other 

measure except “halting evictions, foreclosures ,and shut offs of water and electricity for the 

duration of the coronavirus pandemic,” which has support from 88 percent of voters (92 

percent of Democrats, 88 percent of Republicans and 71 percent of independents), statistically 

equivalent to voter support for expanded paid sick and family leave.

Support for Expanding Sick Leave to Frontline Workers 

FFCRA’s exclusion of businesses with 500 or more 

workers carves out about 60 million workers, 

including employees of large grocery store chains, 

pharmacies and retailers that are still open and 

serving the public. In addition, the legislation gives 

employers with fewer than 500 workers the ability to 

exempt health care workers and emergency 

“My mother is a nurse in her late sixties so I 

am very concerned about her becoming 

infected and the health complications that 

would come with that.”  

 
- High-Information Voter, Glover Park Group Online 

Caucus, March 23, 2020 

https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/women/news/2020/03/24/482196/congress-must-extend-paid-leave-protections-workers-next-coronavirus-response-bill/
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responders; U.S. Department of Labor regulations created exceptionally broad definitions of 

occupations that can be exempted, affecting an estimated 13 million people.2  

Polling shows that the U.S. public opposes these carveouts and believes most workers should be 

covered. The Lean In/Survey Monkey survey conducted March 20-21 found that the public 

overwhelmingly supports expansions of paid sick days protections for frontline workers in 

specific jobs.  

Seven in 10 adults or more supported ensuring access to paid sick days during this crisis for 

health care workers (77 percent), 

emergency responders (75 

percent), grocery store workers (72 

percent), pharmacy employees (71 

percent) and child care workers 

(71 percent). Two-thirds support 

paid sick days for restaurant 

workers (66 percent) and for all 

workers in large businesses 

currently excluded from the law 

(67 percent).  

Support is consistent across party 

lines, and is highest among 

women, who are most likely to be 

in contact with workers in stores 

and child care centers as well as 

most likely to be in many frontline 

jobs, and seniors, who are most 

vulnerable to COVID-related 

complications. 

                                                      
2 DOL’s narrative accompanying the FFCRA regulations explains that the rule defines health care providers to be 

“anyone employed at any doctor’s office, hospital, health care center, clinic, post-secondary educational institution 

offering health care instruction, medical school, local health department or agency, nursing facility, retirement 

facility, nursing home, home health care provider, any facility that performs laboratory or medical testing, pharmacy, 

or any similar institution” or the employees of contractors hired by any of these health institutions. The narrative 

explains that the rule includes as emergency responders “anyone necessary for the provision of transport, care, 

healthcare, comfort and nutrition of such patients, or others needed for the response to COVID–19. The rule provides 

a list of occupations that includes but is not limited to military or National Guard, law enforcement officers, 

correctional institution personnel, fire fighters, emergency medical services personnel, physicians, nurses, public 

health personnel, emergency medical technicians, paramedics, emergency management personnel, 911 operators, 

child welfare workers and service providers, and public works personnel.” 

https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/04/06/2020-07237/paid-leave-under-the-families-first-coronavirus-response-act
https://nwlc-ciw49tixgw5lbab.stackpathdns.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Women-in-Low-Paid-Jobs-report_pp04-FINAL-4.2.pdf
https://nwlc-ciw49tixgw5lbab.stackpathdns.com/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Women-in-Low-Paid-Jobs-report_pp04-FINAL-4.2.pdf
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2020/04/06/2020-07237/paid-leave-under-the-families-first-coronavirus-response-act
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A more recent survey, conducted the Center for Science in the Public Interest from April 3 to 5, 

shows near-universal agreement that 

paid sick leave for grocery workers is 

important. Ninety-five percent of U.S. 

adults said that it is very important that 

chain store grocery workers have access 

to paid sick days to prevent the spread 

of COVID. Similar shares say it is 

important for grocery store workers to 

have access to paid sick days to protect 

their health and livelihoods (94 percent) 

and to ensure shoppers feel safe at the 

store (93 percent). These findings are 

consistent across gender, age, race and 

education levels. 

 

Support for Permanent Paid Family and Medical Leave  

COVID-19 may be helping to consolidate public opinion on the need for a national paid family 

and medical leave program. Throughout the month of March, the Program for Public 

Consultation at the University of Maryland’s School for Public Policy surveyed voters on the 

FAMILY Act, a permanent national paid leave fund, which would be paid for through a .62 

percent payroll contribution, split between employers and employees. The survey was 

conducted in two waves, from March 5-10, before most of the country was affected by 

coronavirus and related closures, and from March 11-25, as the country began to feel the health 

effects and economic interruptions caused by the virus.  

Analyzing data collected from the second survey, University of Maryland researchers found a 

significant 6 percentage point jump in support for a payroll-tax funded, permanent, national 

paid family and medical leave program (from 61 percent support to 67 percent support), 

fueled by a 10-percentage point jump in support among Republican voters (from 38 percent to 

48 percent). Moreover, Republican voters became more favorable to positive arguments about 

the proposal (both related to caring for children and related to illness and economic insecurity) 

and less favorable to arguments made by opponents about lower take home pay and creating a 

new middle-class entitlement. 
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* * * 

The public wants and needs assurance that paid sick days and paid family and medical leave 

will be available now, and always. Survey data shows widespread support across party and 

demographic lines. Congress should act without delay to guarantee that all working people are 

protected when family and medical needs arise or illness strikes. 

 

Appendix: Data Sources and Links 

This chart includes details about each of the surveys discussed in this memo. Further details can 

be found at the links provided. 

Surveying Entity Survey date(s) Sample Links 

University of 

Maryland’s Center for 

Public Consultation  

March 5-25, in two 

waves (March 5-10 and 

March 11-25) 

March 5-10, 2020: 1,352 

registered voters  

 

March 11-25, 2020: 

2,069 registered voters 

 

Drawn from Neilsen 

Scarborough national 

probability sample, 

conducted by web 

Media Release 

 

Frequency 

Questionnaire 

 

Policy Simulation 

Data for Progress March 12, 2020 4,998 likely voters 

nationally using web 

panel respondents. 

Memo  

(crosstabs available 

upon request) 

Lean In/Survey 

Monkey 

March 20-21, 2020 2,753 nationally 

representative adults in 

the U.S. using web 

methodology 

Survey Monkey release 

and interactive toplines 

 

Lean In release 

 

Glover Park Group March 23, 2020 230 news-attentive and 

civically-engaged 

voters nationwide, in a 

30- minute online 

caucus 

Slide deck 

Data for Progress March 27-28, 2020 1,243 likely voters 

nationally using web 

panel respondents. 

Memo 

Crosstabs 

Center for Science in 

the Public 

Interest/CARAVAN 

April 3-5, 2020 1,004 U.S. adults 

conducted via web 

Media Release 

Crosstabs 

 

http://www.publicconsultation.org/united-states/large-and-growing-majority-favors-permanent-paid-medical-and-family-leave/
http://www.publicconsultation.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/FML_Quaire_033020.pdf
http://www.publicconsultation.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/FML_Quaire_033020.pdf
http://www.publicconsultation.org/family-and-medical-leave/
http://filesforprogress.org/memos/the_care_economy.pdf
https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/survey-methodology/?ut_source=content_center&ut_source2=nbc-surveymonkey-poll&ut_source3=inline&ut_ctatext=here
https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/survey-methodology/?ut_source=content_center&ut_source2=nbc-surveymonkey-poll&ut_source3=inline&ut_ctatext=here
https://www.surveymonkey.com/mp/survey-methodology/?ut_source=content_center&ut_source2=nbc-surveymonkey-poll&ut_source3=inline&ut_ctatext=here
https://www.prnewswire.com/news-releases/americans-overwhelmingly-support-emergency-paid-leave-301028012.html
https://gpg.com/report-depth-conversation-american-voters-covid-19/
http://filesforprogress.org/memos/americans_support_more_stimulus.pdf
http://filesforprogress.org/datasets/2020/3/congressional_action.pdf
https://cspinet.org/news/national-poll-grocery-shoppers-want-staff-wear-masks-have-access-paid-sick-leave-20200407
https://cspinet.org/sites/default/files/attachment/covid-19%20grocery%20store%20poll_data%20summary.pdf

