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Workplace Flexibility 2010: Facts on Short Term Time Off*

The Need for Short Term Time Off

Short Term Time Off (STO) refers to job-protected time away from the workplace (generally 5 days or less) to 
address anticipated or unexpected issues of limited duration. STO may be scheduled or unscheduled, depend-
ing on the underlying need. STO enables workers to address the routine and emergency situations that occur 
in everybody’s lives.

The need for STO may arise, for example, because a worker or worker’s child is sick or has a routine doctor’s 
appointment, because a worker has to wait for the plumber or apply for benefits or go to court, or because a 
worker needs to attend a school conference or a religious event or finish a term paper. 

While all workers will need STO at some point, the need for STO is compounded by the changing demograph-
ics of our nation’s workforce. 

• In 1970, almost two-thirds of married couples, 18-64 years of age, had one spouse at home, available 
to handle many of the families’ routine and emergency needs. By 2000, 60% of married couples had 
both spouses in the workforce.1

— Among two-parent families, well over half with pre-school children have both parents 
working. For families with children ages 6-17, two thirds of these families have both parents 
working.2

• Total work hours for dual-earner couples are expanding. In 1970, couples worked a combined average 
of 52.5 hours per week. Now, couples work a combined average of 63.1 hours per week and almost 
70% of them work more than 80 hours per week.3

• Workers are increasingly likely to be both working and providing care to a friend or family member.

— Currently, 59% of those caring for a relative or friend work and manage caregiving 
responsibilities at the same time.4 Of these working caregivers, 62% said they have had to 
make some work-related adjustments in order to help the person they care for and 54% report 
having had to go into work late, leave early, or take time off during the day to provide care.5

— About 10% of households that have one or more persons aged 30-60 are dual-earner, 
sandwich generation couples. These couples are struggling to balance work as well as caring 
for both aging parents and their own children.6

*Workplace Flexibility 2010 has developed several new terms – including “Short Term Time Off” – in order to advance the policy 
discussions regarding workplace flexibility issues. The research, however, is based on more traditional paradigms, such as “flexible 
work options” or “leave policies.” As a result, there is sometimes an imperfect match between the existing data and WF2010’s short 
term time off rubric. This fact sheet attempts to tease out the data under our new rubric.
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• Expanding longevity and ongoing interest and need are prompting more older people to stay in the 
workforce. By 2008, 1 out of every 6 workers will be over 55; by 2015, workers 55 and over will 
constitute 20% of the total workforce.7 Because of health and care-giving concerns, these workers are 
likely to have significant need for STO.

The great majority, 92%, of American workers express concern that they have insufficient flexibility in their 
schedules to take care of family needs (such as caring for a sick child or parent or attending school func-
tions).8

• More than 1/3, or 37%, of wage and salaried workers say it is somewhat or very hard to take time off 
during the workday for personal or family reasons.9

— More than 1 in 7, or 15%, of workers use vacation time to meet family responsibilities 
including illness, care-taking, and funerals.10

— 54% of the wage and salaried workforce with children say they have no time off to care for 
sick children without losing pay, having to use vacation days, or fabricating an excuse.11

— 17% of workers practice presenteeism, or going to work when ill, in order to save their sick 
days so they can stay home when their children are sick.12

• Even as the need appears to be growing, a recent survey indicates that the amount of paid vacation, 
paid sick days, paid time off plans, and paid personal days may be decreasing.13
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Access to Short Term Time Off

Currently, STO is provided by employers under a variety of employer-sponsored benefits and government 
regulations. However, access to STO varies greatly between and within organizations depending on an 
organization’s size and industry, and a worker’s occupation, employment status, and socio-economic status.

• For example, a recent survey conducted by the Society for Human Resource Management found the 
following:

Employer* Provision of STO Benefits by Organization Size (SHRM, 2004)14 

STO Benefit Total 
Surveyed 
Employers 
Offering 
Benefit
(in percent)

Small 
Employers
(0-99 
employees)
(in percent)

Medium 
Employers
(100-499 
employees)
(in percent)

Large 
Employers
(500 
and over 
employees)
(in percent)

Paid time off plan (set number 
of days for sick, vacation, and 
personal days, all in one plan)

29 35 24 27

Paid Holidays 99 99 100 99

Paid Vacation  
(not part of a paid time off plan)

68 61 73 68

Paid Sick Days  
(not part of a paid time off plan)

57 49 63 68

Short-Term Disability 81 75 82 91

Paid Family Leave (paid leave for 
an employee’s serious medical 
condition or to care for a parent 
or child)

24 23 23 31

Paid Bereavement Leave (a set 
number of days per occurrence 
of a death in the family**)

90 89 88 93

Paid Personal Days  
(not part of a paid time off plan)

34 28 36 39

*Participating organizations included approximately 425 private and 35 public employers who on average employ 
500 workers. **The number of days is, in some cases, dependent upon the employee’s relationship to the deceased.
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• A somewhat older survey conducted by the Bureau of Labor Statistics provides insight into differential 
access to STO benefits across public and private sectors.

Percent of Employees With STO Benefits By Sector and Employment Status (BLS, 1998; 1999)

Private Sector15 Public Sector*: State & Local 
Government16

STO Benefit Full-Time 
Employees
(in percent)

Part-Time 
Employees
(in percent)

Full Time 
Employees
(in percent)

Part-Time 
Employees
(in percent)

Paid Holidays 87 36 73 31

Paid Vacation 90 43 67 19

Paid Sick Days 63 19 96 43

Short-Term Disability 43 15 20 9

Paid Bereavement Leave 
(a set number of days per 
occurrence of  
a death in the family***)

** ** 65 38

Paid Personal Days ** ** 38 18

*The public sector data include employees in their early years of service (who may not yet be eligible for benefits).  
**This data was not available for this sector during this time period. 
***The number of days is, in some cases, dependent upon the employee’s relationship to the deceased.

• Analysis of BLS and other nationally representative data — albeit limited to  whether employees have 
access to designated paid sick leave — provides an example of the variation in access to STO. 

— 59 million workers, or 49% of American workers, have no designated paid sick leave 
coverage.17

— Among full-time workers, 38 million (40%) do not have access to designated paid sick days.18 

— Among part-time workers, 21 million (84%) do not have access to designated paid sick days.19

— Only one out of three parents has designated paid sick days consistently while they work.20

• Access to STO varies by gender.

— 45% of women and 32% of men lack vacation days.21 

— 40% of women and 30% of men lack both sick days and vacation days.22

— Only 76.2% of working mothers and 83.5% of working fathers have access to any form of fully 
paid leave.23
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• Access to STO varies by income.

— Those in the bottom 25% of the wage bracket are three times less likely as workers in the top 
25% of the wage bracket to have paid sick days.24

— Only 46% of the poor and 41% of welfare recipients have access to any paid leave.25 

— Among employed parents, high-wage employees are more than twice as likely as low wage 
employees to be able to take time off without penalty to care for their sick children.26 

• Access to STO varies by industry and job status.

— For example according to one analysis, access to paid sick leave varies widely by industry—
from a low of 14% of workers (in the accommodation and food service industries) to a high of 
nearly 90% of workers (in utilities, educational services, and government). 27

— Workers in professional occupations are almost twice as likely to have access to paid sick leave 
as service workers, machine operators, and other blue-collar employees.28

Percent of Non-federal Workers with Paid Sick Leave by Industry, 1996-1998

Industry Percent of Workers with 
Paid Sick Leave (in percent)

Utilities 88

Educational Services 88

Government (state & local) 87

Financial Activities 73

Information 69

Natural resources 63

Health care and social assistance 61

Wholesale trade 57

Transportation and warehousing 52

Professional and business services 52

Retail trade 43

Art, entertainment, and recreation 40

Manufacturing, durable 38

Manufacturing, non-durable 36

Other service 31

Construction 27

Accommodation and food service 14
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• Access to STO varies by reason for which time off is needed.

• 55% of organizations in a recent national survey indicated that they allow all or most employees to 
take time off for education/training to improve their skills.29

— 88% of employers report allowing employees to take time off for school/child care functions.30 
However, in a separate survey, parents report they report facing serious challenges arranging 
for attendance at school and parent-teacher meetings.31
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