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For many of us, the calendar can 
be a comfort as we look ahead 
to our next break from work, 

the time that lets us visit loved ones 
or catch up on tasks at home, giving 
us the change in pace we need to 
balance life and work. But while nearly 
all wealthy countries guarantee various 
forms of paid time off, including to 
cover holidays, the U.S. does not. 
Instead, federal law in the United 
States provides no paid leave of any 
kind—not for holidays like Labor Day 
or Thanksgiving, not for illness, not 
for family needs. As a result, many 
workers have too little paid time off 
and millions have none at all.

For those without paid days off, often, 
holidays are just another day at work, 
even when they would greatly prefer—
or need—to be home or with loved 
ones. Others must take the day off 
and go without pay to do so, whether 
to meet caregiving needs, engage in 
religious observance, or simply get 
needed rest. This report examines 
the impact of our national lack of 
guaranteed paid time off. 
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Nationwide, more than 29 million employees have no paid holidays 
off.1 In the private sector, nearly one in five employees (19%) 
have no paid holidays.2 Moreover, access to paid holiday time is 
profoundly unevenly distributed. In the private sector, only half of 
all part-time employees have paid holidays, compared to the vast 
majority of full-time employees.3 Low-wage workers are dramatically 
less likely to have paid holidays: less than half of those in the 
lowest 10 percent of wage earners have access, compared to 95% 
of those in the highest 10 percent.4 There are also significant gaps 
by occupation and industry: for example, those in management, 
business, and financial occupations are nearly twice as likely to 
have paid holidays as those in service work.5 Those who work at 
smaller employers are also less likely to receive paid holidays than 
employees of larger employers.6

Nor can employees simply cover with other paid time. With no 
federally guaranteed paid leave of any kind, many workers have no 
paid leave at all or too little to meet their needs. One in five private 
sector employees have no paid vacation time,7 disproportionately 
low-wage workers.8 Even those who have paid vacation receive, 
on average, only 10 days per year.9 Only half of private sector 
employees have any paid personal days.10 And a whopping one in 
eight private sector employees have no paid vacation, personal, or 
holiday days, including 43% of the lowest-wage workers.11 For the 
more than 19 million Americans with none of these forms of paid 
time off,12 time away from work must be weighed against the price 
of a paycheck they need.

MILLIONS OF MILLIONS OF 
AMERICANS HAVE AMERICANS HAVE 
no paid time awayno paid time away FOR  FOR 
HOLIDAYS OR REST. HOLIDAYS OR REST. 



LACK OF PAID LACK OF PAID 
TIME OFF TIME OFF 
comes at a high price,comes at a high price, 
ESPECIALLY  ESPECIALLY  
FOR PARENTSFOR PARENTS
Failure to guarantee paid time off deprives 
Americans of the documented benefits of 
workplace leave. Taking vacation improves 
wellbeing, both during and after vacation13 and 
reduces stress and burnout.14 More broadly, 
vacation time can have important mental15 and 
physical health benefits.16 Paid time off also 
reduces employee turnover,17 which can have 
valuable bottom line benefits for employers.18

For parents without paid holidays or other paid 
time off to use, covering days when schools or 
child care are closed but work remains open 
can be particularly burdensome. Consider, for 
example, nearly two thirds of food service workers 
have no paid holidays (62%);19 more than half have 
no paid vacation (54%).20 In an industry where 
most employees are women, more than a third of 
women in restaurants are moms, of whom more 
than half are single mothers.21 As a result, every 
time schools or daycares close for a holiday or 
break, many parents working in restaurants must 
choose between the paycheck their family counts 
on and the care their kids need.  

Even those with some paid time off often face 
gaps. Among employees with some paid holidays, 
only 43% receive the day after Thanksgiving off;22 
service workers are especially unlikely to have 
the day off,23 including those who must work 
“Black Friday” sales.24 Less than a quarter (24%) 
of employees with some paid holidays receive 
a paid holiday for President’s Day,25 a day when 
most schools are closed.26 When added on to 
extended winter and spring breaks, professional 
development days, and the summer break, a lack 
of sufficient paid time off places a profound strain 
on working parents. 
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Americans aren’t simply doing without paid holidays 
or vacation. U.S. federal law does not provide any 
paid leave for any reason—not one day, not one 
dollar. That means no legal right to paid time to 
recover from serious illness, to care for a loved one 
with cancer, or to welcome a new child.39 More than 
a half a decade after a global pandemic ravaged the 
country, the U.S. does not even guarantee a single 
paid sick day.40 

It doesn’t have to be that way. Virtually all of the 
U.S.’s economic peers—and, for that matter, countries 
with considerably fewer resources—already offer paid 
leave for workers’ own health,41 to care for ill loved 
ones,42 or for the arrival of a new baby.43 These rights 
accompany the paid annual leave, paid holidays, and 
other labor protections that workers in other wealthy 
countries rightly take for granted, while Americans 
must hope to get lucky with a generous employer. 

Nor must we look abroad for examples of a better 
path: a growing number of U.S. states already ensure 
important paid leave rights.44 Fourteen states and the 
District of Columbia have passed laws to guarantee 
paid family and medical leave,45 while 18 states and 
D.C. along with several municipalities have paid sick 
time laws.46 Three states, joined by a few cities and 
counties, already have general use paid time off 
laws.47 There are also robust federal proposals that 
would provide workers the kinds of paid leave they 
need, including the FAMILY Act (serious health and 
caregiving needs),48 the Healthy Families Act (paid 
sick and safe time),49 and the Protected Time Off Act 
(paid vacation time).50

LACK OF LACK OF 
GUARANTEED  GUARANTEED  
PAID LEAVE  PAID LEAVE  
MAKES THE U.S.  MAKES THE U.S.  
an international outlier. an international outlier. 
The U.S.’s lack of protection stands in sharp 
contrast to our economic peers. Every other 
OECD country requires at least 10 paid vacation 
days per year.27 Many countries also provide public 
holidays as paid days off in addition to annual or 
vacation leave.28 Similar countries also commonly 
provide by law that those who do work on public 
holidays must be paid a substantial premium over 
their normal rate to work on holidays, such as 
double their normal pay.29

For example, in Mexico, employees are entitled 
to at least 12 paid vacation days, with longer 
periods for longer-serving employees,30 as well as 
seven annual public holidays.31 In Canada, required 
paid annual leave is set by province, generally at 
a minimum of two weeks per year;32 employees 
are also generally entitled to paid holidays set by 
their province.33 In Australia, employees have four 
weeks of paid annual leave by law,34 plus several 
paid public holidays.35 Under the E.U.’s Working 
Time Directive, member countries must provide 
at least four weeks paid annual leave per year;36 
several member states provide more annual leave 
by law or provide additional paid public holidays.37 
In the U.K., workers have the right to at least 5.6 
weeks annual leave or, for those working a five-
day work week, 28 days.38

THE U.S. PROVIDES  THE U.S. PROVIDES  
no right to any paid time off no right to any paid time off 
for any reason—for any reason—LEAVING LEAVING 
WORKING FAMILIES IN WORKING FAMILIES IN 
THE LURCH.THE LURCH.



5

Today in the United States, 

paid time off is a story 

of haves and have nots. 

For as long as they stay lucky, the 

fortunate ones look forward to 

time to spend with their families, 

to reflect, to relax; they reap the 

rewards of breathing just a little 

easier. But for those doing without 

paid time off, even a single day 

to mark a holiday or care for kids 

home from school can come with 

a great cost or never come at all. 

That burden becomes even heavier 

when lack of paid leave stands 

in the way of health or 

care. Until and unless 

we change our laws 

to protect our 

precious time, we 

as a nation will 

keep paying the 

heavy price. 

C O N C L U S I O N
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