
Despite medicine’s impressive advances,
there are still simple solutions to reduce
the likelihood of illness and to speed up

recovery that are underused. Paid sick leave
with job protection is one such example in
Canada. At the federal level, the Employment
Insurance system provides income support to
employees who require long-term absences
from work because of illness. However, the
Canadian system has two major gaps: both paid
short-term leave for everyday illnesses and job
protection during sick leave of any duration
depend on provinces and some guarantee none.

Paid sick leave gives workers the opportunity
to seek medical care and speeds recovery.
Beyond individual needs, it is in everyone’s
interest to ensure that employees who are sick
can stay at home: people with contagious dis-
eases who go to work put their coworkers and
clients at risk of infection, which can lead to
increased general morbidity and productivity
losses.1,2 The Public Health Agency of Canada,
the World Health Organization and every major
public health body recommend that people stay
home from work when they have influenza.
Leading medical and public health associations
also recommend that people who handle food
not go to work when they have gastroenteritis or
other contagious diseases.

However, many employees cannot follow
these recommendations if it means forgoing their
wages or risking their jobs. Without paid sick
days, restaurant workers, for example, may go to
work sick even with an illness that can be spread
through food handling.3–5 The same is true for
individuals caring for older adults at home or in
long-term care facilities. Older adults are partic-
ularly vulnerable to serious consequences from
infectious diseases. Employees who have access
to paid sick leave are more likely to stay home
when advised to do so by a physician; employees
with no sick leave are more likely to go to work
and expose others to infection.6

The importance of providing paid sick leave
is well-recognized around the world. Some form
of paid social safety net for employees who are
sick is guaranteed in 170 countries; Canada is
one of them. For long-term illnesses, Canada’s
federal Employment Insurance system provides

eligible employees with benefits paid at 55% of
average earnings for up to 15 weeks per year. Up
to six weeks of this leave in each six-month
period can be used to care for a family member
with a life-threatening illness. To be eligible,
claimants must be employed, have accumulated
600 hours of insurable employment during the
previous year (or from the start of a previous
claim), and have had their weekly earnings
reduced by more than 40%.

This policy provides important income sup-
port for many Canadians. However, these bene-
fits are activated only after an employee has been
too sick to work for two weeks, which is too
long to apply to most everyday illnesses. Until
federal benefits begin, employees must rely on
provincial sick leave mandates, most of which
do not guarantee any pay during the first two
weeks of illness. Only Prince Edward Island
mandates short-term paid sick leave, and this
applies only for one day and only for employees
who have been employed by the same company
for at least five consecutive years.

Moreover, although the federal system provides
income support during longer sick leaves, job pro-
tection during this leave depends on provincial and
territorial policy. Alberta, British Columbia and
Nunavut do not offer guaranteed job protection in
the case of illness. Manitoba, Nova Scotia and
Prince Edward Island guarantee only three days
per year of job protection during illness; New
Brunswick and the Northwest Territories guarantee
five days; and the province of Newfoundland and
Labrador guarantees seven days. Ontario guaran-
tees 10 days of job protection, but only to employ-
ees in a business with 50 or more employees.
Only two provinces guarantee job protection for
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• Working while sick can slow recovery and put coworkers and others at risk.

• Paid sick leave is guaranteed by 170 countries: the leave begins
immediately in 129 of these countries and is guaranteed for six or more
months in 100 countries.

• Canada provides federally guaranteed income support to employees
with a serious illness, but only after two weeks of illness, and to
employees caring for a family member with a life-threatening illness.

• Most provinces and territories guarantee only one week or less of job
protection during illness, which is far below the norm globally.
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employees in the case of injury or illness requiring
longer absences. Saskatchewan provides up to 12
days per year for a nonserious injury or illness and
up to 12 weeks per year for a more serious medical
problem; Quebec mandates up to six months of
job-protected leave.7

What would it take for Canada to fully protect
the health of employees and their families? In
some areas, Canada’s sick leave policy is strong.
Federal benefits provide most Canadians with
income support that is comparable to sick leave
benefits in many countries for periods of per-
sonal illness, although it is noteworthy that 100
countries provide paid sick leave for six or more
months. In the case of guaranteeing income
while employees need to care for a family mem-
ber with a life-threatening illness, Canada is
ahead of much of the world.

However, at the provincial and territorial lev-
els, which govern labour law and employer
behaviour, much more must be done to protect
employees. The single most important step
would be to guarantee that people do not lose
their jobs when they get sick. More than half of
the provinces and territories require that employ-
ers hold jobs for sick employees for one week or
less, and three provinces do not require any job
protection. These weak provisions place Canada
behind other advanced economies and many
low- and middle-income countries. This is in
sharp contrast to the job protection of eight
weeks or more  that is provided for compassion-
ate leave in much of Canada for serious family
illnesses.

Policy-makers and practitioners should work
together to ensure that each province passes at
least basic legislation requiring all employers to
hold a job for a sick employee for 10 days. This
policy would cost employers little as employers
would likely not be able to hire a replacement in
such a short time period. Ensuring job protection
will not impede Canada’s competitiveness;7,8 if
anything, it will enhance it. Ensuring paid short-
term leave is affordable and increases the likeli-
hood that workers with contagious diseases will
stay at home.

The more difficult question is what to do in the
case of a lengthy illness. Canada has already taken
the crucial step of guaranteeing income support
during long-term sick leave to employees such as
those receiving treatment for cancer, heart disease,
and other serious chronic and long-term acute ill-
nesses. Together, the provincial, territorial and fed-
eral governments need to address what happens

when individuals who have been sick for a long
time are ready to return to work. Labour laws in
Quebec and Saskatch ewan have addressed this by
mandating that employers hold jobs for long peri-
ods. The feasibility of job protection of two
months for infrequent serious events is demon-
strated by the number of provinces that provide
this for life-threatening family illnesses. Although
job protection may be more feasible for larger
employers or for positions where temporary work-
ers can easily be hired, some means of ensuring
that serious illness does not land people in long-
term poverty because of unemployment should be
addressable by all provinces and territories.
Where provinces and territories are not going to
protect the jobs of individuals out of work due to
an injury or illness requiring longer recovery, they
should have support and assistance in place to
facilitate the transition to new jobs.

Regardless of where they live, Canadians
should not have to choose between keeping a job
and caring for their health and the health of their
communities.
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