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It is difficult to imagine, at least in the current political climate, that the
federal government will require paid sick leave for workers, let alone vacation
time.
The White House announced Wednesday that senior officials, including
the labor secretary, would begin a monthlong roadshow around the country to
promote paid leave. And in his State of the Union address, President Obama

urged Congress to pass a bill giving workers seven days of paid sick leave. But
any federal requirement would need the support of Congress, a tough obstacle.
Yet there is another, emerging model: companies forcing other companies
to adopt these policies. On Thursday morning, Microsoft announced that it
would require many of its 2,000 contractors and vendors to provide their
employees who perform work for Microsoft with 15 paid days off for sick days
and vacation time.
In some ways, it’s a uniquely American solution. In the absence of a
federal policy, the biggest and wealthiest companies are performing the role of
setting workplace policy for other businesses.
As the economy has become more dependent on contract workers,
workers’ rights advocates have voiced concern about their working conditions,
especially for lowskilled jobs.
The situation is particularly acute in the tech industry, where average full
time employees earn more than $115,000 a year, along with generous benefits
like child care, gourmet cafeterias and luxury shuttle rides to work. Many of
the contracted service workers — who take care of the children, cook the food
or drive the shuttles — earn near povertylevel wages and often do not receive
basic benefits like sick leave.
In Santa Clara County, in the heart of Silicon Valley, the median hourly
wage for software developers is $64 an hour, and from $11 to $14 for
groundskeepers, janitors and security guards, according to Working
Partnerships U.S.A., a local labor policy advocacy group. Eightyeight percent
of computer jobs provide paid sick days, compared with 41 percent of building
and groundscleaning jobs. Three to 4 percent of tech employees are black or
Latino, and about 75 percent of janitorial and maintenance workers are.
After pressure from contract workers and labor groups, other tech
companies have also made changes. Apple and Google hired security guards as
fulltime employees instead of contractors, for instance, and Facebook agreed
to a new contract with substantial raises after its shuttle drivers unionized.
Bradford L. Smith, Microsoft’s general counsel, said the company was in
part responding to complaints from contract employees who worked alongside

fulltime employees but did not have the same benefits.
More broadly, he said, Microsoft decided it was necessary given the
company’s dependence on contractors. “The research shows that employees
who do get these kinds of benefits are far likelier to be happier, have higher
morale and are far more likely to be productive,” he said.
“If people are sick,” he added, “it’s not necessarily good to have them go to
work because they can infect their colleagues.”
The United States is the only advanced economy that does not require
paid sick leave, and 43 million workers do not have it, the president said in his
address.
In the absence of federal action on workplace issues including minimum
wage, some companies like Aetna and Starbucks have made changes
themselves. Three states (California, Connecticut and Massachusetts) and a
smattering of cities have passed paid sick leave policies.
But an approach like Microsoft’s is much more unusual.
Derecka Mehrens, executive director of Working Partnerships U.S.A., said
it was the responsibility of the bigger companies that employ the contractors
to raise the standards.
“When you follow the money, the money comes from the tech companies,
so ultimately they could raise the floor for our contract work force,” she said.
Ruth Milkman, a sociologist of labor at the City University of New York
Graduate Center, said she was less optimistic that it would become common
for big, wealthy companies to play this role.
“It’s a moral model, but I don’t think there’s a high probability it’s going to
become universal through business initiatives,” she said. “The public wants
this. The resistance is all from employers. The only way is through public
policy.”
Microsoft’s policy will require contractors that employ 50 or more people
to provide workers with either 10 paid vacation days and five paid sick days or
15 days of unrestricted paid time off. Only the employees who work with
Microsoft will be required to get the leave, if they have worked at the supplier
for more than nine months. Mr. Smith said Microsoft expected to pay more for

contractors’ services to cover the added costs. (Microsoft’s own employees get
10 sick days and 15 to 25 vacation days, depending on their years at the
company.)
Mr. Smith said the company did not know how many contract employees
did not already have paid sick leave.
The contractors at Microsoft and many big companies include highly paid
engineers, marketers and lawyers as well as lowerpaid security guards, cooks
and janitors. Professional, educated workers are much more likely to have paid
sick leave and other benefits than workingclass ones.
“As you get to the lower end of the wage spectrum, it starts to become the
exception rather than the norm,” Mr. Smith said.
For their part, lawmakers rarely discuss mandatory paid vacation time.
But they are trying again on federal paid sick leave. Senator Patty Murray,
Democrat of Washington, and Representative Rosa DeLauro, Democrat of
Connecticut, last month reintroduced the Healthy Families Act, which would
give employees seven days of paid sick leave a year.
It was first introduced in 2004, and has never made it to the floor.
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