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This article is part of a monthly column that connects popular culture to hot-button labor and employment law

issues. In this installment, we focus on the importance of employer sick leave policies and evolving regulations,

drawing parallels to the hit sitcom “Parks and Recreation.”

“Parks and Recreation” was a quirky mockumentary that followed Leslie Knope, deputy director of the Parks and

Recreation Department, and her employees’ antics and relationships in the fictional town of Pawnee, Indiana.

In one episode, Leslie has the flu but refuses to leave work — she really loves her job. Leslie insists she has

“allergies” as her fever spikes and her co-workers scurry away to avoid catching it.

While we can all relate to not wanting to fall behind, Leslie’s antics warrant a more serious discussion of employer

sick day policies and the tension employers face in differentiating between fair use and abuse of sick days.

As regulations continue to evolve, effectively managing sick leave policies is becoming increasingly crucial for

employers. Laws vary by state. In Connecticut, for example, employees accrue sick days at the rate of one hour

for every 40 hours worked, up to a maximum of 40 hours a year.

Elsewhere, the paid sick accrual rate is one hour for every 30 hours worked. Effective July 1, Chicago’s Paid

Leave and Paid Sick and Safe Leave Ordinance mandates that all Chicago businesses provide paid sick leave to

employees who work at least 80 hours within any 120-day period.

To further examine the evolution of employee sick days in a post-COVID-19 workplace, we spoke with Lisa

Whittaker, director and managing counsel of employment and labor law at the J.M. Smucker Co. The tips provided

below are based on our discussion with Whittaker about the ways employers can effectively manage sick leave

policies to ensure legal compliance and fairness to all employees.

Define Clear Guidelines 

Just as Leslie does not want to go home because of an important meeting, some workers are afraid to take a sick

day, either because of fear of falling behind, or out of concern of wasting their allotment.
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It is important to remove any gray area. Employers should establish clear guidelines for sick leave, including the

expectation as to whether employees can and should work from home, depending on their reason for taking time

away from work. Stretching the sick day to include family members’ illnesses, school closures, etc., is becoming

more common and is mandated by some state laws.

A well-defined sick leave policy should specify the process for submitting leave requests, the documentation

required for approval, and any limitations on the accrual or carryover of sick leave hours. By clearly

communicating these guidelines to employees, employers minimize confusion and ensure adherence to

established protocols. They also empower employees to navigate sick leave with confidence.

Balance Compassion With Accountability 

Employers should approach sick leave management with a blend of compassion and accountability. While it is

essential to support employees during illness, acknowledge mental health challenges and understand the level of

stress an individual is under, clear expectations and accountability mechanisms ensure that sick leave policies are

not abused.

While it is important to be empathetic, if an employee frequently requests sick leave without providing sufficient

documentation, this repeated behavior may indicate a need for further intervention or support.

By addressing the issue proactively and discussing expectations with the employee, the employer can uphold

accountability while also providing assistance, as appropriate.

We would be remiss not to mention that Leslie’s colleagues were less than thrilled that she stayed at work with a

contagious illness. Leslie’s underachieving subordinate Tom Haverford, for example, wore a motorcycle helmet

and constantly sprayed himself with hand sanitizer.

Post-pandemic, employers are much more apt to encourage people to go home now that there is a better

understanding of what the consequences can be to the entire workforce if someone is contagious.

Communication Is Key

Effective communication is important. This is particularly important for companies that offer unlimited sick leave or

paid time off. What is considered to be excessive use of this type of leave must be communicated clearly to all

staff members. Regular updates on available leave balances, reporting procedures, and expectations regarding

documentation help prevent misunderstandings and promote compliance.

Transparent communication also fosters a sense of fairness and promotes trust between employees and

management. By keeping employees informed about sick leave policies and procedures, employers demonstrate

their commitment to employee well-being and organizational integrity.

Employers can utilize multiple communication channels, such as employee handbooks, email newsletters and staff

meetings, to disseminate information about sick leave policies.
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Additionally, providing avenues for employees to ask questions or seek clarification on policy-related matters

encourages open dialogue and ensures everyone understands their rights and responsibilities regarding sick

leave.

Document, Document, Document 

Employers must maintain accurate documentation of sick leave requests and approvals. Detailed records not only

track employee absences but also serve as a valuable reference in case of disputes or legal inquiries, and are

required by certain state laws.

Documenting sick leave helps employers track trends, identify patterns, and assess the impact of absenteeism on

productivity and performance. Thorough documentation also provides a layer of protection in the event of legal

challenges, ensuring compliance with relevant regulations and policies.

For instance, suppose an employee files a complaint alleging discrimination based on her use of sick leave. By

maintaining detailed records of the sick leave requests, including any accommodations provided and

communications exchanged, the employer can effectively refute the allegations and demonstrate adherence to

established policies and procedures.

Conclusion

“Parks and Recreation” was a lighthearted show, but the lessons it offered on fostering compliant sick leave

policies should not be taken lightly.

Amid increased regulation, navigating the complexities of sick leave with confidence and compassion can create a

work environment that fosters employee well-being and drives organizational success.
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