
The way we define family in workplace and economic policy 
doesn’t recognize nearly 80 percent of American families. 
The 2010 U.S. Census revealed that 79.8% 
of our country’s households do not fit the 
nuclear family model of a married mother 
and father and their biologically related chil-
dren. Our families take many forms includ-

ing blended families, single-parent families, 
LGBTQ families, chosen families, multi-gen-
erational families, and multi-national fam-
ilies; however, many policies continue to 
define “family” by the nuclear model. 

Family bonds are our 
most personal and  
intimate, and we should 
be able to define our 
families however the 
reality of our lives 
dictate. 
Far too many workers in the Unit-
ed States don’t have access to paid 
leave, and when they do, it often 
excludes their loved ones. In addi-
tion to nearly 80% of families being 
excluded, we’re now seeing more 
legislation that would let business-
es actively deny services and bene-
fits to families based on their beliefs 
about what families should look like. 

2016

All Families Deserve  
Paid Sick Days
From immigration to family visitation to paid sick days, there are definitions of fam-
ily embedded in a diverse array of policies, programs, and administrative rules at 
all levels of government and in the private sector. More than 30 paid sick days laws 
have been enacted in the United States that are making a real difference in the lives 
of families every day; however, to have the greatest impact, we need a national 
standard to ensure ALL families can access paid sick days. 

Yee Won’s Story: I was born 
and raised in Malaysia, but 
came to the U.S. so that I 
could safely express my sexu-
al orientation, gender identity, 
and political beliefs. Separat-
ed from my “blood family” by 
8,000 miles, I have created a 

strong chosen family in Portland, OR. My chosen family 
celebrated with me when I became a U.S. citizen three 
years ago, took care of me when I was recovering from 
my gender transition surgery, and are named in my liv-
ing will and my health care directives. In creating my 
home in the U.S., I left behind Malaysia’s guaranteed 
paid sick days for all wage earners. Now when I am sick, 
I do not have that guarantee. My family will benefit di-
rectly from this legislation, and as a result our family 
will be strengthened.



We need a national standard for paid 
sick days that will allow ALL families 
the time they need to care for their 
loved ones. That standard for defin-
ing family must be “Blood or Affinity.” 
A gold standard for defining family already exists at both 
the the federal and municipal levels: “Blood or affinity” 
is a way of defining family in policy that allows people to 
include close family relations, regardless of biological or 
marital ties. 

A strong collective community effort led to Los Angeles 
being the first city in the country to adopt the standard 
of “blood or affinity.” This is also the definition of family 
that the federal government uses in its own regulation of 
federal workers’ right to work leave. 

It’s time to take a stand and fight 
for ALL families. How we define 
family in policy must match with 
lives of real Americans. 

Questions about how family is defined in workplace and 
economic policy? Contact: 

■■ Kalpana Krishnamurthy, Policy Director at Forward 
Together, kalpana@forwardtogether.org

■■ Preston Van Vliet, National Campaign Organiz-
er, LGBTQ Work-Family Project—A Joint Initiative 
of A Better Balance and Family Values @ Work, 
LGBTQorganizing@gmail.com

THE FACTS ON 
FAMILY

■■ 57 million Americans live in multi-gen-
erational family households. Of the 30 
paid sick days laws in the U.S., 26 cover 
adult children, 25 cover grandparents, 
and 24 cover parents-in-law.1

■■ About 25% of Latinos and African Amer-
icans live in a multi-generational house-
hold, and 27% of Asian Americans do.2 

■■ 1 in 4 unmarried American adults be-
tween the ages of 25 and 34 are living 
with a significant other.3 Of 30 paid sick 
days laws in the United States, 25 cover 
domestic partners.4 

■■ More than 3.6 million children live in 
a household that is not headed by a 
mother or father.5 

■■ 78% of children in the country—nearly 
60 million children—live with at least 
one sibling.6 In many of these families, 
children grow up receiving critical care 
and support from their siblings. As these 
siblings get older and become adults, 
they often care for each other when ill.
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Terrie’s Story: My family is a safety 
net that protects an entire commu-
nity. When my brother is ill, my other 
brother cares for him. My sisters and 
I share caregiving for our mother. I am 
there for my partner’s two children 
with whom I have no legal relationship. 

When finances are tight, the extended family ensures 
that, collectively, we are not spiraling out of control. A 
broad definition of family in paid sick days policy will en-
sure that my family can do its job—caring for each other. 
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