


expanded the FMLA in two critical ways: 

New Leave Entitlement: Effective immediately, eligible employees who are 
spouses, children, parents or next of kin, are entitled to take up to 26 weeks 
of leave in a 12-month period to care for a service member recovering from 
an illness or injury sustained in active duty. Although the entitlement is in 
addition to leave otherwise permitted under FMLA, an employee's combined 
total annual FMLA leave entitlement does not exceed 26 weeks. 

New Qualifying Reason for Leave: Effective with the issuance of final 
regulations by the DOL, eligible employees whose spouse, children or 
parents have been called to active duty are entitled to a maximum of 12 
weeks of leave because of "any qualifying exigency" arising out of that 
circumstance. A "qualifying exigency" is essentially added to the four events 
that currently entitle an employee to 12 weeks of FMLA leave (i.e., birth of a 
child, placement of a child, to care for a family member with serious health 
condition, and the employee's serious health condition). 
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The Skinny On Obesity: It's More Costly To U.S. Companies Than 
    Smoking, Alcoholism 
    Financial Week - April 9, 2008

The obesity epidemic costs U.S. private employers an estimated $45 billion 
a year in medical expenditures and worker absenteeism, according to a 
report released today by the Conference Board.

The report found obesity is associated with a 36% increase in health-care 
spending, more than results from smoking or alcoholism. Since 34% of 
American adults fit the definition of obesity, cutting costs associated with the 
condition will challenge companies for years to come.

Companies are gearing up to combat obesity. The report said that more than 
40% of U.S. companies have obesity reduction or wellness programs, and 
an additional 24% plan to start such programs in 2008. 

But throwing money at such programs can al! so add to employers' woes. 
Companies risk discrimination lawsuits if they are too forceful about 
encouraging employees to manage their weight, even if it is for the 
employees' own good. And not all weight loss and obesity programs get 
results, which could leave employers stuck with a weighty bill.

The report suggested companies involve their employees in the planning of 
any health initiatives, before programs are put into place.
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Adapting to Absenteeism     
    Human Resource Executive Online - April 10, 2008

Everyone needs a mental-health day once in a while to unwind or recharge. 
But so many employees today are calling in sick that bosses suspect there's 
more going on than an epidemic of flu and stomach viruses. Two-thirds of 
U.S. workers who call in sick are dealing with family or personal issues, not 
illness, according to the most recent Unscheduled Absence Survey of 317 
HR executives, conducted for CCH, a Riverwoods, Ill.-based provider of HR 
and employment-law services. Family issues accounted for 22 percent of 
day-off calls; personal needs, 18 percent; entitlement mentality, 13 percent; 
and stress, 13 percent. 

The poll included 1,036 employees. Twenty percent said they took off 
because of work stress; 15 percent cited personal issues; 12 percent, lack of 
physical energy; and 5 percent, lack of motivation. Many workers today are 
either dual-income couples, single parents, caregivers for aging parents, or 
two of the three. The three most common methods HR uses to control 
absenteeism are disciplinary action, annual employee reviews and 
verification of illness, according to the CCH survey. Yet, the most effective 
ways to manage absenteeism, according to the survey, are paid-leave banks 
and buy-back programs, as well as disciplinary action. Paid-leave banks 
(also called paid-time-off or PTOs), which bundle together sick, personal and 
vacation days, have become increasingly popular. 
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Paid Maternity Leave Still On the Wishlist For Many U.S. Mothers
    Economic Policy Institute - May 7, 2008
 

This Mother's Day, we reflect on the critical but often overlooked issue of 
maternity leave. In a selection of 19 countries with comparable per capita 
income, the United States provides the fewest maternity leave benefits in 
both length of leave and paid time off. This is considered separate from any 
disability insurance for which one may qualify. In fact, the United States falls 
two weeks short of the International Labor Organization's basic minimum 
standard of at least 14 weeks general leave. It is also the only country not to 
guarantee some amount of leave with income.

The United States passed the Family and Medical Leave Act in 1993, giving 
eligible parents 12 weeks unpaid leave to care for a new child. But aside 
from being unpaid, it is limited to workplaces of more than 50 employees, 
which excludes more than 41.3% of working Americans, or about 48.1 
million people.

On May 2, New Jersey became the third state in the country to pass 
legislation that would provide at least some degree of paid family leave 
(following California and Washington). Most recently at the federal level, the 
Family Leave Insurance Act of 2008 (H.R. 5873) was introduced in April to 
provide paid leave to care for a new child and to cover workplaces with 
fewer than 50 employees. 
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