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This does not constitute legal advice. Prior to implementation, this information should be considered along with your organization's specific practices and legal obligations.  
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This 2026 Employment Law Guide summarizes key Washington employment laws that took effect in 2025, along with legislative changes scheduled to take effect in 2026 and beyond. To stay compliant, employers should review these updates and ensure their policies and practices are revised as needed.

Leave Laws
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· House Bill 1875 – Expanded Paid Sick Leave for Immigration Proceedings                                            

Effective: July 27, 2025

HB 1875 amended Washington’s existing Paid Sick Leave (WA PSL) law by adding immigration proceedings as a new qualifying reason. Now, employees can use WA PSL to prepare for, or participate in, any judicial or administrative immigration proceeding involving the employee or their family member.

· Verification 
· Employers can request verification for absences exceeding three days. Acceptable documentation includes statements from the employee, advocates, attorneys, or clergy, but it cannot reveal immigration status or protection details.

· No Retaliation 
· Employers cannot discipline or retaliate against employees for using paid sick leave for immigration proceedings or for exercising rights under the law.

· House Bill 1213 – Expanded PFML Protections

Effective: January 1, 2026 

HB 1213 gradually expands job protections under Washington’s existing Paid Family Medical Leave (PFML) law. Prior to this amendment, job protection under WA PFML applied if an employee worked for a Washington employer with 50 or more employees, had been employed there for at least 12 months, and had worked 1,250 hours in the 12 months before their leave begins.



Summary of Key Changes:

· [bookmark: _Hlk214836306]Reduced Employee Hours for Job Protection 
· Effective January 1, 2026, onward: Employees receive job protection after 180 days of employment (reduced from 12 months).
· The 820 hours worked to qualify for PFML benefits remains, but the 1,250 hours specifically for job protection is changed. 

· Minimum Leave Increment Change 
· Effective January 1, 2026, onward: Employees must take at least four consecutive hours of PFML-qualifying leave in a calendar week to receive PFML benefits (reduced from eight hours).

· Employer Size for Job Protection to Apply 
· From January 1, 2026, to December 31, 2026: Job protection applies to employees working for an employer with 25 or more employees.
· From January 1, 2027, to December 31, 2027: Job protection applies to employees working for an employer with 15 or more employees.
· From January 1, 2028, onward: Job protection applies to employees working for an employer with 8 or more employees.

· Counting FMLA Leave Toward PFML Entitlements
· Effective January 1, 2026: Employers can count FMLA leave toward PFML job protection if employee is given proper notice
· Written Notice must include:
· How the leave counts toward PFML protection 
· Defining the 12-month FMLA leave year 
· Remaining job-protected time 
· Notice must be provided: 
· Within 5 business days of leave request or start 
· At least monthly during the 12-month FMLA leave year 
· Confirmation that Paid Leave benefit eligibility is unaffected 

· WA PFML Premium Increase 

Effective: January 1, 2026 

The Employment Security Department recalculates the total premium rate every October. Employers must implement the new rates on January 1 for all employees. Employers with fewer than 50 employees do not have to pay the employer share of the premium. 

	· Total Premium Rate (gross wages):
	1.13%

	· Employee Share (total Premium):
	71.43%

	· Employer Share (50+ employees):
	28.57%

	· Social Security Cap
	Up to $184,500


Wage & Hour 
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· Minimum Wage Increases 

WA Labor & Industries announces the state’s new minimum wage on September 30th to go into effect on January 1st of every year. Additionally, multiple jurisdictions within Washington have minimum wages that exceed the state’s base minimum wage, with most increasing on January 1, 2026. 
 
Effective: January 1, 2026

· State Minimum Wage: $17.13

· City-Specific Requirements

· Bellingham: 		$19.13 

· Burien:			$21.63 for employers with 500+ full-time employees 							$20.63 for employers with 21-499 full-time employees in King County
(Includes franchisees)

· Everett: 	            $20.77 for employers with 500+ employees; $18.77 employers with 15-499 employees                                                         
or more than $2 million in annual gross revenue in Everett 
· 

· King County: 		$20.82 for employers with 500+ employees 
(Unincorporated): 	$19.82 for employers with 16-499 employees OR 15 or fewer employees and more than $2 million annual gross revenue

· Seattle: 		$21.30

· SeaTac: 		$20.74 for employers in the hospitality and transportation industries

· Tukwila: 		$21.65 for employers with 15+ employees worldwide OR more than $2 million of 
      annual gross revenue in Tukwila
	 			
· Renton: 		$21.57 for employers with 500+ full-time employees worldwide OR $20.57 for 
				employers with either 15-500 employees worldwide OR more than 						$2 million annual gross revenue in Renton
				 





· WA Salary Threshold Changes 

In 2019, WA Labor & Industries published a schedule of minimum salary thresholds for exemptions through January 1, 2028. These thresholds determine the minimum weekly salary to qualify for the ‘white collar’ overtime exemption under Washington law. Along with meeting a salary threshold that is higher than the federal standard, employees must still meet the Fair Labor Standard Act “duties” test for executive, administrative, professional workers, or computer employees.

Effective: January 1, 2026

· All Employers: $1,541.70/week ($80,168.40 a year)
	
· Computer professionals: $58.31/ hour 
      (all employers)

· Equal Pay & Opportunities Act Expansion 

Effective: July 1, 2025

· HB 1905 expanded protections under Washington’s Equal Pay & Opportunities Act (EPOA) to not only gender but all protected classes including  “age, sex, marital status, sexual orientation, race, creed, color, national origin, citizenship or immigration status, honorably discharged veteran or military status, or the presence of any sensory, mental, or physical disability or the use of a trained dog guide or service animal by a person with a disability.” 

· As a reminder, under the EPOA employers must pay “similarly employed” employees the same compensation unless their pay differentials are based on bona fide factors including but not limited to: education, training, or experience; seniority systems; merit systems; quality-based pay; quantity-based pay; and regional differences.


Mandatory Retirement Program
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· [bookmark: _Hlk203936403]Washington Saves 

Effective: July 1, 2027

Established in 2024, Washington Saves is an automatic enrollment individual retirement savings for Washington employees. The program is set to launch on July 1, 2027. 

· Requirements
· Covered employers to allow employees an opportunity to contribute to an IRA through an automatic payroll deduction. 
· Enroll employees who have had continuous employment of one year or more in the program at default contribution rates (no less than 3 percent, no greater than 7 percent of an employee’s wages). Employees may opt out of the program.

· Covered Employers
      An employer is covered under Washington Saves if the following is met:
· The business is located in Washington State for at least two years.
· The employer has employees working a combined minimum of 10,400 hours during the previous calendar year (approximately 5 full-time or full-time equivalent employees).
· The employer does not already offer employees a qualified retirement plan.


Non-Competition Agreements 
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· Non-Compete Requirements                                                                                        
.
Since 2020, Washington state has enacted a non-compete law with parameters employers must follow for a non-compete to be valid and enforceable under state law.

Effective: January 1, 2025

· Along with previous mandates, the following applies to non-competes:
· Applies only to employees who earn at least $123,394.17 or independent contractors who earn more than $308,485.43. 
· A non-compete agreement is generally presumed to be unreasonable and unenforceable if it lasts longer than 18 months.
· Employers must disclose the terms of the non-compete in writing prior to the employee’s acceptance of employment or for current employees, supported by additional consideration like a pay raise or bonus.
· If an employee is laid off, their non-compete is unenforceable unless the employer pays the full base salary through the non-compete period.


Pregnancy Accommodations 
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· Senate Bill 5217 – Expanded Pregnancy-Related Accommodations

Effective: January 1, 2027

SB 5217 significantly expands Washington’s existing Pregnancy-Related Accommodations law. Currently, the law applies to employers with 15 or more employees and requires employers to provide reasonable break time for employees to express breast milk for up to two years after the child's birth.



· Expanded Employer Coverage 
· Expands coverage to employers of one or more employees, and any religious or sectarian organization not organized for private profit. 

· Expanded Accommodations 
· Adds post-partum visits to “Scheduling flexibility for prenatal visits.”

· Paid Time Requirement & Employer Restrictions
· Employees must be paid for breaks during work hours at their regular rate of pay; and travel time to access lactation space.
· Employers must provide lactation breaks in addition to meal and rest periods.
· Employers cannot mandate the use of paid leave for lactation breaks or related travel time.


Personnel Files  
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· [bookmark: _Hlk182577556]House Bill 1308 – Employee Access to Personnel Files Expanded

Effective: July 27, 2025

HB 1308 amended Washington’s law regarding employee access to personnel files. Previously, employers were only required to offer local access within a “reasonable” timeframe, and the term “personnel file” lacked a clear definition.

· Employee File Access
· Employers must provide current or former employees (separated within 3 years) copies of their personnel files within 21 days at no cost and, if asked by a former employee, a signed statement explaining their discharge.

· Personnel File Definition
· Personnel file includes all job application records, performance evaluations, inactive or closed disciplinary records, leave and reasonable accommodation records, payroll records, & employment agreements.

· Penalties 
· Establishes statutory damages for violations. Employers may be required to pay penalties ranging from $250 to $1,000 depending on how late an employer responds to the employee's request.




Notice for Mass Layoffs 
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· Senate Bill 5525 – “Mini-Warn” for Mass Layoffs  

Effective: July 27, 2025

[bookmark: _Hlk210208161]SB 5525 established requirements for employers with 50 or more employees to provide advance notice of business closings and mass layoffs. It's modeled after the federal WARN Act but offers broader protections and notice requirements. 

· Definitions
· Business Closure: A permanent or temporary shutdown of a single site of employment that results in employment loss for 50 or more full-time employees.
· Mass Layoff: A reduction in force not caused by a business closing that results in employment loss for 50 or more full-time employees within any 30-day period.

· New Written Notice Requirement
· [bookmark: _Hlk210208175]Employers must provide at least 60 days' written notice to affected employees and the Washington Employment Security Department (ESD) prior to a business closure or mass layoff.

· Notice Content Requirements 
· The name/address of the impacted site & the company contact person.
· Whether the action is permanent or temporary (if temp, whether it lasts longer or less than 3 months).
· The anticipated date of first employment loss & schedule of losses.
· The impacted job titles & names of employees in those jobs.
· Whether the action is the result of, or will result in, the relocation or contracting out of the employers’ operations or employees’ positions.

· Exceptions 
· Notice requirements are excused for unforeseeable business circumstances, natural disasters, or certain construction projects.

· Employees on PFML
· Unless notification is excused, employers would not be permitted to include in a mass reduction in force any employee currently taking paid family or medical leave under the Washington Paid Family and Medical Leave (PFML) law.

· Penalties
· Failure to provide notice may result in actual damages (with a minimum of $5,000), interest, investigation and legal costs, and civil penalties. Civil penalties can be up to $500 for the first offense, increasing to $1,000 (or 10% of damages) for repeat violations.



Applications & Job Postings  
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· Senate Bill 5408 – Equal Pay & Opportunity Act Amendments for Job Postings

Effective: July 27, 2025

SB 5408 amended Washington’s existing Equal Pay and Opportunities Act (WA EPOA). As a reminder, EPOA applies to employers with 15+ employees and qualifying employers must include the wage scale or range and general benefits in all job postings.

· New Requirements 
· If an employer offers a fixed wage for a position, including internal transfers or promotions, that specific amount must be listed in lieu of a wage scale.
· Additionally, the definition of a “posting” now explicitly excludes those published without the employer's consent.

· Opportunity to Cure 
· If an employer receives written notice of a violation, they have five business days to correct the posting. Correcting it within this timeframe allows them to avoid penalties, damages, or other relief, which can range from $100 to $5,000 per violation.

· House Bill 5501 – Drivers’ License Requirements  

Effective: July 27, 2025

HB 5501 created a new law concerning employer requirements for driving. The bill prohibits employers from generally requiring a driver's license for jobs or in job postings.

· Requirements 
Prohibits employers from:
· Requiring a drivers’ license as a condition of employment.
· Including a statement on the job posting that an applicant must have a valid driver's license.

· Exceptions
· These requirements don’t apply if driving is one of the essential job functions; or driving is related to a legitimate business purpose for the position. 
      
· Penalties 
· Failure to comply may result in paying actual damages, statutory damages, and civil penalties, with specific amounts set for first and repeat offenses.


· House Bill 1747 – “Ban-the-Box” Expansion
[bookmark: _Hlk182583652]
Effective: July 1, 2026 (15+ employees); July 1, 2027 (<15 employees)

HB 1747 expands protections for applicants and employees under the Washington Fair Chance Act (FCA). Washington employers cannot automatically or categorially exclude an individual with a criminal record from any employment position. 

· New Timing Requirements  
· Prohibits employers from inquiring about criminal history and/or conducting a background check until after making a conditional offer of employment.

· Limits on Adverse Action 
· Employers cannot take tangible adverse employment actions based on arrest records or juvenile conviction records. Adult conviction records can only be considered with a documented legitimate business reason. An exception applies to an adult arrest in which the individual is out on bail or released on the individual's own personal recognizance pending trial.

· Definitions
· Tangible Adverse Employment Action: A decision by an employer to reject an otherwise qualified job applicant or to terminate, suspend, discipline, demote, or deny a promotion to an employee.
· Legitimate Business Reason: The employer believes in good faith that the nature of the criminal conduct in the conviction record will: have a negative impact on the employee's or applicant's fitness or ability to perform the position sought or held; o harm or cause injury to people, property, business reputation, or business assets. The employe must have considered factors including:
· Seriousness of the conduct in the record,
· Number and types of convictions,
· Time has elapsed since the conviction (excluding incarceration),
· Specific duties of the position,
· Place and manner the position will be performed, and 
· Any verifiable information related to the individual's rehabilitation, good conduct, work experience, education, and training, as provided by the individual.

· Pre-Adverse Action Notice 
· Before taking an adverse employment action based on an applicant's or employee's record, a pre-adverse action notice must be issued. 
· The notice must inform the individual in writing of the record being used.
· The position must be held open for at least two business days to give the individual an opportunity to review, explain, and/or correct the information. 

· Adverse Action Notice 
· If an adverse employment decision is taken following the pre-adverse action requirements, the employer must provide the individual with a written decision, including specific documentation as to its reasoning and assessment of each of the relevant factors.
· Relevant factors must include the impact of the conviction on the position or business operations, and the employer’s consideration of the applicant's or employee's rehabilitation, good conduct, work experience, education, and training factors. 
· Exceptions
· Employers are not prohibited from accurately disclosing to the applicant that the position is subject to a background check after a conditional offer of employment.  
· Applicants are not prohibited from voluntarily disclosing, without solicitation by the employer, information about the applicant's criminal record during an interview.  
· If either disclosure is made, the employer must immediately inform the applicant in writing of the requirements relating to criminal history and tangible adverse employment actions and provide the applicant a copy of the AGO's Fair Chance Act Guide for Employers and Job Applicants.
· The following employers are exempt from WA FCA.
· Employers hiring individuals who have unsupervised access to children or vulnerable adults.
· Employers who are expressly allowed or required to consider an applicant's criminal record under state or federal law.
· Law enforcement and criminal justice agencies.

· Penalties 
· Administrative penalties of up to $1,500 for the first violation, $3,000 for the second violation, and $15,000 for each subsequent violation may be imposed.


Unemployment Insurance & Workers’ Compensation 
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· House Bill 5041 – UI Benefits for Striking Workers

Effective: January 1, 2026

HB 5041 allows workers, both in the public and private sector, who become unemployed due to an ongoing workplace strike to be eligible to receive unemployment insurance (UI) benefits.

· Eligibility & Benefit Amounts
· Striking workers can begin receiving UI benefits after whichever comes first: the second Sunday after the strike begins or the strike’s end date. Workers then must wait the normal one-week UI waiting period before becoming eligible.  
· Locked out workers can become eligible to receive benefits after the normal one-week UI waiting period.
· Benefits are capped to a maximum of 6 weeks per strike.
· If courts later find the strike to be unlawful, workers must repay any UI benefits received. 
· If a worker receives back pay at a later date for strike weeks, they must repay any UI benefits received for those weeks.

· House Bill 1788 – Workers’ Compensation Benefits 

Effective: January 1, 2026

HB 1788 updates how workers’ compensation benefits are calculated for permanently or temporarily injured workers and their surviving spouses.  Under this bill, benefit amounts no longer depend on whether a worker is married; calculations are now based solely on the number of dependent children.
[bookmark: _Hlk182579427][image: ]Industry Specific 

· Warehouse Distribution Centers

· [bookmark: _Hlk203914339][bookmark: _Hlk184674907]Quotas in Warehouse Distribution Centers                                                                       

Effective: January 1, 2025

HB 1762 regulates the use of production quotas or standards at warehouse distribution centers. 

· Definitions
· Quota: a work performance standard, whether required or recommended, where: 
· an employee is assigned or required to perform at a specified productivity speed, or perform a quantified number of tasks, or to handle or produce a quantified amount of material, within a defined time period and under which the employee may suffer an adverse employment action if they fail to complete the performance standard; or 
· an employee's actions are categorized between time performing tasks and not performing tasks, if the employee may suffer an adverse employment action if they fail to meet the performance standard.
· Warehouse: an establishment engaged in activities as defined by any of the following North American industry classification system codes; however such establishment is denominated: 493 for warehousing and storage, but does not include 493130 for farm product warehousing and storage; 423 for merchant wholesalers, durable goods; 424 for merchant wholesalers, nondurable goods; or 454110 for electronic shopping and mail-order houses.

· Applies to employers who employ or are engaged with at least:
· 100 non-exempt employees in a single distribution center or;
· 1,000 non-exempt employees in multiple distribution centers in Washington.

· Employer Requirements
· Give new employees a written description within 30 days of hire about quotas, any adverse actions that could be taken for not meeting quotas and any bonuses or incentives for meeting or exceeding quotas. 
· The written description must be understandable, in plain language, and in the employee's preferred language.
· Notify employees in writing within 2 business days when a quota requirement is changed. 
· [bookmark: _Hlk184301697]Take into consideration when enacting quotas the time it takes for an employee to:
· Take time for rest and meal breaks (including the time it takes to travel to that designated area).
· Take time to use the restroom.
· Take any actions necessary for the employee to exercise safe and healthful workplace rights such as time to access tools or safety equipment.
· Take time to perform any activity required by the employer in order to perform work on the quota.
· The written description must be understandable, in plain language, and in the employee's preferred language.



· Isolated Workers 

·  Senate Bill 1524 – Isolated Employee Safety 

Effective: January 1, 2026

SB 1524 amends safety measures for employers of isolated workers. Currently, the law requires employers in hotels, motels, retail, security, and property services to provide panic buttons to isolated employees, establish clear anti-harassment policies, conduct mandatory sexual harassment prevention training, and supply workers with resources for reporting harassment and emergency contact information. SB 1524 expands these protections by more clearly defining who qualifies as an “isolated worker,” and by increasing requirements for training and recordkeeping.

· Isolated Employee Definition
· Clarifies that an isolated employee includes any janitor, security guard, hotel or motel housekeeper, or room service attendant who performs work in an area where two or more co-workers, supervisors, or a combination thereof are unable to immediately respond to an emergency without being summoned by the employee, or who spends at least 50 percent of their working hours without a supervisor or another co-worker present.

· Panic Button Requirements 
· Clarifies a panic button must be easy to activate, reliably summon immediate assistance, allow responders to accurately identify the employee's location, and be designed to minimize accidental activation and tampering.

· Training
· Expands mandatory training to include content informing isolated employees can use panic buttons, and informing managers and supervisors on the responsibility to respond to the use of panic buttons.  

· Recordkeeping
Along with current recordkeeping requirements, employers must:
· Maintain records of the purchase and utilization of panic buttons and make those records available to Washington’s Department of Labor & Industries (L&I) upon request.  
· Document completion of the mandatory sexual harassment training and provide the documentation to L&I upon request.

· Reporting
· Property services contractors providing commercial janitorial services must submit required information to L&I at least annually. 

· Penalties 
· For willful employer violations, L&I can impose a $1,000 fine for each violation. For repeat willful violations, the penalty is at least $2,000 and up to $10,000 for each violation. L&I can lower or waive the penalty if the employer fixes the violation.



· Vulnerable Populations

· House Bill 1490 – Background Checks for Vulnerable Population Positions 

Effective: July 27, 2025

HB 1490 requires fingerprint-based national background checks for all individuals (applicants and current employees) in positions who will have unsupervised access to vulnerable populations. This applies to state-licensed or state-contracted agencies, facilities, and providers. Vulnerable populations include children, elderly adults, and individuals with disabilities.


· Agriculture 

· House Bill 1141 – Collective Bargaining for Agricultural Workers

Effective: July 27, 2025

HB 1141 established collective bargaining rights and procedures for agricultural workers involved in the state’s cannabis industry, who are not covered by the federal National Labor Relations Act (NLRA).


· Career & Technical Programs

· House Bill 1121 – Hours Worked for 16- & 17-Year Olds in Certain Programs

Effective: January 1, 2026

HB 1121 allows a 16- or 17-year-old minor to work up to 48 hours a week if the minor is enrolled in a bona fide college program or a career and technical education program where they perform work for an employer approved by the program. A career and technical education program is a work-based learning program approved by the Office of Superintendent of Public Instruction or the minor's school district. 
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