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Abstract 

 

This Capstone memorandum gives a background on economic trends in the latter half of 

the twentieth century to today that have changed the demographics of American families, 

including the rise of dual earner households and women’s labor force participation.  With 

that history as a backdrop, this Capstone delves into the issue of family leave as a critical 

policy in accommodating working families and presents evidence on the social, political, 

and economic costs and benefits of paid family leave, including a review of the current 

states which mandate such programs for employees, and provides a policy path forward 

toward a national paid family leave program with specific recommendations.  
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MEMORANDUM 
 

FOR  SENATOR KIRSTEN E. GILLIBRAND, UNITED STATES SENATE 

 

FROM VERONICA WEIS GOODMAN 

 

SUBJECT PAID FAMILY LEAVE IN THE UNITED STATES 

 

DATE  APRIL 19, 2016 

 

 

 

 

Action Forcing Event 

 

  According to new 2015 data from the United States Department of Labor, dual-earner 

households have grown dramatically over the last few decades and today, 70 percent of 

mothers work.
1
  In fact, more than 40 percent of mothers are the sole or primary 

breadwinners for their families.
2
  The demographics of the American family continue to 

change as more than 50 percent of children today are born to unmarried mothers.
3
  Yet, 

despite these trends, the United States is the only developed economy that does not 

provide paid parental leave.
4
 

Statement of the Problem 

 

  Millions of working Americans lack access to paid parental leave benefits.
5
  This 

negatively impacts our economy and families in a number of ways.  First, it makes it 

harder for working parents to return to the labor force after the birth or adoption of a new 

                                                 
1
 “Employment Characteristics of Families Summary,” Bureau of Labor Statistics, (accessed 7 Feb.  2016).   

2
 Sarah Jane Glynn, “Breadwinning Mothers, Then and Now,” Center for American Progress, 20 June 

2014, (accessed 7 Feb.  2016). 
3
 “A Woman’s Nation Pushes Back from the Brink,” The Shriver Report, (accessed 7 Feb.  2016). 

4
 “Maternity and paternity at work: law and practice across the world,” International Labour Organization, 

2014, (accessed 7 Feb.  2016). 
5
 Jason Furman and Betsey Stevenson, “Why Our Economy Needs Paid Leave," The White House, 15 Jan.  

2015, (accessed 14 Jan. 2016). 
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child.  According to a recent 2015 report by the White House Council of Economic 

Advisers, women’s labor force participation has stalled since the 1990s and a lack of 

benefits is thought to be one cause.
6
  As shown in Figure 1 below, after rising for much of 

the latter half of the twentieth century, women’s labor force participation peaked in 1999 

at 74 percent and has since fallen to 69 percent.
7
   

Figure 1 

 

Source: White House Council of Economic Advisers
8
 

  When less workers participate in the labor force, it means our economic growth and 

potential is stunted.
9
  In fact, the United States is the only industrialized nation which 

                                                 
6
 “The Economics of Paid and Unpaid Leave," The White House, June 2014, (accessed 14 Jan. 2016). 

7
 Claire Cain Miller and Liz Alderman, “Why U.S. Women Are Leaving Jobs Behind,” The New York 

Times, 12 Dec.  2014, (accessed 4 Apr. 2016). 
8
 “The Economics of Paid and Unpaid Leave." The White House. 

9
 Elisabeth Jacobs, “The Declining Labor Force Participation Rate: Causes, Consequences, and the Path 

Forward,” Washington Center for Equitable Growth, 15 July 2015, (accessed 2 April 2016). 
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does not guarantee paid parental leave and also has one of the lowest women’s labor 

force participation rates.
10

  Many European countries, such as Switzerland, Germany, and 

France, among others, rank much higher than the United States on this measure and offer 

family-friendly work programs.
11

  A 2014 survey conducted by the Kaiser Family 

Foundation, The New York Times, and CBS News found that of non-working adults aged 

25 to 54 in the United States, 61 percent of women said family duties were a reason they 

were opting out of the labor force, while 37 percent of men said the same.
12

  Of those 

women who identified as homemakers, nearly 75 percent said they would reenter the 

workforce if they could find a job with more flexibility or the option to work remotely.  

Among those polled, the challenges of working and raising a family seemed to be 

especially acute for lower-income individuals and those with less educational attainment, 

potentially making it a contributing factor to rising inequality.   

  Second, a lack of paid parental leave benefits is also bad for American businesses.  A 

2012 report found that raising the female labor force participation rate to the same level 

as males would increase GDP in the United States by 5 percent.
13

  A study by Goldman 

Sachs has estimated the GDP loss to be closer to 9 percent.
14

  The 2015 CEA report 

found that when costs and benefits of family leave programs were analyzed from an 

employer’s perspective, paid or unpaid leave can have a “positive effect on long-term 

productivity by improving recruitment, retention, and employee motivation.”  A part of 

                                                 
10

 Susanna Kim, “US Is Only Industrialized Nation Without Paid Maternity Leave,” ABC News, 6 May 

2015, (accessed 14 Jan. 2016). 
11

 Claire Cain Miller and Liz Alderman, “Why U.S.  Women Are Leaving Jobs Behind,” The New York 

Times. 
12

 Liz Hamel, et al, “Kaiser Family Foundation/New York Times/CBS News Non-Employed Poll,” Kaiser 

Family Foundation, 11 Dec.  2014, (accessed 4 Apr. 2016).   
13

 DeAnne Aguirre, Leila Hoteit, Christine Rupp, and Karim Sabbagh, “Empowering the Third Billion. 

Women and the World of Work in 2012,” Booz and Company, 2012, (accessed 25 Mar. 2016). 
14

 “Female power,” The Economist, 30 Dec. 2009, (accessed 4 Apr. 2016). 
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their assessment included a survey conducted in California of 253 employers which 

found that over ninety percent reported either positive or no noticeable effect on 

profitability, turnover, and morale.
15

  Companies are starting to take note and in recent 

years, the number of businesses which offer varying levels of paid parental leave benefits 

has begun to increase.
16

   

  Third, a lack of paid parental leave has consequences on both the health of the mother 

and child.  According to a 2011 study of 141 countries with such policies, paid leave can 

reduce infant mortality by as much as 10 percent.
17

  Additionally, it also increases the 

likelihood of infants getting routine pediatric care and crucial vaccinations early in their 

lives, such as measles and polio vaccines.
18

  When given access to paid leave, mothers 

are also more likely to breast feed, according to a 2011 study in California.
19

  According 

to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, when infants are breast fed, they have 

a decreased exposure rate to infections and are also less likely to suffer from asthma, 

obesity, and sudden infant death syndrome.
20

  According to the CDC, the benefits also 

extend to the health of the mother: women who breast feed are less likely to get various 

forms of cancer, diabetes, heart disease, and suffer from depression.    

                                                 
15

 Eileen Appelbaum and Ruth Milkman,“Paid Family Leave Pays Off in California,” Harvard Business 

Review, 2011, (accessed  14 Jan. 2016). 
16

 Lydia Dishman, “The Real Cost of Paid Parental Leave for Business,” Fast Company, Jan. 2016, 

(accessed 22 Jan.  2016). 
17

 Judy Heymann, et al, “Creating and Using New Data Sources to Analyze the Relationship Between 

Social Policy and Global Health: The Case of Maternal Leave,” Public Health 126, (2011), 127-134. 
18

 Lawrence Berger, et al, “Maternity leave, early maternal employment and child health and development 

in the US,” The Economic Journal 115, Feb. 2005, F29-F47. 
19

 Eileen Appelbaum and Ruth Milkman, “Leaves That Pay,” Center for Economic and Policy Research, 

2011 (accessed 22 Jan. 2016). 
20

 “Hospital Actions Affect Breastfeeding,” The Centers for Disease Control, 2015, (accessed 22 Jan.  

2016). 
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  All of these health outcomes have economic costs and benefits which show that a lack 

of paid leave access has a detrimental and costly effect on working families.  To date, 

only three states – California, New Jersey, and Rhode Island – offer guaranteed paid 

leave.  According to the Department of Labor, considering the three states and the private 

sector companies that offer such benefits, this translates to approximately only 12 percent 

of private sector workers have access to leave through their employers meaning that this 

problem is widespread.
21

 

History 

  In the late 1960s, women in the United States began entering the labor force in record 

numbers.
22

  This new trend was caused by a variety of catalyzing factors including World 

War II labor shortages, the rise of the Feminist movement, economic necessity due to 

increased cost of living and prices, passage of the governmental equal rights act, 

increased access to higher education, among others.
23

  The female labor force 

participation rate rose from 32 percent in 1948 to 60 percent in 2000.
24

  This 

demographics trend necessitated changes in the workplace and in policy in order to better 

accommodate women and the changing American family. 

  As Figure 1 above and Figure 2 below show, the female labor force participation rate 

began to plateau in the late 1990s and has stayed relatively stable since then.  Leading 

                                                 
21

 “DOL Fact Sheet: Paid Family and Medical Leave,” Department of Labor, (accessed 22 Jan. 2016). 
22

 Lisa Quast, “Causes And Consequences Of The Increasing Numbers Of Women In The Workforce,” 

Forbes, 14 Feb.  2011, (accessed 4 Apr. 2016). 
23

 Ibid. 
24

 Elisabeth Jacobs, “The Declining Labor Force Participation Rate: Causes, Consequences, and the Path 

Forward,” Washington Center for Equitable Growth. 
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economists cite a lack of family-friendly workplace policies as one of the principal 

causes of stalled women’s entry into the workforce.
25

  

Figure 2 

 

Source: St.  Louis Federal Reserve
26

 

  Concurrently, the number of two-earner households has increased from 47 percent in the 

1960s to 66 percent in 2010, while the number of households with a female as the 

breadwinner has also risen in the past few decades.
27

  The reality behind these trends has 

spelled longer work hours for workers, more difficulty juggling work and family, and an 

                                                 
25

 “The Economics of Paid and Unpaid Leave," The White House. 
26

 “Graph: Civilian Labor Force Participation Rate: Women,” Federal Reserve Bank of St. Louis, 2016, 

(accessed 15 Apr. 2016). 
27

 Scott A. Hodge and Andrew Lundeen, “America Has Become a Nation of Dual-Income Working 

Couples,” The Tax Foundation, 21 Nov. 2013, (accessed 4 Apr. 2016). 
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increasing reliance on unaffordable child care.
28

  The confluence of these trends has also 

brought the issues around family-friendly workplaces and policies to the national agenda 

as workers seek to balance work and families.  In recent decades, policymakers have tried 

to address these issues with a number of proposals.   

The first major piece of legislation in the United States that guaranteed employees the 

right to take leave from work for medical reasons, the birth or adoption of a new child, or 

to care for an ill family member, was enacted in 1993 by President Bill Clinton’s 

Administration.
29

  This coincided with the decade in which women’s labor force 

participation peaked in 1999-2000.
30

  The law does not cover all workers and has 

limitations.  The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) allows for up to twelve weeks 

of unpaid leave during a twelve-month period and only applies to private employers with 

fifty or more employees.
31

  States are not restricted to the standards set by the FMLA and 

can chose to expand beyond those with their own family leave laws.  According to the 

National Conference of State Legislatures, a number of states have expanded family 

leave beyond the 1993 law, including California, Connecticut, the District of Columbia, 

Hawaii, Maine, Minnesota, New Jersey, Oregon, Rhode Island, Vermont, Washington, 

and Wisconsin.  Prior to the FMLA, medical leave was controlled by employers and 

                                                 
28

 Rebecca Clay, “Making working families work,” American Psychological Association, Dec.  2005, 

(accessed 5 Apr. 2016). 
29

 “History of the FMLA,” National Partnership for Women and Families, (accessed 21 Feb. 2016). 
30

 Elisabeth Jacobs, “The Declining Labor Force Participation Rate: Causes, Consequences, and the Path 

Forward,” Washington Center for Equitable Growth. 
31

 “State Family and Medical Leave Laws,” National Conference of State Legislatures, 31 Dec. 2014, 

(accessed 21 Feb. 2016). 
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individual states and employees seeking leave were not guaranteed job security or legal 

protections.
32

  

  As noted previously, to date, the United States is the only industrialized country in the 

world that does not offer mandated paid parental leave.
33

  There are a few states with 

individual paid leave programs, however, including California, New Jersey, and Rhode 

Island.
34

  According to the NCSL, these have structured the funding for these programs 

through employee-paid payroll taxes and are run through their state disability programs.  

In recent years, a number of other states, such as the District of Columbia, Delaware, 

Massachusetts, and Connecticut have considered passing similar legislation to create 

programs.  The state of Washington passed a paid family leave law in 2007 but it has 

never been implemented due to budget issues and implementation hurdles.
35

  In 2016, 

New York state passed legislation that would offer partially paid family leave of twelve 

weeks but the program will not be enacted for several years.
36

  Also in 2016, San 

Francisco city supervisors voted to require employers to give their employees six weeks 

of fully paid parental leave, making it the first city in the country to pass such 

legislation.
37

 

 

 

                                                 
32

 Page Rockwell, “Happy birthday, Family and Medical Leave Act,” Salon, 5 Feb. 2007, (accessed 21 Feb. 

2016).   
33

 Danielle Kurtzleben, “Lot Of Other Countries Mandate Paid Leave. Why Not The U.S.?” NPR, 15 July 

2015, (accessed 21 Feb. 2016).   
34

 “State Family and Medical Leave Laws,” National Conference of State Legislatures. 
35

 Katherine Richard, “Endless Delays May Doom Paid Family Leave in Washington State,” Think 

Progress, 26 July 2013, (accessed 21 Feb. 2016).   
36

 Joel Rose, “Paid Family Leave Advocates Celebrate A Big Week, But The Battle's Not Over,” NPR, 10 

Apr. 2016, (accessed 15 Apr. 2016). 
37

 Camila Domonoske, “A Big Week For Parents: New York State, San Francisco Establish Paid-Leave 

Laws,” NPR, 6 Apr. 2016, (accessed 15 Apr. 2016). 
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Figure 3 

 

Source: U.S.  News & World Report as of March 2016
38

 

  The states that have paid leave have structured their programs slightly differently, as 

shown below in Figure 4. 

Figure 4: State Paid Leave Program Structures 

State 
Year 

Effective 
Duration Implementation Replacement Rate 

California 2004 6 weeks Temporary 

Disability Insurance 

Up to 55% to a 

maximum of 

$1,067/week in 

2014 

New Jersey 2009 6 weeks Temporary 

Disability Insurance 

Up to 66% to a 

maximum of 

                                                 
38

 Tierney Sneed, “Paid Family Leave Is Primed for a National Debate,” U.S. News, 23 Mar. 2015, 

(accessed 4 Mar. 2016). 
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$595/week 

Washington 
Passed in 

2009, not yet 

implemented 

 Temporary 

Disability Insurance 

 

Rhode 

Island 

2014 
4 weeks  

Temporary 

Disability Insurance 

Up to 60% to a 

maximum of 

$752/week 

New York 

Passed in 

2016, to be 

implemented 

in 2018 

12 weeks  

Up to 67% of a 

worker’s average 

wages for up to 

twelve weeks 

Source: Data from The White House Council of Economic Advisers
39

 and NPR
40

 

  The Obama Administration has made attempts to encourage more states to establish 

their own paid leave programs and to further study paid leave and its effects through 

research conducted by the Department of Labor.
41

  First, President Obama has tried to 

incentivize more states to set up their own programs by including funding in the federal 

budget for support in the initial start up and implementation of such programs.  In Fiscal 

Year 2017, the Budget includes $2.2 billion to provide competitive grants for up to five 

states to establish programs like in California, New Jersey, and Rhode Island.
42

  

Additionally, the current Administration has increased funding to the Department of 

Labor for new, state-level research and analysis on the development of paid family and 

medical leave programs.  In 2015, the Administration granted $500,000 to the District of 

Columbia, Massachusetts, and Montana to launch state paid leave program feasibility 

                                                 
39

 “The Economics of Paid and Unpaid Leave," The White House. 
40

 “Paid Family Leave Advocates Celebrate A Big Week, But The Battle's Not Over,” NPR. 
41

 “Paid Family and Medical Leave,” National Partnership for Women and Families, Feb. 2016, (accessed 

21 Feb.  2016).   
42

 Ibid.   
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studies, along with funding set aside for Rhode Island to study the impact of their 

recently-launched state paid leave program.
43

 

  In 2015, President Obama also announced and signed a presidential memorandum 

giving federal workers six weeks of paid leave.
44

  

  Paid leave has gained momentum in recent years, including in the Congress and 2016 

Presidential elections.  In 2013, Congresswomen Rosa DeLauro and Senator Kirsten 

Gillibrand introduced legislation to create paid family and medical leave via the Family 

and Medical Insurance Leave Act (FAMILY (H.R. 1439/S. 786)).
45

  The act would 

establish a national paid family and medical leave insurance program and create an 

independent trust fund within the Social Security Administration to collect fees and 

provide benefits.
46

  It would be funded through employee and employer of 0.2 percent of 

wages each and benefit levels would equal 66 percent of an individual’s typical monthly 

wages up to a capped monthly amount that would be indexed for inflation.
47

  Unlike the 

FLMA, the FAMILY Act would provide leave to individuals regardless of the size of 

their current employer, whether they are self-employed or currently unemployed, as long 

as the person has sufficient earnings and work history.
48

  The act has not moved forward 

in Congress as of February 2016.   

                                                 
43

 Brigid Shulte, “Voters want paid leave, paid sick days, poll shows. Obama, too. Will Congress oblige?” 

The Washington Post, 21 Jan. 2015, (accessed 6 Apr. 2016). 
44

 Brigid Shulte, “Voters want paid leave, paid sick days, poll shows. Obama, too. Will Congress oblige?” 

The Washington Post. 
45

 Jane Farrell and Sarah Jane Glynn, “The FAMILY Act: Facts and Frequently Asked Questions,” Think 

Progress, 12 Dec. 2013, (accessed 24 Feb. 2016). 
46

 “DeLauro, Gillibrand Introduce Family And Medical Insurance Leave Act,” Congresswoman Rosa 

DeLauro, 2013, (accessed 24 Feb. 2016). 
47

 Ibid. 
48

 Jane Farrell and Sarah Jane Glynn, “The FAMILY Act: Facts and Frequently Asked Questions,” Think 

Progress. 
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  Presidential candidate Hillary Clinton has made paid leave a policy issue as part of her 

2016 campaign.  One of her campaign promises has been to guarantee up to twelve weeks 

of paid family and medical leave and ensure at least a two-thirds wage replacement rate 

for workers, while also stating that there would be no new business or employee 

mandate.
49

  

  A few Republican Presidential candidates in 2016 also introduced paid leave proposals 

as part of their campaign agendas.  Senator Marco Rubio suggested offering a tax credit 

for employers who offer paid leave to their employees.
50

  Carly Fiorina also made 

incentivizing employers to provide paid leave a goal of her proposed overall economic 

agenda.
51

  

  As women and two-earner households become a permanent fixture of the labor force 

and women advance further in management and senior roles in industries across the 

economy, an increasing demand and public interest for employers to provide family-

friendly policies to make balancing work and family more feasible seems inevitable.  

Since the enactment of the FMLA in 1993, policymakers have been slowly trying to find 

solutions to this increasing problem.  These changing demographics have pushed paid 

leave and other family-friendly workplace policies onto the national agenda and have 

created more of a public discourse around the issue of how our society can better support 

families. 

 

                                                 
49

 “Paid family and medical leave,” Hillary Clinton, 2016, (accessed 24 Feb. 2016). 
50

 Pat Garofalo, “Not So Family Friendly,” U.S. News & World Report, 23 Oct. 2015, (accessed 24 Mar. 

2016). 
51

 Carly Fiorina, “The Status Quo Isn’t Working for Women in America,” The Huffington Post, 13 Aug. 

2015, (accessed 6 Apr. 2016). 
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Background 

  The Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993 established unpaid leave in the United 

States with job protection for employees for up to twelve weeks.
52

  However, the 

demographics of the American workforce have drastically changed since its 

implementation twenty-three years ago.   

According to 2015 data from the United States Department of Labor, dual-earner 

households have grown dramatically over the last few decades and today, 70 percent of 

mothers work.
53

  In fact, more than 40 percent of mothers are the sole or primary 

breadwinners for their families
54

 and more than 50 percent of children today are born to 

unmarried mothers.
55

  According to a 2008 report by the Center for Economic and Policy 

Research, the United States ranks in 20
th

 place out of 21 high-income countries in 

offering dual-earner households a combined 24 weeks of unpaid parental leave and that 

only accounts for the 60 percent of employees that qualify for the FMLA.
56

  As a result of 

stagnating and declining real wages, except for a period in the mid- to late- 1990s, 

families have faced economic pressure to send two earners into the labor force.
57

  

  According to economists, a lack of family-friendly policies has stalled the female labor 

force participation rate since 2000 when it peaked (Figure 2) and, as previously noted, 

                                                 
52

 “History of the FMLA,” National Partnership for Women and Families. 
53

 “Employment Characteristics of Families Summary,” Bureau of Labor Statistics, 23 Apr. 2015, (accessed 

7 Feb.  2016).   
54

 Sarah Jane Glynn, “Breadwinning Mothers, Then and Now,” Center for American Progress. 
55

 “A Woman’s Nation Pushes Back from the Brink,” The Shriver Report, 12 Jan. 2014, (accessed 7 Feb. 

2016). 
56

 Rebecca Ray, et al, “Parental Leave Policies in 21 Countries: Assessing Generosity and Gender 

Equality,” Center for Economic and Policy Research, Sep. 2008, (accessed 5 Apr. 2016). 
57

 Jodi Kantor, et al, “Why Parental Leave Policies Are Changing,” The New York Times, 6 Apr. 2016, 

(accessed 15 Apr. 2016). 
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has cost the national economy anywhere from 5 to 9 percent in potential GDP and 

economic growth.
58

 

  Studies show that nearly a third of this decline relative to other countries is because they 

are expanding family-friendly policies like paid leave and the United States has not.”
59

  

  Since implementation of the FMLA, only 12 percent of workers have access to paid 

family leave, with low-income workers being significantly less likely to have access to 

any leave at all.
60

  At a time when income inequality is present on the national 

conscience, paid leave could be considered another contributing factor.  A 2015 Bureau 

of Labor Statistics report provided detailed breakdowns of earnings by various 

demographics and included data on access to leave benefits across the wage spectrum.
61

  

According to the BLS, higher earners are much more likely to have access to leave in 

general, but the disparity grows much larger for paid leave.  In fact, according to that 

report, over one-fifth of all workers in the top quarter of earnings have access to paid 

family leave, while only five percent of those in the bottom quarter have access.  

Minority groups, such as Hispanics and Blacks, are disproportionately less likely to have 

access to paid leave which could be an exacerbating factor in the racial wealth gap. 

  A lack of paid leave can have a negative cascading effect for workers and the economy 

since employees work less to care for a child, recover from illness, or another family 

emergency, they earn less income which means they are less likely to earn raises and 

                                                 
58

 Heather Boushey, “The Economic Benefits of Family and Medical Leave Insurance,” Center for 

American Progress, 12 Dec.  2013, (accessed 5 Apr. 2016). 
59

 Francine D. Blau and Lawrence Kahn, “Female Labor Supply: Why is the US Falling Behind?” National 

Bureau of Economic Research No. 18702, (Jan. 2013), (accessed 25 Mar. 2016). 
60

 Ben Casselman and Andrew Flowers, “The Numbers Behind Hillary Clinton’s Economic Vision,” Five 

Thirty-Eight,  13 Jul. 2015, (accessed 6 Apr. 2016).   
61

 “A Look At Pay At The Top, The Bottom, And In Between,” Bureau of Labor Statistics, May 2015, 

(accessed 6 Mar.  2016).   
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promotions over time in the short-term at the same pace that they would otherwise.  

Furthermore, working less generally translates to reduced access to workplace benefits, 

such as retirement savings, and ultimately could lead to lower lifetime earnings and 

savings.   

I. Important Actors 

  There are a number of individuals and organizations as stakeholders with influence over 

the issue of paid parental leave, including Congress, the Executive branch, State and 

Local governments, corporations and the private sector, and consumer advocacy groups.   

  Below is a table summarizing the key proponents and opponents of paid family leave 

and their respective positions. 

Figure 5 

Key Proponents of Paid Family Leave and Their Positions 

Senator Kirsten 

Gillibrand 

National advocate and introduced the Family and Medical 

Insurance Leave Act (FAMILY (H.R. 1439/S. 786) which 

would establish a national paid leave fund 

Representative Rosa 

DeLauro 

National advocate and introduced the Family and Medical 

Insurance Leave Act (FAMILY (H.R. 1439/S. 786) which 

would establish a national paid leave fund 

President Barack 

Obama 

Has repeatedly called for paid leave in speeches and his 

Administration established the State Paid Leave Fund to 

incentivize more cities and states to pilot paid leave 

programs and signed a presidential memorandum directing 

agencies to allow federal workers to take six weeks of 

advanced paid sick leave to care for a new child or ill 

family members 

National Partnership for 

Women and Families 

Advocated for passage of the FMLA in the 1980s and 

1990s and is now a major supporter of paid family leave 

legislation 

Corporations: YouTube, 

Vice Media and Kinkos 

Have come out in favor of the FAMILY Act 

U.S.  Women’s 

Chamber of Commerce 

Have come out in favor of the FAMILY Act 

Small Business 

Majority 

Have come out in favor of the FAMILY Act 
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American Sustainable 

Business Council 

Have come out in favor of the FAMILY Act 

A Better Balance 
A nonprofit in New York that advocates for family-friendly 

policies in the workplace 

Family Values @ Work 
A nonprofit that advocates for family-friendly policies in 

the workplace 

Working Families Party 
Advocacy group leading campaigns in twelve states to 

promote paid leave policy laws 

Academics: Christopher 

Ruhm, Maya Rossin-

Slater, Betsey 

Stevenson, among 

others 

Promote the economic benefits of paid family leave 

through research and academic papers 

Key Opponents of Paid Family Leave and Their Positions 

House Small Business 

Committee Chairman 

Steve Chabot 

Opposes paid leave because he believes it will place an 

undue burden on small businesses and potentially drive 

some out of business or cause them to be less competitive 

National Federation of 

Independent Business 

Opposes paid leave and argue that it will hurt American 

businesses who cannot afford to provide such benefits 

American Enterprise 

Institute 

Believes paid leave that puts costs on employers will lead 

to lower wages and less hiring of women 

Representative Charlie 

Dent 

Believes it will create issues in the United States like the 

European models have had 

Chamber of Commerce 
Has historically been opposed to the FMLA and further 

benefits mandates on businesses 

 

Policy Proposal 

  In the short term, it would be potentially more feasible to incentivize individual states 

and cities with demonstrated public support for paid leave and the political will to enact 

legislation, especially given President Obama’s paid leave fund for states interested in 

piloting such programs.  Paid sick leave across cities and states in the United States has 

taken a similar path in terms of momentum, starting with the major urban centers.
62

  

Advocates and local officials in cities and states where it is feasible to shore up support 

                                                 
62

 Claire Zillman, “The paid sick leave battle continues, state by state,” Fortune, 11 Feb. 2015, (accessed 24 

Mar.  2016). 
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would have to follow the same campaign strategies as has been done with paid sick leave 

in recent years with support from key Democrats in Congress and party support.   

  In the long-term, legislation to establish a national paid leave fund would expand access 

to all Americans.  In 2013, Congresswomen Rosa DeLauro and Senator Kirsten 

Gillibrand introduced legislation to create paid family and medical leave via the Family 

and Medical Insurance Leave Act (FAMILY (H.R. 1439/S. 786)).
63

  The act would 

establish a national paid family and medical leave insurance program and create an 

independent trust fund within the Social Security Administration to collect fees and 

provide benefits.
64

  

I.  Policy Authorization Tool 

  For the short term cities and states campaign plan, city and state governments would 

need to pass and implement their own paid leave plans.  As for the long-term proposal, 

The FAMILY Act would have to be passed by both houses of Congress and then signed 

into law by the President.  It would then be up to the states to implement the program. 

II. Policy Implementation Tool 

  This plan would successfully expand paid leave to all eligible workers and close the gap 

in access for paid leave.
65

  The trust would be self-sufficient and would not add to the 

federal budget.  As noted, benefit levels would work off of the existing structures that 

have been successful in California and New Jersey, and would equal 66 percent of an 

individual’s typical monthly wages up to a capped monthly amount that would be 
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indexed for inflation.
66

  The FAMILY Act would make leave available to all workers, 

regardless of the size of their current employer or their employment status.  The goal is to 

expand access to some of the most disadvantaged -- including the young, part-time, and 

low-income workers.
67

 

  The trust would be run and administered through the Social Security Administration 

which would then require the individual states to run the programs.   

  Overall, from enacting the FAMILY to implementation would be expected to take two 

to five years.   

Policy Analysis 

  There is evidence both from the three states that have paid leave programs and from 

other developed countries that suggest that paid leave can have both positive and negative 

overall societal and economic effects. 

  As previously mentioned, according a 2015 report by the White House Council of 

Economic Advisers, women’s labor force participation has stalled since the 1990s, 

causing us to have one of the lowest women’s labor force participation rates, and a lack 

of family-friendly policies is thought to be one of the reasons.
68

  Also previously noted, 

prior studies suggest that raising the female labor force participation rate to the level of 

males in the United States would raise GDP by 5 to 9 percent.
69

  This is a significant loss 

to the United States economy on a yearly basis.  Paid parental leave benefits can also 

greatly benefit American businesses.  When workers do not return to their jobs, this 
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increases recruitment costs related to employee turnover.  The 2015 CEA report found 

that when costs and benefits of family leave programs were analyzed from an employer’s 

perspective, paid or unpaid leave can have a “positive effect on long-term productivity by 

improving recruitment, retention, and employee motivation.”  In fact, a survey in 

California of 253 employers found that over ninety percent reported either positive or no 

noticeable effect on profitability, turnover, and morale.
70

   

  Working mothers who lack access to family-friendly policies will tend to sacrifice work 

over family, taking on less hours at the office, which lowers their lifetime earnings and 

leaves them and their children economically worse off.
71

  A 2012 study conducted by the 

Center for Women and Work at Rutgers University found that women who use paid 

family leave are much more likely to be working nine to twelve months after a child’s 

birth than those who did not take leave.
72

  They also saw increases in women’s wages 

during this period.  The authors of the study commented that, “While we have known for 

a long time about the maternal and infant health benefits of leave policies, we can now 

link paid family leave to greater labor force attachment and increased wages for women, 

as well as to reduced spending by businesses in the form of employee replacement costs, 

and by governments in the form of public assistance,” says author Linda Houser, an 

affiliate fellow of the Center for Women and Work and an assistant professor at Widener 

University.   
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  A specific example comes from California’s paid family leave program, using data from 

the program, economists found that having access to paid leave increased the usual 

weekly work hours of employed mothers of one-to-three year-old children by 6 to 9 

percent and their wage incomes may have risen by a similar amount.
73

  Overall, as the 

Rutgers study found, women who take paid leave are therefore less likely to have reduced 

work hours and wages and remain or become reliant on public assistance programs which 

is a net savings to the government and society as a whole. 

  Paid parental leave can also produce benefits for the health of the mother and child and, 

subsequently, society as a whole.  According to a 2011 study of 141 countries with such 

policies, paid leave can reduce infant mortality by as much as 10 percent.
74

  According to 

a study of outcomes following the FMLA by economist Maya Rossin-Slater, the FMLA 

and maternity leave has led to small increases in birth weight, decreases in the likelihood 

of premature birth, and substantial decreases in infant mortality for children of college-

educated and married mothers, who were most able to take advantage of unpaid leave.
75

  

As previously mentioned, it also increases the likelihood of infants getting routine 

pediatric care and crucial vaccinations early in their lives, such as for measles and polio.
76

  

When given access to paid leave, mothers are also more likely to breast feed, according 

to a 2011 study in California.
77

  According to the Centers for Disease Control and 
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Prevention, when infants are breast fed, they have a decreased exposure rate to infections 

and are also less likely to suffer from asthma, obesity, and sudden infant death 

syndrome.
78

  According to the CDC, the benefits also extend to the health of the mother: 

women who breast feed are less likely to get various forms of cancer, diabetes, heart 

disease, and suffer from depression.  In Time Off With Baby: The Case for Paid Care 

Leave, the authors argue that the first few years are fundamental to development and 

establishing habits of care and therefore, ensuring parents paid leave will have vast 

education, health, and economic benefits over a child’s lifespan.
79

 

  Paid leave is, however, not without consequences.  Evidence from the international 

community suggests that laws requiring paid leave can lead to lower wages for women, a 

lower probability of being hired in the first place, less promotions, and a decline in full-

time stable jobs available to women.
80

  In Europe, generous policies have led to women 

being less likely to become managers or achieve upper-level management positions.  

According to a recent study from Cornell University economist Mallika Thomas, 

following the implementation of the FMLA, women are 5 percent more likely to remain 

employed but 8 percent less likely to get promoted.
81

 Economists at Cornell supported 

these trends with data from 22 OECD countries by comparing the effects of expanding 

family-friendly policies and found that a lack of such policies explains 28-29 percent of 

the decrease in women’s labor force participation in the United States relative to other 

                                                 
78

 “Hospital Actions Affect Breastfeeding,” The Centers for Disease Control.   
79

 Edward Zigler, Susan Muenchow, and Christopher J. Ruhm, Time Off With Baby (Washington, D.C.: 

Zero to Three, 2012). 
80

 Claire Cain Miller, “When Family-Friendly Policies Backfire,” The New York Times, 26 May 2016, 

(accessed 24 Mar. 2016).   
81

 Ibid. 



 

22 

 

countries from 1990 to 2010.
82

  However, complicating the overall take away from the 

findings, these policies in Europe appeared to lead to more part-time work for women 

and employment in lower level positions, while American women were more likely to 

have full-time jobs and work as managers or professionals.
83

  Overall, in that study, 

Francine Blau and Lawrence Kahn calculated that if the United States offered the same 

policies as its European counterparts, the women’s labor force participation rate would 

have been seven percent higher by 2010.  A 2015 study by Chilean economists found that 

mandated employer-provided child care in Chile resulted in 9 to 20 percent lower wages 

for women in firms that had the child care requirement imposed.
84

  This bolsters fears 

that employers would likely pass off the costs to working women in the form of lower 

wages and less promotions.   

  One policy mechanism for overcoming some of these losses for women is to encourage 

fathers to also take paid leave, thus making the policy gender neutral and leading to less 

direct discrimination of women.
85

  Additionally, structuring programs to make sure they 

are not directly financed by employers can limit the negative effects of paid leave.  For 

example, California, Rhode Island, and New Jersey finance paid family leave through 

employee payroll taxes.
86

 

  Recent research suggests that when it comes to paid leave, there is too much of a good 

thing.  While the twelve weeks of unpaid leave offered through the FMLA and six weeks 

paid leave offered by three states are insufficient, too much leave can also end up 
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harming working mothers.  In Europe, for example, leave policies that go beyond a year 

tend to hurt women’s labor market outcomes.  Economist Christopher J. Ruhm of the 

University of Virginia found that short to moderate leaves can be beneficial for the 

economy and employment with little effect on women’s wages, but a policy of over nine 

months can begin to have an increasingly negative effect.
87

 

  Opponents of national paid family leave argue that there would be significant costs to 

small businesses that cannot afford to provide the same benefits as larger corporations.
88

  

House Small Business Committee Chairman Steve Chabot argued that mandating such a 

benefit would lead small businesses to hire less workers and former Speaker of the House 

John Boehner has suggested that it would even potentially drive some small businesses 

out of business and hurt the overall economy.
89

 

  Additionally, an economic study of data from paid family leave in Norway found that 

large extensions of paid leave from 18 to 35 weeks can be rather costly with little to no 

measurable effect on outcomes and regressive redistribution properties.
90

  A 2008 paper 

which examined the Canadian maternity leave expansions found a weak impact of the 

increase in maternal care on indicators of child development.
91

 

  Individual state programs vary in cost and scale to implement which is why President 

Obama included 2.2 billion dollars of funding in the Fiscal Year 2017 Budget for a state 

paid leave fund to help those states willing to pilot program cover the initial cost of 
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setting up the program, as well as half of the cost of providing benefits for three years.
92

  

The three current paid leave programs, which are financed through payroll deductions, 

cost individual employees less than one dollar per week.
93

  In New Jersey, the program is 

financed 100 percent by worker payroll deductions and in 2016 each worker contributes 

.08 percent of the taxable wage base or the first $32,600 in covered wages earned.  

Eligible workers can then take a maximum of six weeks paid leave and receive weekly 

benefit rates equal to two-thirds of their average weekly wages that are capped at a 

certain percentage.
94

  In California, the nation’s largest paid leave program, eligible 

employees can take up to six weeks of paid leave with weekly benefits of about 55 

percent, capped at $1,067 per week as of 2013.  Each employee pays approximately $30 a 

year to participate in the paid leave fund and the program has paid 1.8 million claims and 

authorized 4.6 billion in benefit payments.
95

  

Political Analysis 

  The Democratic Party in recent years has echoed increasing public support for 

implementing mandatory paid leave in the United States.
96

  Indeed, one of the political 

strengths of such a program is that a majority of Americans favor more family-friendly 

policies for workers.  In a 2015 survey of 800 likely 2016 voters, Lake Research Partners 

found that about 81 percent of those polled agree that workplace rules to ensure equal 

pay, paid time off to care for family members, and affordable child care are in the best 
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interest of the nation.
97

  That figure breaks down to 94 percent of Democrats, 80 percent 

of Independents, and 65 percent of Republicans.
98

  

  A potential drawback in support is public perception that providing paid leave and other 

employee programs could be too burdensome for American businesses.  That same poll 

by Lake Research Partners demonstrated that support decreased and voters were more 

evenly split when asked if requiring employers to provide paid sick time was too 

burdensome – 49 percent disagreed while 43 percent found it might overburden 

employers.
99

  Gauging public support among political lines becomes more nuanced when 

these voters were asked to choose between two candidates: Candidate A who “believes 

Family Comes First and this means supporting equal pay for equal work, making sure 

parents who work can have their young children in quality childcare, and ensuring every 

American can take time to recover from illness or care for families in emergencies 

without losing their paycheck” and Candidate B who “believes families are best served 

when they can make their own decisions and this means having employers pay as they 

see fit, opposing government-backed childcare, and allowing each employer the freedom 

to create policies about sick days and family leave that best suits their particular 

situation.”  Candidate A won 53-29, with 71 percent of the Democratic vote.  Republican 

voters, by a slim margin, 51 percent, chose Candidate B.
100

  Some economists, such as 

former Council of Economic Advisers member, Betsey Stevenson, have long argued, 

particularly by using evidence from California’s paid leave program, that paid leave 
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policies do not overburden businesses but in fact end up economically benefiting both 

employers and employees in the long-term.
101

 

  Consistent with the above polling, a January 29-February 1, 2015 survey of 1,000 

American adults conducted by YouGov/Huffington Post showed that most think that 

there should be policies in place that require companies to offer paid sick and parental 

leave.
102

  In fact, 70 percent agreed with a requirement for paid sick leave and 67 percent 

agreed with a requirement for paid maternity leave.
103

 55 percent polled agreed that 

companies should also be required to provide paid paternity leave, less than those that 

supported maternity leave but still a majority.   

Again, Americans were largely split along party lines with Democrats being much more 

likely to support all three policies.  Republicans still showed a majority support for paid 

sick and maternity leave, only showing a decreased support for paternity leave.
104
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Figure 6 

 

Source: The Huffington Post
105

 

  Additionally, during President Obama’s 2015 State of the Union, he mentioned his 

support for paid leave.  A subsequent poll by the Roosevelt Institute following that 

speech found that 83 percent of respondents, including 85 percent of independents and 67 

percent of Republicans, said “requiring employers to provide employees with paid sick 

days and family leave to care for themselves or a loved one when needed and to ensure 

that women do not lose their jobs when they have a baby” would be effective at creating 

a better economy.
106

  

While it appears that a majority of Americans support paid sick and parental leave, the 

political parties are much more split.  While President Obama has repeatedly expressed 

support for paid leave policies and provided funding to seed new state programs, 

                                                 
105

 Ariel Edwards-Levy, “Most Americans Support Paid Sick Days, Parental Leave,” The Huffington Post. 
106

 Joseph Stiglitz, et al, “Rewriting the Rules of the American Economy,” The Roosevelt Institute, 12 May 

2015, (accessed 24 Mar. 2016). 

http://rooseveltinstitute.org/rewriting-the-rules-report/


 

28 

 

Congress has failed to take up any legislation on the issue.
107

  Historically, working 

family legislation has been tough to pass.  The FMLA took ten years to gain traction 

while receiving two vetoes and ultimately succeeding following an extended debate.
108

  

The FAMILY Act, introduced by Senator Kirsten Gillibrand and Representative Rosa 

DeLauro, has failed to gain momentum in Congress despite her attempts to repeatedly 

introduce it and there is no interest on this issue by the Republic Party at present.  Former 

Republican Speaker of the House John Boehner once described the FMLA as “another 

example of yuppie empowerment” suggesting that a paid leave program would be an 

even more unlikely victory for working family advocates.
109

  At present, there does not 

appear to be an appetite by the Republican-controlled Congress for another government 

program that would mandate benefits for working families making the future of the 

FAMILY Act and other similar legislation uncertain in the short term.  Current Speaker 

of the House Paul Ryan has historically voted against or ignored any legislation that 

would introduce paid leave for workers, including the FAMILY Act which was referred 

to the House Ways and Means Committee which he chairs.
110

  Thus, while taking a pro-

paid leave position nationally might look good publicly, any legislative efforts in the 

short term might mean wasted efforts. 

  However, as the political history of the FMLA shows, it can take a decade and 

continued introductions and campaigns to pass such legislation.  Because it is unlikely 

that a Democratic majority will be elected to both houses of Congress in the next 
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election, the FAMILY Act is unlikely to gain attention or pass in the foreseeable future.  

The next opportunity for a debate on this Act would be the next time Democrats secure 

both houses of Congress, if the political will and interest is there.  Therefore, keeping the 

FAMILY Act relevant in the discussion should remain a priority for those who support it 

while other state campaigns to drum up support are pursued.  Additionally, because 

public support is steadily increasing for paid leave policies, it would stand to reason that 

it would benefit politicians to individually support such a policy depending on the 

attitudes of their constituents, especially if a real chance at national legislation is unlikely 

in the short term.   

  As some lawmakers and policy experts have suggested, the easiest path to a national 

paid leave policy might be through the states since once voters see workers in other states 

benefitting from such policies, they might be more willing to make it a voting priority.
111

  

This political sense is reflected in President Obama’s paid leave state fund.  In 2015, 

President Obama signed a presidential memorandum directing agencies to allow federal 

workers to take six weeks of advanced paid sick leave to care for a new child or ill family 

members.
112

  This policy directive also included a call for cities and states to do the same 

in the face of national inaction on the issue.  In 2015, the District of Columbia’s City 

Council began to consider the Universal Paid Leave Act which would be the most 

generous paid leave policy in the country offering four months.
113

  As of January 2015, 

there were active campaigns in 28 states and cities to make at least paid sick leave 
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mandatory.
114

  In response, conservative legislatures in at least 10 states have passed laws 

to prohibit paid sick leave legislation, making this a contentious issue.
115

 Creating 

momentum in the short-term by passing legislation in cities and states with strong 

Democratic support for working families legislation might be the most effective strategy 

for expanding access in the immediate future until a Congress that might be willing to 

take up the issue is elected.   

Recommendation 

  Based on the evidence presented in this memorandum, it is recommended that despite 

opposition and a political environment that is not amenable to national paid family leave 

legislation in the short term, advocacy efforts in the states continue, alongside 

maintaining national legislation in the public discourse for future long-term legislative 

opportunities should the Democrats secure both houses of Congress. 

  There is strong evidence that the policy benefits of paid family leave outweigh the costs.  

Providing paid leave to women means they are more likely to stay in the labor force 

rather than exiting when having or adopting a child.  Without paid leave, it is estimated 

that millions of women have exited the labor force, thereby lowering the female labor 

force participation rate.  Providing family-friendly workplace policies would increase the 

number of female workers and could potentially mean a 5 to 9 percent GDP increase 

which would translate to economic growth for the United States. 

  Additionally, there is evidence that suggests that minorities and disadvantaged groups 

like low-income and younger workers are more likely to lack access to paid leave.  These 
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groups are the most likely to need such policies to stay financially afloat and care for 

their families.  Therefore, increasing access to paid leave would have immense benefits 

for these groups.  Evidence suggests that if more workers are kept in the labor force in the 

long-term, they reach higher wages over their professional lives and accumulate more 

retirement savings.  Moreover, when parents are given paid leave and can remain in the 

workforce, they are less likely to depend on government assistance programs and overall, 

have more financially stable lives for themselves and their respective families.  This can 

translate to economic savings in the long-term. 

  Lastly, there are robust health benefits for both parents and children when parents are 

allowed to care for a new or adopted child.  Women who have maternity leave tend to 

suffer less from conditions such as depression and create better health habits for their new 

children.  As a result, children who are cared for by their mothers are less likely to die as 

infants, be obese, or suffer from chronic conditions, such as asthma.   

  Staking out a position on paid leave might also have political benefits with constituents 

since there is polling data that suggests that paid leave is an issue that is widely supported 

by Democrats and at least a considerable number of Republicans. 

  Paid leave, however, is not without political and policy drawbacks.  There is evidence 

from global studies that suggest that paid leave can lead employers to discriminate 

against female employees of child-bearing age in a number of ways.  Women are hired at 

lower salaries than their male counterparts, are less likely to be hired for full-time 

positions, and achieve upper management positions or have upward mobility in their 

careers.  Leaves extending beyond nine months or that place all of the costs on employers 

tend to exacerbate these consequences so the structure of paid leave programs must pay 
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close attention to these details.  Paid leave programs can be costly and can potentially 

produce little to no positive outcomes beyond a certain point, as in the example of 

Norway and Canada.  Some critics also argue that paid leave policies harm small 

businesses across the country and are economically too burdensome.  However, as 

evidenced by data from California’s program, it had little to no effect on businesses.  In 

fact, many businesses reaped economic benefits from the program’s implementation. 

  In the short term, paid leave advocates have had notable successes passing paid leave 

policies in cities and states with strong public support, such as in Washington, D.C.  

Adding public support for such campaigns would do well to bolster messaging around the 

social, health, and economic benefits of paid family leave.  Momentum for national 

legislation could ultimately come from the enactment of paid leave programs in cities and 

states across the country. 

  Therefore, while it is unlikely politically that national legislation will be enacted in the 

short-term future, there are still compelling reasons for keeping the issue on the table for 

future legislatures.  Additionally, demonstrating support nationally might compel more 

cities and states, as has been the case in recent years, to take up paid parental leave 

legislation and create a path forward for national legislation that would benefit millions 

of families across the country. 
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