The U.S. Needs Paid Family and Medical Leave
The U.S. needs comprehensive paid family and medical leave because no one should have to sacrifice
their economic security to care for themselves or their loved ones. All workers should be able to take
paid leave when they or a family member have a serious health condition, to bond with a new child, or
to address certain military family needs.
Many Americans lack access to paid family and medical leave, causing predictable and
devastating consequences for workers and their families.
• Nationwide, about 3 in 5 private sector workers lack access to short-term disability insurance
through their employers, leaving them vulnerable when they need time off from work to address
their serious health needs. 1
o Among low-income workers, these numbers are even more stark: over 80% of those in
the bottom quarter of earners and over 90% of those in the bottom tenth of earners lack
access to short-term disability insurance through their employers. 2
• Nearly 1 in 3 seriously ill workers either lose their jobs or have to change jobs as a result of their
illness.3 Paid medical leave can help workers balance their health needs with work and keep their
jobs.
• Nationwide, only 23% of private sector workers receive paid family leave through their
employers to bond with a new child or care for a seriously ill or injured family member; among
low-income workers, the number is even lower. 4 Only 25% of non-federal public and private
employers offer paid maternity leave, paternity leave, or both.5
o The U.S. remains one of only two countries in the world, along with Papua New Guinea,
with no national paid parental leave benefit of any kind.6
o Nearly 1 in 3 U.S. households provide care for an adult loved one with a serious illness or
disability.7 Because most caregivers providing care for adults are employed, 8 the
demands of providing care are in constant tension with earning a much-needed income.
• Families who have access to paid leave are healthier, more economically secure, and less likely
to require taxpayer-funded public assistance resources. The lack of paid leave costs U.S. workers
and their families $22.5 billion each year in lost wages alone. 9
o In addition to helping workers stay attached to the workforce, paid family and medical
leave can also help families stay afloat when dealing with the financial burden of costly
medical bills.10
• Military families also lack the protections they need when their loved ones are called to active
duty service of our country.11
Paid family and medical leave create substantial health benefits for working families.
• Nationally, 1 in 3 U.S. adults under 65 has at least one chronic health condition. 12 Paid medical
leave allows workers to get the treatment they need, when they need it. For example, paid
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medical leave helps cancer patients and survivors determine a course of treatment, follow
through with that treatment, afford treatment, and manage side effects. 13
Among service-sector workers who experienced a need for caregiving leave or medical leave,
those who took no leave or took unpaid leave reported significant financial difficulty, including
an inability to deal with a $400 economic shock, recent hunger hardship, and hardship paying for
utilities. Those who took paid leave were 11% less likely to report an inability to deal with a
$400 shock, 13% less likely to report recent hunger hardship, and 9% less likely to report recent
hardship paying for utilities compared with those who took unpaid leave. 14
o Moreover, service sector workers who were able to take paid caregiving or medical leave
when they needed it were 11% more likely to report being very/pretty happy than those
who took unpaid leave and 10% more likely to report very good/good-quality sleep.15
Generally, paid leave is associated with better physical and mental health for mothers, including
a lower risk of postpartum depression. 16 Moms who return to work within 12 weeks of giving
birth are less likely to breastfeed and, when they do, breastfeed for less time than those who stay
home longer.17
o Greater access to paid leave can help redress existing maternal health disparities. One
study found that the positive effects of increasing the length of paid maternity leave are
especially pronounced for low-resource families.18 Moreover, there are significant racial
disparities in maternal health, especially for Black women who are significantly more
likely to die in childbirth or experience serious complications than white women. 19
Paid leave is also tied to reduction in infant and child mortality. In one study of 141 countries,
controlling for other factors, an increase of 10 full-time-equivalent weeks of paid maternal leave
reduced neonatal and infant mortality rates by 10% and the mortality rate of children younger
than 5 by 9%.20
Family care leave provides significant health benefits to both caregivers and care recipients.
o Ill children have better vital signs, faster recoveries, and reduced hospital stays when
cared for by parents.21 Paid leave is a crucial part of this equation, because parents with
paid leave are more than five times more likely to care for their sick children than those
without.22
o Paid family leave also has important health benefits for caregivers, who face many
negative health repercussions from caregiving. Research shows that access to paid leave
improves caregivers’ mental and emotional health. 23
Paid leave can help fight substance abuse, including the rising threat of opioid abuse, which costs
our nation over $740 billion each year. 24
o Key treatment options, including both in-patient and outpatient care, 25 generally require
time off work, which is why treatment of substance use disorders is covered under
existing leave laws.26
o Family caregivers are critical in ensuring those with substance use disorders can get
treatment,27 but caregiving can come at a high mental, physical, and financial cost. 28 Paid
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leave can ensure they have the time away from work they need, along with easing the
financial burdens of caregiving.
Paid leave also helps keep workers safe on the job, increasing productivity and decreasing
employer costs. Workers with paid leave are significantly less likely to suffer dangerous injuries
on the job29 or deaths on the job.30
o Paid leave allows workers to recover and return to full productivity more quickly than
they would by continuing to work. When workers must return to work before a chronic
condition is stabilized or before they have healed from an injury, they are more likely to
relapse or re-injure themselves while working. 31
Paid family and medical leave will be crucial as our nation recovers from the COVID-19
pandemic.
o States that had paid family and medical leave programs in place prior to the pandemic
were better able to respond to workers’ needs, while, even with emergency interventions,
our lack of a national paid leave policy compromised the effectiveness of our pandemic
response.32
o As we move forward, paid family and medical leave will ensure workers can take the
time they need to address their own or a loved one’s COVID-related needs in the years to
come,33 while also responding to longstanding existing needs.

A comprehensive, national paid family and medical leave program will benefit historically
marginalized workers.
• The COVID-19 pandemic has shown how critical paid family and medical leave are for women,
especially Black and Latinx women.
o According to one survey, 17% of women and 12% of men reported that COVID-19
caused them to take unpaid time off from work or give up a job in order to care for their
families.34 28% of Latinx women and 27% of Black women took time off work during
the pandemic to care for themselves or their families.35
• Access to paid leave for low-income workers in particular is crucial. According to the
Department of Labor’s 2018 FMLA survey, the most common reason cited by workers who
needed leave but didn’t take it was that they couldn’t afford to take unpaid leave.36
o The survey also emphasized how important protections against job loss and
discrimination are, as fear of losing their job is one of the most common reasons that
employees cite for not taking needed leave.37
• Women without paid leave are more likely to be pushed into lower-paying jobs or to drop out of
the work force entirely.38 In contrast, women who take paid leave after a child’s birth are more
likely to be employed 9 to 12 months after the child’s birth than working women who take no
leave, and new mothers who take paid leave are also more likely to report wage increases in the
year following the child’s birth.39
• A comprehensive paid leave law that allows workers to care for all of their closest loved ones
will also benefit LGBTQ workers and people with disabilities. 40 In a 2020 national survey, 63%
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of LGBTQ workers (including 71% of transgender workers) reported having to take time off
work to care for a close friend or chosen family member.41
State paid family and medical leave programs have proven to be successful for workers,
businesses, and families.
• Eleven states (Rhode Island, California, New Jersey, New York, Washington State,
Massachusetts, Connecticut, Oregon, Colorado, Maryland, and Delaware) and Washington, D.C.
have enacted paid family and medical leave laws, 42 which provide (or will provide) benefits to
workers when they are unable to work due to a serious off-the-job illness or injury, to bond with
a new child (including children newly placed for foster care or adoption) or to care for a family
member with a serious health condition.
o Eight states also provide (or will provide) paid family leave benefits to workers dealing
with certain needs in connection with a family member’s military deployment.
o Four states also provide (or will provide) benefits known as “safe time,” which covers
certain needs arising from domestic or sexual violence.
• In recent years, several states have expanded their programs to provide greater protections to
workers, including increasing the wage replacement rate of benefits that workers receive while
on leave and covering more family members for which workers can take leave to care for.
• The state paid family and medical leave programs offer proven examples from which to build a
national, publicly run paid family and medical leave program that is equitable and sustainable.
Paid family and medical leave programs can benefit business and help small businesses thrive.
• As shown in states with paid family and medical leave laws, contrary to opponents’ claims, paid
leave does not hurt businesses and can even help.
o For example, in California, 92.8% of employers reported that paid family leave had a
positive or neutral effect on employee turnover, 43 saving employers the costly step of
replacing an existing employee. 44 A majority of California employers also reported
positive or neutral effects on productivity (88.5%), profitability/performance (91.0%),
and employee morale (98.6%). 45
• Providing paid leave through a government program also levels the playing field for small
businesses. Small businesses that cannot afford to offer the same generous leave benefits as
larger companies are at a competitive disadvantage in hiring. 46
• Employers have adapted well to state paid leave programs. The vast majority of employers in
California, for example, reported a positive or neutral effect on employee productivity,
profitability and performance.47 And the California Society for Human Resource Management, a
group of human resources professionals that initially opposed the state’s paid family leave law,
declared that the law is less onerous than expected, and few businesses in their research reported
challenges resulting from workers taking leave. 48
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For more information about paid family and medical leave, visit https://www.abetterbalance.org/our-issues/paidfamily-medical-leave/.
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