
 

 

FACT SHEET:  
Importance of Paid Family and Medical Leave for Young 
Breastfeeding & Lactating Workers  
 

The United States is the only developed nation without a nationwide right to paid leave. Paid family 

and medical leave is an essential tool in establishing and sustaining breastfeeding, as many people stop 

breastfeeding earlier than intended due to a lack of parental leave and unsupportive workplaces.1 When 

forced to return to work prematurely, both parents and babies suffer. This is especially true for young 

workers, ages 16 to 24, who disproportionately work in low-wage industries without employer paid 

leave policies.2 Ensuring that all workers have a legal right to paid family and medical leave would 

improve health equity and the ability to continue breastfeeding and encourage youth to pursue 

education and careers that would otherwise be unattainable.  

 

How Paid Leave Can Support Lactating Parents 

 

• Breastfeeding and chestfeeding has lasting health benefits for parents and babies, including 

improving the function of the digestive system and immune system of the child, and reduced 

risk of breast and ovarian cancer, diabetes, and obesity in birth parents.3  

o Paid leave is associated with better physical and mental health for birth parents, 

including longer breastfeeding duration and a lower risk of postpartum depression.4 

o According to one study, those who received 12 or more weeks of paid leave were more 

likely to initiate breastfeeding and continue breastfeeding for at least 6 months than 

those without paid leave.5 

o Another study looked at breastfeeding rates following enactment of state paid leave 

policies and found that more birthing parents exclusively breastfed after passage of 

these policies.6  

 

Young Workers Face Particular Barriers to Breastfeeding & Accessing Paid Leave  
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• According to the CDC, “Younger mothers aged 20 to 29 years are less likely to ever 

breastfeed (79.9 percent) than mothers aged 30 years or older (84.9 percent7).” Another 

study found that mothers that were 30 and over were twice as likely to be exclusively 

breastfeeding to 6 months as mothers 20 years and younger.8  

• According to the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), in July 2022, 22.9 million young 

people ages 16 to 24 were employed in the U.S., representing 55.3 percent of all young 

people.9 Young people are concentrated in industries that are lower-wage and among the 

least likely to provide paid leave.  

• In 2019, nearly 26 percent of workers ages 16-24 were employed in the leisure and 

hospitality industry and nearly 19 percent were employed in the retail trade (compared to 

7.4 percent of workers age 25 and above employed in leisure and hospitality and 9.4 

percent in retail10). Of all sectors tracked by the U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, those 

employed in the service sector—which includes leisure, hospitality, and retail—are the 

least likely to have access to paid leave.11  

• Among the 25 percent lowest-paid workers, only 9 percent had access to paid family 

leave in 2020.12 

• Over a quarter of Opportunity Youth, youth ages 16-24 who are neither working nor in 

school, reported that the reason they were unable to work or be in school was due to child 

rearing and home responsibilities. For Opportunity Youth, who are more likely to be 

female and Black13 or Latine14, paid family and medical leave is especially vital. Without 

paid leave, Opportunity Youth will continue to face barriers to entry into the workplace.  

o The more we work to put systemic structures like paid leave in place to engage 

the 4.8 million15 Opportunity Youth, the more they, their families, and our 

economy will thrive. For instance, $65.8 billion of earnings is lost each year when 

Opportunity Youth are left out of the workforce.16 
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The U.S. Needs A National Paid Leave Program to Better Support Young Breastfeeding & 

Lactating Workers  

 

• Nationwide, only 23 percent of private sector workers receive paid family leave through their 

employers to bond with a new child. Among low-income workers, the number is even 

lower.17  

• Without a legal right to paid leave, a shocking 1 in 4 mothers return to work within just two 

weeks of giving birth.18  

• Currently, thirteen states and Washington D.C. have paid family and medical leave laws.19 

Every worker in this country deserves the same right. The U.S. needs a national paid leave 

policy that provides at least 12 weeks of job protected paid leave to bond with a new child, 

care for a seriously ill loved one, or care for oneself. 

• Lack of paid leave disproportionately affects Black and Latine workers.20 Access to paid 

leave “remains highly skewed toward adults with higher incomes (81 percent), with college 

degrees (79 percent), and who work full time (79 percent).”21 

• For disconnected youth who work in low-wage and part-time jobs a lack of fundamental 

workplace supports, such as paid leave, creates barriers to maintaining consistent 

employment that only perpetuates the cycle of poverty.22 

 

 

For workers with the greatest need, access to paid leave remains unattainable. Young 

breastfeeding and lactating workers, who already experience immense systemic challenges 

getting the support they need, need equal footing on the economic playing field. Without 

protections like paid leave, America continues to hold disconnected youth back from reaching 

their full potential. The nation needs to hold itself accountable to those who have been left out of 

the conversation for too long, including young adults. A national right to paid leave would 

enable all community members, especially new parents, to have power over their bodies, the 

well-being of their family, and their economic security.  
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