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January 30, 2024 
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Submitted electronically to: PaidLeave_RFI@gillibrand.senate.gov; 
PaidLeave_RFI@cassidy.senate.gov; Emma.Zafran@mail.house.gov; Jill.Rammrath@mail.house.gov 

 

Thank you for the opportunity to respond to this request for information. We applaud the 

working group and its members for their leadership and for continuing to pursue solutions on this 

critical issue. A Better Balance (ABB) is a legal advocacy organization whose mission is to fight 

for policies protecting workers throughout the country from having to choose between caring for 

themselves and their families and maintaining their economic security. We have helped draft and 

pass every paid family and medical leave (PFML) law enacted in 13 states and Washington, D.C. 

and have assisted state agencies with implementing those laws. Our chart outlining these laws 

can be found here: https://www.abetterbalance.org/resources/paid-family-leave-laws-chart/.  

 

ABB runs a free and confidential legal helpline to assist workers in balancing work, health, and 

family. Through that helpline, we hear from thousands of workers about their real-life problems 

in states where PFML is not available, and about how important this benefit is to workers in 

states that do have such programs. From our experience advocating in the states and from 

working with our callers, we know that there are certain key elements that must be included in a 

strong PFML program. The federal program should build on the experience of the states and 

craft a federal law using the same principles as these successful state programs.1 Below are our 

answers to your questions. 

 

1. What should the federal role be, if any, in providing, promoting, and/or 

incentivizing paid leave? And how should this interact with the role of state 

government programs, and/or employer programs? 

 

A federal paid leave program is essential. Our country desperately needs a federal paid leave 

program, particularly in regions like the South where no state has yet implemented a 

comprehensive paid leave program. We believe that paid leave for all means that all workers, 

regardless of where they live or how they work, deserve a foundation of guaranteed paid leave. 

We urge lawmakers across all political leanings to come together around the common-sense 

conclusion that there is a strong federal role in providing paid leave and a strong case for public 

investments in doing so. Only the federal government can create a federal baseline policy that 

guarantees comprehensive paid leave rights to all workers nationwide. Without a national 

program, there are substantial disparities in access, which have grown rather than decreased in 

recent years. Existing solutions based on where employees work or who they work for have not 

https://www.abetterbalance.org/resources/paid-family-leave-laws-chart/
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created access for all, and it is past time for the federal government to provide a basic level of 

benefits to all workers that states and employers can build upon if they so choose. Paid leave 

needs to be a universal program guaranteed to all working people, just as Social Security is. All 

Americans will need paid leave at some point in their lives and deserve the financial security and 

peace of mind of knowing it will be there when they need it. Only through a universal federal 

program can we ensure fair and equitable access for all workers.   

 

States must be able to continue operating their own programs even after federal paid leave 

is enacted, so long as those programs meet robust baseline federal standards. As we have 

worked extensively in the states, drafting legislation and helping to establish strong state 

programs, we want to emphasize that these state programs have been extremely successful in 

delivering comprehensive and universal paid leave to millions of workers. Those programs have 

strong administration, strong uptake, and strong positive impact on families and businesses.  

 

A federal program can easily be constructed that will allow state programs to stand. The 

paid leave scheme passed by the House of Representatives in 2021 as part of the Build Back 

Better initiative was entitled Universal Paid Family and Medical Leave, and contained an 

excellent framework for allowing state programs to continue as long as they were at least as good 

as the federal program. That framework called for data sharing requirements between the states 

and the federal agency administering the federal paid leave program, as well as reimbursements 

to the states for benefits paid up to the federal program amount. Funding for transition was also 

provided. Even after enactment of a federal program, we must ensure that these successful 

programs continue and that it will not be difficult for states to maintain their existing programs. 

We should also take advantage of innovations at the state level in the future. State programs have 

been immensely successful and now cover many millions of workers. Indeed, Congress could 

immediately, as we work toward a national program, support states in their paid leave efforts as 

has been suggested in the recently released House bi-partisan framework document. For 

example, the federal government could invest in electronic systems to facilitate better 

communication among state programs, helping them to share data and improve program 

integrity. This investment would benefit both employers and workers, as well as state 

administrators.   

 

Employers who provide better benefits for their employees than those provided by a 

federal program should be encouraged to do so. The Universal Paid Family and Medical 

Leave Program passed by the House of Representatives provided that employers in states 

without existing paid leave programs could continue to have their own paid leave program if it 

was at least as good as the program provided in the federal bill, and receive federal support for 

that program. We believe that policy makes sense but would urge that in order for an employer to 

be able to run its own program, the employer must comply with all federal standards, provide the 

same leave benefits to all employees, and actually improve on the federal program in specific 

ways.   

 

2. What types of leave should a potential federal program cover, at what length, and 

why? How should different types of leave be prioritized? Should different types of 

leave be treated differently or does doing so create adverse effects? 
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A federal program should follow the proven framework of existing state programs and provide at 

least 12 weeks of paid leave for workers’ major medical and caregiving needs. Specifically, this 

means paid leave for: a worker’s own serious medical condition; bonding with a new child; 

caring for a seriously ill family member; specific needs when the worker or their family member 

experiences domestic violence or sexual assault (known as “safe leave”); and addressing certain 

military family needs (known as “military exigency leave”).2  

 

All state PFML programs provide leave for a worker’s own serious medical condition, and 

all but one provide at least 12 weeks for such leave.  

● Rhode Island permits up to 30 weeks. 

● California permits up to 52 weeks. 

● New Jersey and New York permit up to 26 weeks. 

● Massachusetts permits up to 20 weeks. 

● Washington, D.C., Washington State, Connecticut, Oregon, Colorado, Maryland, 

Minnesota, and Maine all permit or will permit up to 12 weeks. 

● Delaware will permit up to 6 weeks.3  

 

All state PFML programs provide leave for bonding with a new child (whether through 

birth, adoption, or foster care), and almost all provide at least 12 weeks for such leave.  

● New Jersey, New York, Washington, D.C., Washington State, Massachusetts, 

Connecticut, Oregon, Colorado, Maryland, Delaware, Minnesota, and Maine all permit or 

will permit up to 12 weeks. 

● California permits up to 8 weeks. 

● Rhode Island permits up to 6 weeks. 

 

All state PFML programs provide leave to care for a family member with a serious medical 

condition, and almost all provide at least 12 weeks for such leave. 

● New Jersey, New York, Washington, D.C., Washington State, Massachusetts, 

Connecticut, Oregon, Colorado, Maryland, Minnesota, and Maine all permit or will 

permit up to 12 weeks. 

o Massachusetts also provides up to 26 weeks for military caregivers (those caring 

for someone who became ill or injured as a result of their military service). 

● California permits up to 8 weeks. 

● Rhode Island and Delaware permit up to 6 weeks. 

 

Most state PFML programs provide military exigency leave for military family needs in 

connection with deployment, and almost all that do provide at least 12 weeks for such 

leave.  

● New York, Washington State, Massachusetts, Connecticut, Colorado, Maryland, 

Minnesota, and Maine all permit or will permit up to 12 weeks. 

● California permits up to 8 weeks. 

● Delaware permit up to 6 weeks. 

 

Six state PFML programs provide safe leave for certain needs in connection with domestic 

violence or sexual assault, and almost all that do provide at least 12 weeks for such leave.  

● New Jersey, Oregon, Colorado, Minnesota, and Maine all permit or will permit up to 12 

weeks. 
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● Connecticut permits up to 12 days. 

 

We support treating all kinds of leave equally, and providing a minimum duration of 12 weeks of 

paid leave for a worker's own serious health needs, family caregiving needs, bonding leave, safe 

leave, and military exigency leave, mirroring the majority of state programs. States vary in the 

total amount of leave they allow a worker to take in a given year, but we support a total 

minimum of 12 weeks.4 

 

3. Please describe your recommended framework/s, focusing on what you believe 

could be a bipartisan and passable solution/s to expanding paid leave nationally? 

 

The best framework for a paid leave program is the one that has already worked in the 

states. A federal program must be universal. As we have learned from the fourteen PFML 

programs currently passed in the states (and through 80 years of Social Security), a universal 

social insurance program will best serve the needs of workers for paid leave, while reducing 

costs and administrative burdens for employers.  

 

As noted above, existing state programs are working well to deliver paid leave to millions of 

workers. In addition, comprehensive paid leave enjoys strong, bipartisan support. For example, a 

recent poll in Arizona, Michigan, Nevada, North Carolina, Pennsylvania, Wisconsin, Georgia, 

Florida, and Ohio found that 85% of voters in these states supported comprehensive paid leave, 

including 96% of Democrats, 82% of Independents, and 76% of Republicans.5 These results 

parallel years of bipartisan and nonpartisan national polling showing that robust majorities of 

Americans of all parties support access to paid leave for all through a comprehensive federal 

paid leave program6.  

 

Federal solutions should heed the lessons learned from long-established state programs. States 

have provided paid leave for decades through a social insurance approach, delivering benefits 

that work for both workers and employers at an affordable cost. Moreover, some state programs 

passed on a bipartisan basis, underlining the strong support on both sides of the aisle for paid 

leave and the political feasibility of taking evidence-based action on a bipartisan basis. Even 

states that passed programs with support from only one political party have seen their programs 

continue when political winds shift, which is a testament to their value to working people, 

businesses, and the economy. 

 

In contrast to the universal state programs, to date, voluntary approaches have not meaningfully 

expanded access to paid leave. For example, nearly a year after New Hampshire enacted a 

voluntary paid family & medical leave program, participation was exceedingly low, with less 

than 3% of the state’s workforce being covered.7 The uptake rate remained low despite the state 

spending nearly $2 million on a marketing campaign to inform employers about the program.8 

So far, there is no evidence to suggest that voluntary policies meaningfully increase access to 

paid leave, especially for lower-wage workers who need it the most, which means these policies 

are not adequate to address the urgent need for paid leave across our country. Instead, a universal 

program is the proven approach to provide all families with access to paid leave while reducing 

costs and administrative burdens for businesses. 
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In short, why mess with success? There is no reason that the 14 universal state programs      
cannot provide a bi-partisan framework for a national program. 

 

In terms of a framework, state programs include key policies that any federal paid leave 

program should also include.  

Years of experience at the state level have generated important policy best practices that should 

be reflected in any federal paid leave program, including universal coverage, an affordable wage 

replacement rate, job protection, and an inclusive family definition. Like existing state programs, 

a federal paid leave program should provide a guaranteed, comprehensive benefit to all workers 

with specific policy parameters to ensure the program serves the needs of all working families. 

See our fact sheet: https://www.abetterbalance.org/resources/key-components-the-essential-

elements-of-strong-paid-family-and-medical-leave-law/. Specifically: 

 

All workers should be covered, with achievable and equitable eligibility standards. First and 

foremost, universal coverage is a key principle for a national paid leave system. All workers 

deserve access to the PFML they need. Requirements of attachment to the workforce should 

mirror state programs for PFML, which generally require a minimum amount of total earnings 

across a base period.9 These state requirements allow workers to combine income from multiple 

employers. Any worker meeting those requirements should be eligible to receive benefits. Carve 

outs based on employer size or type make no sense in a program such as this, which should be a 

basic benefit for all workers. 

 

Workers need decent wage replacement in order to be able to take time off, especially 

workers at the bottom of the economic spectrum. The wage replacement rate (the percentage 

of their own income workers receive while on leave) is an important element of a PFML law: if 

the rate is too low, workers will not be able to afford to take the leave they need. This problem is 

especially acute for low-income workers living paycheck to paycheck, who need every dollar of 

their income to pay their bills. As a result, most PFML programs use a progressive wage 

replacement rate, meaning that the program replaces a higher percentage of income up to a 

threshold amount, then replaces a lower percentage of income above that amount.10 In effect, this 

creates a sliding scale of income replacement. For example, the PFML program in Washington 

State provides 90% of workers’ wages up to 50% of the state average weekly wage (currently, 

approximately $809.00) and provide 50% of workers’ wages above that amount11 with benefits 

capped at $1,456 per week, to be adjusted annually.12 Washington, D.C., Massachusetts, 

Connecticut, Oregon, Colorado, Maryland, Minnesota, and Maine all use or will use progressive 

wage replacement systems following this model, though their exact bend points and rates of 

replacement vary.13  

 

Though low-income workers are the most vulnerable, workers of any income level can find 

themselves unable to afford to take leave if the wage replacement rate is too low. In a major 

California study, workers across income levels reported that the 55% wage replacement level 

made it difficult to afford to use the program, potentially contributing to low rates of use.14 For 

this reason, California amended their statute to raise the wage replacement rate, with the highest 

increase for low-wage workers.15 Congress can learn from the experience of existing programs 

and create a benefit level that works for workers.  

 

https://www.abetterbalance.org/resources/key-components-the-essential-elements-of-strong-paid-family-and-medical-leave-law/
https://www.abetterbalance.org/resources/key-components-the-essential-elements-of-strong-paid-family-and-medical-leave-law/
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Job protection is critical to the ability of a worker to take this benefit. A strong PFML law 

protects the jobs of workers taking PFML by ensuring they have the right to return to work 

following leave. Job protection for all employees covered by the program is an essential 

element—without it, although it is a money benefit, it’s not leave. This is especially important 

for low-income workers, who will often have less job security than other workers, because they 

change jobs more often than other workers16 and are more likely to be working part time17 

(including many part-time workers who would prefer to be working full time).18  States are 

leading the way in providing paid leave with job protection. Massachusetts,19 Connecticut,  

Oregon, Colorado,20 New York, Rhode Island,21 Washington State22 all provide job protection in 

their paid leave programs and Maryland, Delaware, Minnesota and Maine will also provide job 

protection when their programs go into effect.23  

 

The importance of job protection for workers in a PFML program cannot be overstated. Workers 

need leave during some of the most stressful times in a person’s life: the arrival of a new child, a 

health crisis in the family, or a looming deployment. At these times, workers shouldn’t have to 

worry whether they will have a job to return to after their leave. Without a legal right to get their 

job back, many workers will be unwilling to risk their livelihood by taking the leave they need—

the risk to their long-term economic security will be too great. In one study of California’s 

program (which did not at that time provide full job protection), fear of being fired was a 

commonly cited reason workers who were eligible for paid family leave under that state’s 

program did not take it.24 In Rhode Island, 45% of workers who took leave under their state’s 

paid family leave law (which provides job protection) said that without the law they would not 

have taken leave for fear of losing their job.25  

 

A strong PFML law would also ensure that all workers are protected against retaliation for using 

their rights under the law. This protection is especially important in light of the rise of punitive 

absence control policies by employers, where workers are assigned points for each absence and 

subject to punishment when they receive too many points.26 States are also leading the way in 

prohibiting retaliation. For example, Massachusetts’s PFML law offers particularly robust 

protections against retaliation. The law includes a rebuttable presumption that any adverse action 

taken within six months of the exercise of a protected right was retaliatory.27 Similarly, as part of 

a set of 2019 amendments to expand and improve their PFML law, New Jersey added new strong 

anti-retaliation protections.28  

 

In addition, a strong PFML program also should ensure that workers won’t lose their health 

insurance coverage while they are on leave. Washington State, Massachusetts, Colorado, 

Delaware, Minnesota, and Maine guarantee continuation of health insurance coverage for all 

employees taking paid family and medical leave.29 Maryland will guarantee continuation of 

health insurance coverage for almost all employees taking paid family and medical leave.30 

Oregon guarantees continuation of health insurance coverage as long as they have been 

employed by their employer for at least 90 days prior to taking leave.31 New York and Rhode 

Island guarantee continuation of coverage to all workers taking paid family leave.32 

 

A strong PFML law reflects and protects the diversity of today’s American families. 

Families today take many forms: they are multi-generational, blended,33 LGBTQ,34 and 

increasingly include close loved ones who aren’t biologically or legally related.35 To work for all 

American families, a strong paid leave law would include a broad family definition that 
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specifically covers spouses, domestic partners, children (regardless of age), parents, parents of a 

spouse or domestic partner, grandchildren, grandparents, siblings, nieces and nephews, aunts and 

uncles, and any other individual related by blood or affinity whose close association with the 

worker is the equivalent of a family relationship.  

 

Nationwide trends regarding family structures show that broad family coverage is imperative for 

strong paid leave laws. Today, adults ages 18 to 44 are more likely to have lived with an 

unmarried significant other than to have ever been married,36 and as of 2016, the rising number 

of cohabiting adults in the U.S. reached about 18 million.37 Thus, coverage of domestic partners 

and significant others is critical to many workers in long-term, committed relationships. In 

addition to caring for spouses, children, and parents, workers often provide care to—or rely on 

care from—other biological, legal, and extended relatives with whom they share a close 

relationship. Since 1980, for example, the number of Americans living in multi-generational 

households has doubled to 57 million,38 meaning that it is extremely important that any PFML 

program cover grandparents and grandchildren to support these families.  

 

Furthermore, children of all ages should be covered because adult children with a serious illness 

are no less in need of care from their parents than any other adult to whom the worker is related; 

and older children, especially those who have not formed a family, will still rely on their parents 

for care in the face of a serious illness. Nationwide, 82% of children under the age of 18 live 

with at least one sibling, and as a long-lasting family relationship, many siblings look at each      
other as the first person to whom they would turn for care in the event of a serious illness.39 This 

is often true for people with disabilities; as more people with disabilities outlive their parents, an 

increasing number of individuals are receiving primary care from siblings and extended family.40 

When an individual is sick or has a medical emergency, they often rely on individuals they live 

with—even absent a blood or legal relationship—for help and caregiving. While relationships 

with such close loved ones are important to many workers, a 2016 national survey showed that 

they are even more significant for LGBTQ people and people with disabilities.41  

 

An inclusive family definition is also important to members of the armed forces because many of 

those injured or ill as a result of their military service rely on friends or neighbors for care. This 

is particularly true for those who were ill or injured as a result of their service after September 

11, 2001, as those service members are nearly twice as likely as their civilian counterparts to rely 

on care from friends and neighbors.42  

 

States with PFML laws understand the demographics of working families and have led the way 

with inclusive family definitions. All but one paid family leave jurisdiction cover at least 

workers’ parents, spouses, children, grandparents, and parents-in-law.43 Additionally, in all but 

one jurisdiction the definition of “child” includes adult children,44 and in 13 of 14 states with 

PFML, domestic partners are covered.45 Nearly all state programs cover workers’ siblings.46 

California, Massachusetts, New Jersey, New York, Washington State, Connecticut, Oregon, 

Colorado, Minnesota, and Maine also cover or will cover workers’ grandchildren.47 In New 

Jersey, Connecticut, Oregon, and Colorado workers can also take leave to care for other loved 

ones—whether or not they are biologically or legally related—to whom the worker has a close 

association that is the equivalent of a family relationship, though their exact definitions slightly 

differ; this definition includes close relationships with biologically or legally related family 

members (such as aunts, uncles, nieces, and nephews), as well as close loved ones with whom 



8 

 

the worker lacks a biological or legal relationship (such as a significant other or a best friend 

who is like a sibling).48 When they take effect, the new programs enacted in Minnesota and 

Maine will also have inclusive definitions of family that will protect most members of workers’ 

extended and chosen families.49  

 

The federal government has a successful track record of providing essential protections for the 

varied forms of working families – the expanded definition of family used in PFML laws around 

the country borrow from a federal definition of family that includes workers’ spouses, domestic 

partners, adult and minor children, parents, grandparents, grandchildren, siblings, and those 

whose close association with the employee is the equivalent of a family relationship and those 

definitions have been used since 1969.50 This definition should also be applied to any federal 

PFML program. 

 

4. Please describe alternative ways any proposed framework can be financed, 

including possible payfors. What financial mechanisms should be considered to 

expand paid leave? 

 

There are many viable options for raising the funds to support a comprehensive paid leave 

program. As with the general framework, however, we emphasize that the social insurance 

model of using premiums contributed from workers and their employers into a specific fund to 

pay out benefits is the model that has worked well in the states and has also worked for 80 years 

in the Social Security Program. General budgetary allocations could also be considered to pay 

for the program. Regardless of which option policymakers choose, a workable paid leave 

program requires sustainable, reliable long-term funding at a level sufficient to support the 

benefits that workers need.   

 

If a paid leave program is funded from the general budget, the federal paid leave program should 

not reduce funding to other programs working families rely on. For example, paid leave should 

not be paid for by taking money out of safety net programs like SNAP. If a social insurance 

program is established, especially if it is established in the Social Security Administration, there 

must be an absolute assurance that this will not be to the detriment of funding for Social 

Security, which today’s retirees and future retirees depend on. Progress on paid leave must mean 

protections that complement existing supports, not false choices between paid leave and existing 

worker protections. 

 

If contributions to insurance premiums fund the program, it is important that the contributions be 

shared by both workers and employers as is the case in the majority of states with paid leave 

programs. Paid leave benefits workers, but it is an employee benefit that in many respects should 

be paid for by employers, in no small part because of the many well-documented benefits of paid 

leave to employers.51 That the government has taken over responsibility for ensuring this benefit 

is available should not absolve employers of contributing to their employee’s benefits, especially 

since premiums in all of the states have been kept universally low. 

 

5. How can proposed paid leave frameworks avoid creating unintended distortions, 

such as marriage penalties, reductions of private sector paid leave coverage, etc.? 
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Just as they can in most programs at the state level, employers should be able to provide more 

generous benefits than the federal minimum if they wish, by supplementing with more pay, more 

weeks, or more purposes (discussed in #1). The law should provide a floor, not a ceiling. 

Marriage penalties and other “distortions” can be avoided by ensuring that there is no sex-based 

discrimination in making leave available to both parents to care for all loved ones, so that if both 

spouses are working, they are both paying in, but both can also benefit. Additionally, it is 

important to maintain equity in access to paid leave to adoptive and foster parents, not just birth 

parents. Ensuring a federal paid family and medical leave program extends to adoptive and new 

foster parents with a recently placed child would significantly improve mental and physical 

health outcomes for families.52      

 

6. Should government support for paid leave be focused only on the most vulnerable 

individuals in our society, or on all Americans regardless of means or need? 

 

We need a universal, broad based paid leave program that covers all American workers because 

all American workers need help when they are ill or need to take time off to care for a new child 

or loved one. A serious illness can send a family whose income seemed high into bankruptcy and 

home loss if there is no incoming income. A program financed through payroll taxes will be less 

expensive if universal as all workers will pay premiums and will effectively cover all workers. A 

universal program will also be more likely to have universal popularity with workers, which will 

make it more politically sustainable. To address solvency concerns, the program should cap the 

benefit level so that wealthier workers will not get full wage replacement from the program. The 

persistent popularity of the Social Security program is at least in part attributable to its universal 

nature. Equity in funding can be addressed in policies on wage replacement (i.e., a progressive 

wage replacement rate) rather than by restricting eligibility, since all workers need paid leave 

regardless of income.  

 

7. What supports do small and mid-sized businesses need from the federal government 

to provide paid leave to workers? 

 

A universal paid leave program automatically supports small and mid-size businesses in two 

major ways: by increasing their appeal to workers in the always-competitive search for qualified 

employees, and in ensuring a healthy and productive workforce. Small businesses have the most 

to gain from a public paid leave program, as they are able to offer benefits they would often not 

be able to afford on their own, and these policies are shown to be incredibly important to workers 

when selecting employment, and when choosing to stay with an employer.53 Small businesses, 

therefore, need a public program to level the playing field by helping them compete with larger 

employers who can more easily afford to offer these benefits, which will often attract the best 

employees. 

 

Experience from state paid leave programs shows that once a paid leave program is 

implemented, most employers, including most small employers, support the program.54 For 

example, in California, a survey showed that after PFML was enacted, a vast majority of 

businesses reported a positive or neutral effect on their business.55 Small business owners in New 

York and New Jersey report similar satisfaction with PFML in their states.56  
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That’s because these programs offer businesses benefits like improved recruiting, retention, and 

employee productivity, at an affordable cost and in a structure that is easy for employers to 

implement. PFML programs are empirically shown to reduce turnover and increase 

recruitment,57 which results in major savings for employers, who are spared the cost of replacing 

employees.58 Keeping workers with medical or caregiving needs attached to the workforce is 

especially critical in today’s historically competitive labor market. Nearly 3 in 4 adults who are 

not in the labor force say that personal health or family caregiving responsibilities are the main 

reasons they are not working.59 And when compared to a wide range of potential workplace 

benefits, adults who are not in the labor force say that paid family and medical leave is about as 

important as compensation when considering whether to start or return to work.60 Businesses 

also report that paid leave increases employee productivity and profitability, with one cross-

industry analysis finding increases of more than 50% in productivity implementing PFML 

programs.61 Moreover, Fortune 500 companies report an increase in share prices after 

implementing PFML programs.62 

 

In addition, when a new child joins the family of a worker, when a worker faces a serious illness, 

or needs to care for a seriously ill family member, their employer will need to deal with their 

absence whether there is a PFML program or not. With a paid leave program, the employer can 

offer financial support to employees without further cost to themselves beyond payment of 

premiums, and does not need to worry about what the business budget can or cannot afford to 

support that worker. We have heard over and over again that small employers in particular feel 

their employees are like family – a paid leave program means the employer need not agonize 

over the level of support to offer their employees when they face a medical or family crisis..  

 

A universal program keeps costs low and significantly reduces the administrative burden on 

employers of implementing a program, which small businesses particularly need.  

Nevertheless, some state programs have waived payment of premiums (while maintaining 

coverage of employees) for small businesses. To the extent that the insurance premiums are a 

burden to smaller businesses in a program financed by insurance premiums, this could be 

considered at the federal level. Some state programs also provide training and support for 

businesses to easily understand the new program and understand their responsibilities under it, 

another option for a federal program seeking to minimize the burden on employers. 

 

8. What does research say about the impact of providing paid leave on worker health, 

job satisfaction, economic mobility, child development, breastfeeding rates and 

related health outcomes, fertility rate, infant mortality, elderly health, public 

assistance levels, family income, and recruitment and retention efforts? 

 

The research is clear: guaranteeing access to PFML would benefit workers, employers, and our 

economy. Paid leave supports public health, including improved infant and child development,63 

increased breastfeeding rates,64 reduced infant mortality,65 improved maternal health,66 a better 

ability of workers to manage and afford cancer treatment,67 and reduced occupational injuries.68 

Paid leave also benefits businesses, from supporting recruitment,69 to reduced turnover,70 to 

increased productivity.71 Our lack of action on paid leave costs our economy nearly $22.6 billion 

each year in lost wages alone.72 According to the U.S. Department of Labor, if the United States 

had the labor force participation among women of economic peers Canada and Germany, 
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supported by policies like paid leave, it would generate an additional $775 billion per year in 

additional economic activity.73 Simply put, research shows we cannot afford to wait.  

 

In particular, we want to stress how clearly the research shows the positive impact of paid leave 

to address the maternal and infant mortality health crisis, address racial inequities, cement 

women’s attachment to the labor force, and help workers navigate the COVID-19 crisis.  

PFML has been documented to provide a critically important safety net for workers welcoming a 

child and those who themselves face or have a family member with a serious illness.  

For example:  

● A 2020 journal article showed that, “[i]mplementation of paid family leave policies in 

California was associated with a 12 percent reduction in postneonatal mortality after 

adjusting for maternal and neonatal factors.”74  

● This outcome is consistent with a study of 141 countries that—controlling for other 

factors—found that 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%.75  

● A 2021 journal article on paid parental leave access concluded that “[i]nequitable access 

to paid parental leave through both employers and government programs exacerbates 

racial inequities at birth. This form of structural racism could be addressed by policies 

expanding access to paid leave.”76  

● Paid leave is critical to ensuring women’s continued attachment to the workforce. When 

workers are unable to take short-term leave and then return to their job, they are often 

pushed out of the workforce altogether. One study estimated that men who leave the 

labor force early due to caring for an aging parent lose almost $90,000 in wages, while 

women who do so lose over $140,000 in wages.77 Women who take paid leave after 

having a baby are more likely to be working 9 to 12 months after the birth than women 

who take no leave.78 A recent study found that state PFML programs have significantly 

increased women’s attachment to the workforce after giving birth: “The analysis of states 

that have implemented paid leave policies found a 20 percent reduction in the number of 

women leaving their jobs in the first year after welcoming a child, and up to a 50 percent 

reduction after five years.”79And keeping workers on the job saves taxpayers money. 

Both men and women who return to work after taking paid leave are much less likely to 

be receiving public assistance or food stamps in the year following their child’s birth than 

those who return to work without taking family leave.80  

● AARP has detailed the common disruptions in employment for family caregivers, leading 

to short-term and long-term financial struggles, and called for PFML as one way to 

support family caregivers and their attachment to the workforce.81  

● PFML can also address unexpected crises. The Urban Institute showed that state PFML 

programs successfully absorbed and provided critical support to a surge of workers 

affected by COVID-19.82  

● Furthermore, paid leave programs are critical for young workers, especially temporary 

and seasonal workers, foster families, young parents, LGTBQ youth, and youth with 

disabilities.83  

o For example, as an A Better Balance helpline caller Clarissa, 22, from Missouri 

explained: 

“After I gave birth to my first child, I did not have access to paid leave to recover 

from childbirth, so I returned to work after about two months … I was so worried 
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about feeding my baby, and having access to paid leave during this time would 

have made it much easier for me to meet my pumping needs.” 

For more on the incredibly robust—and growing—body of research on the health impacts of 

PFML to new parents, infants and children, family caregivers, and individuals with disabilities, 

see our fact sheet.84  

 

9. What lessons should the federal government learn from successful or failed attempts 

at expanding paid leave in U.S. states or other countries? 

 

The overwhelming success of state paid leave programs is laid out in question #1. To illustrate 

their effectiveness, we want to highlight some of the stories we’ve heard on our workers’ rights 

hotline. Specifically: 

 

● KeiLani, from Diamond, Washington called in February 2023 when she fell ill 

with a condition her doctors could not diagnose, and found herself frequently in 

and out of the emergency room. KeiLani was able to take Washington PFML 

while she sought a diagnosis. She ultimately learned that she was pre-diabetic and 

had an auto-immune disorder. "Having Paid Family Leave allowed me to keep a 

roof over my head, bills in good standing and helped me pay for the medical 

attention and medications I was needing," KeiLani told us. "Paid Family Leave 

not only assisted me financially, but it granted me the time I needed to undergo 

the series of appointments, tests and even procedures I was required to complete. 

Without Paid Family Leave, I don't know where I would have been, especially 

since I've spent over $5,000 dollars in medical expenses this year alone and that 

does not include my medications. When you factor that unexpected expense in, no 

one is prepared to be able to cover that when they're in my current situation. I 

hope that my testimony attests why Paid Family Leave is important for not only 

people like me, but for others who may face this situation in the future."  

● Emilie, who works for a software company in Washington State, called us 

because she will be undergoing chemotherapy for 6+ months as part of her cancer 

treatment. She has been approved to use Washington PFML intermittently while 

she undergoes treatment. Emilie contacted ABB’s helpline for clarification about 

her rights and told us, “Washington PFML has been extremely important to me 

because I started treatment at 25, living with three roommates, with my fixed 

expenses like rent and car loan there to stay. I can only work part time with my 

chemo schedule, so having my income replaced even at a lower rate was life-

saving.”  

● Paige, from New York, said “After speaking with ABB, my nerves were put at 

ease for what I am entitled to while preparing to give birth. Having the short-term 

disability and NY PFL benefits is the only way I was able to stay home with my 

newborn, bond and recuperate myself. It greatly lessened the financial stress of 

not working and having a newborn, but also let myself and my husband focus on 

what was important, our new member of our family.” 

● Luisa, a low-wage farmworker in upstate New York, had this to say about 

New York’s paid family leave program: “I was pregnant and wanted to take paid 

leave to spend time with my new baby. I wasn't sure if I qualified for [NYPFL], 

and had heard from my coworkers that our employer wouldn't provide it. I saw 
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that ABB's helpline provides information in Spanish, so I called to receive more 

information. They explained to me the eligibility requirements for NYPFL, and 

shared information that helped me speak with my employer about my leave 

options. I was able to take my full twelve weeks of NYPFL and successfully 

returned to work. I'm grateful to have been able to spend time bonding with my 

baby, and that I didn't need to risk my paycheck to do so.” 

 

These worker stories highlight major trends that we know to be true about state PFML programs:  

 

Those eligible have been able to access state PFML programs and it has made a difference 

in their lives. The newest state PFML laws are already showing significant success meeting the 

needs of workers who experience a serious illness (personal or family) or welcome a new child.  

State birthrate data shows that PFML laws are helping to reach those who need leave to bond 

with a new child (the second highest use of leave after a worker’s own serious illness). A 

comparison of state birthrates to bonding claims shows that PFML laws have extremely strong 

utilization by new parents (with the number of annual applications to bond with a new child in 

WA, NY, and MA representing approximately 50-82% of the total number of annual births in the 

respective state). See attached analysis from A Better Balance. 

 

PFML state programs are benefiting low-wage workers and their families. In Washington 

State, 44% of approved PFML claims from July 1, 2021 to June 30, 2022 were by workers 

making $26/hour or less.85 In New York, the State Comptroller reported that “[e]mployees 

earning less than $40,000 per year accounted for the largest number of claims, with the number 

decreasing as income rises, suggesting paid family leave is a particularly important benefit to 

low-to moderate-income employees.”86  

 

10. What other information would you like us to consider as we attempt to chart a 

bipartisan path forward?  

 

Now is the time for the federal government to provide a comprehensive paid family and medical 

leave program to the millions of workers who are left without access. A Better Balance has heard 

on our helpline the chilling experiences of workers that live in states without a statewide paid 

family and medical leave program. These experiences highlight the painful reality of many 

families who are forced to choose between caring for themselves or their families and keeping 

their job:  

● Nicole from Florida stated “I believe Congress should pass a paid family and medical 

leave law because women should not be struggling to provide for the basic needs of their 

families when they give birth or when their child receives a serious medical diagnosis. If 

a paid family and medical leave law had been in place at the time of my son’s ADHD 

diagnosis, I would have had the time and income I needed to concentrate on my family 

responsibilities and the ability to return to work with a renewed focus and commitment to 

my job.” 

● Samuel,87 a truck driver from North Dakota, was devastated when he lost his job 

while caring for his elderly father, a Korean War veteran who suffered a stroke. He 

shared “ I told my employer that I needed to go home to say goodbye to my dad. I knew 
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that if he passed away while I was on the road, and not there with him, I would regret it 

for the rest of my life. My company informed me that if I left my job to care for my 

father, I would be terminated, but I could “reapply” when I was ready to come back. Now 

that I am able to return to work, my employer is not willing to even consider bringing me 

back because they are so angry with me for leaving.” 

● Erica, a pediatric nurse from Tennessee, had to leave her beloved job of four years to 

care for her daughter when she began to experience covid symptoms during the 

pandemic. Unfortunately, Erica's hospital was not covered by the (now expired) Families 

First Coronavirus Response Act, and she did not have enough PTO available to cover 

more than one workday. Because Erica could not afford to take any unpaid time off, she 

had to leave her job and search for another, leaving her family without income for a 

period of time.  

● Maria, a housekeeper in Mississippi, was shocked to learn that her company did not 

provide any paid family or medical leave. Maria has friends and family in other states 

who told her the laws in those states give employees the right to paid family leave, but 

unfortunately Mississippi is a state that has no right to any kind of paid leave benefits. 

Maria was very disappointed, telling us that it will be “challenging to survive without 

income” while she is recovering from childbirth and bonding with her baby. 

Conclusion 

Thank you again for the opportunity to provide this information. We look forward to continuing 

to work with you to make paid leave a reality for all Americans. If you have any questions, 

please contact us at sleiwant@abetterbalance.org or cgomez@abetterbalance.org  
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