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Issue Spotlight: NICU Leave is a Common-Sense Policy that Supports Working 

Families and Improves the Health of NICU Parents and Babies 

 

In the United States, approximately 10% of babies are born preterm, and these preterm babies often 

require specialized care in a neonatal intensive care unit (NICU).1 Preterm birth can have a profound 

impact on families, contributing to emotional challenges, sudden changes in family dynamics, and 

increased caregiving and financial demands. During this challenging time, many NICU parents are 

caught between the competing demands of their jobs and the health and well-being of themselves and 

their new babies. No NICU parent should be forced to choose between their new baby and their 

financial security.   

As detailed in Sections I and II below, working parents of preterm infants need dedicated NICU leave 

so they can spend critical time with their babies and heal during the postpartum period. With NICU 

leave, families will have more flexibility and opportunity to bond with their preterm infants, cope 

with—and recover from—childbirth, understand their infants’ unique developmental needs, and learn 

how to safely manage ongoing health conditions.2 Access to workplace leave when a parent has an 

infant in the NICU not only benefits the infant’s health and well-being but also helps working parents 

take care of themselves and adjust to their new normal. Against the backdrop of high rates of maternal 

complications and infant mortality in the U.S., guaranteed NICU leave can also help to address 

existing racial disparities in maternal and infant health outcomes. 

Policymakers should explore multiple options for how to best guarantee workplace leave to NICU 

parents. Section III details several policy opportunities to advance NICU leave and highlights growing 

momentum on this issue. Ideally, NICU leave laws should be paid, to ensure that workers are able to 

address needs related to their baby’s stay in a NICU without sacrificing a paycheck during a stressful 

and financially demanding time. Unpaid NICU leave laws, which provide job-protected unpaid leave 

to a worker with a baby in the NICU, can also be an important step for NICU parents by ensuring that 

they do not lose their jobs while caring for their new child.  

I. Access to NICU Leave Can Improve the Emotional and Physical Health of Parents and 

Infants 

A. NICU leave can help address the racial disparities in maternal and infant health, with a 

disproportionate impact on parents of color and low-wage workers. 
 

• The United States has a maternal and infant health crisis.3 According to March of Dimes, the 

preterm birth rate in the U.S. in 2024 was over 10% for the third year in a row.4 In 2023, over 

20,000 infants died before reaching their first birthday,5 and from 2021 to 2023, preterm birth 

and low birth weight were the second leading cause of infant death at almost 18%.6 

• Preterm birth rates in the U.S. are strongly associated with race and ethnicity.7 From 2022 to 

2024, preterm birth rates were highest for Black mothers (14.7%), followed by American 

Indian/Alaska Native mothers (12.5%), Pacific Islander mothers (12.3%), and Latinx mothers 

(10.1%).8 NICU leave can therefore have a disproportionate impact on parents and infants of 

color, given existing disparities in preterm birth rates. 

• Women in low-wage service jobs also have a higher risk of preterm birth than women in other 

types of work.9 These women are also less likely to have access to paid leave.10 Without access 

to paid NICU leave, these workers too often face employers that are inflexible with hours and 
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unsupportive of parents who require longer periods of absence to be with their infant in the 

NICU.11  

• Young parents also experience a high rate of preterm birth, translating to a greater likelihood of 

having a baby in the NICU,12 and are also less likely than other parents to have access to paid 

leave.13 

• NICU leave can support recovery after childbirth and help parents to address any related health 

conditions and complications. A NICU study in Philadelphia found that 41% of parents of 

preterm infants (born 2010–2019) did not receive postpartum care.14 Parents with infants in the 

NICU faced higher rates of chronic illnesses and pregnancy complications compared to parents 

of healthy newborns.15 

• Two-thirds of U.S. maternal deaths happen in the postpartum period, up to 42 days after birth.16 

The United States has the highest rate of maternal deaths among any high-income country.17 

Research from March of Dimes shows that Black, American Indian/Alaska Natives, and Pacific 

Islander women die at two to three times the rate of their white counterparts, and an estimated 

40,000 dealt with severe complications during childbirth in 2022.18 By extending a NICU 

parent’s available paid leave and ensuring NICU parents can care for their baby without 

exhausting other paid time off, NICU leave can play an essential role in supporting a new 

parent’s postpartum recovery. 
 

B. NICU leave policies support the emotional wellbeing of working parents during a stressful 

time in their lives. 

• A NICU parents’ experience can be overwhelming and emotional. It can be a challenge for 

NICU parents to navigate their daily responsibilities while caring for an infant that is in the 

hospital, rather than at home.19 Due to the need for preterm infants to have advanced medical 

care, NICU parents also experience less control over their newborn’s primary caregiving 

needs.20 This shift in parental expectations can often result in high levels of stress, depression, 

and anxiety.21  

• Women with babies in the NICU are at increased risk for anxiety and depression compared to 

mothers whose babies are not in the NICU,22 and must manage their own needs while 

navigating care for their critically ill infants. For example, studies show that mothers of 

premature infants have higher rates of postpartum depression than mothers whose infants are 

born full-term.23 During such an emotionally-taxing time, NICU leave can improve the well-

being of NICU parents by allowing them to better focus on their personal and family needs. 

The NICU can feel foreign and stressful for new parents, with bright lighting, strange noises, 

and frequent medical disruptions that interrupt time with their baby.24 The fragile appearance, 

size, and perceived vulnerability of preterm infants in the NICU can also heighten parents’ 

distress, anxiety, and fears regarding their baby’s well-being and survival.25 With guaranteed 

NICU leave, parents will have the time they need to adjust and cope with their new normal, 

with fewer outside pressures. 
 

C. When parents can be present in the NICU, research shows that it can improve the health 

outcomes of preterm infants.  
 

• When parents can take paid NICU leave, they can spend more time with their baby, which has 

been shown to improve health outcomes for infants. For example, research shows that parental 
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engagement and more skin-to-skin care from NICU parents is associated with better 

developmental outcomes for NICU babies.26  

• The NICU can be stressful for preterm infants, and a parent’s presence can provide comfort and  

make a meaningful difference. Loud noises and bright lighting in the NICU can stress preterm 

infants and interfere with sleep during a crucial period of brain development.27 Further, preterm 

infants are often exposed to regular and painful medical interventions while in the NICU.28 

Infants who are visited and held more often in the NICU show better neurobehavioral 

development, such as reflexes and motor skills, at discharge than those with less parental 

contact.29 

• NICU babies and their parents can also face unique challenges with initiating lactation. Having 

the time off to be present with their babies in the hospital will increase the chance of successful 

long-term lactation, with proven health benefits for infants.30     

• Although preterm infants benefit from parental presence, parents often face difficult decisions 

about balancing work and other life responsibilities with time in the NICU. Parents of NICU 

infants face competing demands such as returning to work early or caring for other children at 

home.31 These barriers can mean less time with their preterm infant at a time when parental 

engagement is developmentally important.32 

II. Access to NICU Leave Can Lessen the Financial Burden on Working Parents and Protect 

their Economic Security During an Expensive Time 

• The cost to keep a baby in the NICU can be extremely high depending on their condition, the 

level of care needed, the length of the baby’s stay in the NICU, and other non-healthcare 

expenses.33 Without NICU leave, many NICU parents are forced to risk their job or paycheck, 

which compounds the significant costs associated with a child’s admission to the NICU. 

• Research from the Healthcare Cost Institute indicates that in 2021, a preterm baby averaged 

$71,000 in NICU costs, with substantial variation in spending on NICU admissions—ranging 

from about $4,488 at the 10th percentile to nearly $162,000 at the 90th percentile.34 Even with 

insurance, parents still must pay deductibles, coinsurance, as well as out of pocket costs which 

can cause a heavy financial burden.35  In a University of Michigan study analyzing data of 12 

million privately insured families across the country, the average out of pocket spending for an 

infant needing NICU care was just under $5,000.36 And for about 1 in 11 families with a baby 

in the NICU, the cost skyrocketed to over $10,000.37 With more infants admitted to the NICU, 

working families face rising costs, and access to NICU leave can help ease the financial strain.  

• Outside of medical bills, parents with a child in the NICU also face many other expenses. For 

example, parents with a baby in the NICU may incur additional costs including transportation, 

lodging, and childcare costs for other siblings.38 Any money that was initially set aside for after 

a child’s birth may quickly be spent down in advance of their return home, due to a preterm 

birth and costly stay in the NICU.39 

• While some infants only need a short stay in the NICU for observation, many others may 

require extended care for weeks or even months. As the length of a NICU stay increases, the 

financial pressures quickly mount.40 Working parents need access to guaranteed NICU leave—

ideally with both job protection and extended wage replacement—to bridge the gap between 

maintaining economic stability and being present for a baby in the NICU. 
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III. State and Federal Policymakers Can Support the Health and Well-Being of NICU 

Parents and Babies by Passing NICU Leave Protections 

• NICU parents and babies would be best supported through new paid NICU leave protections, 

ensuring that they can take time off to be with their babies in the NICU without sacrificing a 

needed paycheck. In Colorado, one of 14 states with a paid family and medical leave law, 

lawmakers expanded the state’s program in 2025 to provide up to 12 extra weeks of leave when 

a worker’s baby is in the NICU, in addition to separate leave that can be used by all parents in 

Colorado to bond with a new baby.41 As a result, NICU parents in Colorado do not have to 

exhaust their paid family leave when a baby is in the NICU, and they will be able to use 

separate paid leave to bond with a new baby once discharged from the NICU.42 Other states 

should follow this example and provide standalone paid leave to NICU parents. 

• Unpaid leave laws that provide job-protection—but no wage replacement—can also be a first 

step to better protect NICU parents. In 2025, for example, Illinois passed a law that—as of June 

2026—entitles eligible workers to job-protected, unpaid NICU leave.43 

• Despite the well-researched importance of bonding with a new baby, the United States has no 

federal paid family leave law, and only provides a nationwide right to unpaid leave to eligible 

workers through the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA).44 Although the FMLA provides 

covered workers in the U.S. with unpaid leave to bond with a new baby, NICU parents can 

easily burn through much or all of that available leave in the hospital if their child is born 

preterm and needs advanced medical care. Congress should expand the FMLA to guarantee 

dedicated NICU leave to workers, so they can both care for their baby in the NICU and still 

have sufficient time off to bond with their baby once they return home. 

• On the global stage, the United States lags behind the rest of the world by failing to provide any 

form of paid parental leave. In fact, the U.S. is one of the only countries in the world – and the 

only developed nation – that lacks a national paid parental leave program.45 There is also recent 

international momentum for paid NICU leave provisions, as the United Kingdom recently 

extended a right to paid time off for NICU parents.46 The United States should take urgent steps 

to catch up and similarly protect NICU parents and babies.  
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