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FOREWORD 

While America’s working families deserve flexible supports that meet their 
Modern Family needs, we offer them a Leave it to Beaver family policy stuck 
in the last century. Despite rapid and persistent social change – such as 
dual-income Gen X couples “sandwiched” between caring for children and 
parents and the emerging millennial workforce rejecting traditional male 
breadwinner models – we stand still while family policy in the rest of the 
world passes us by. Nowhere is this dynamic more striking than on the 
issue of paid leave.

As Secretary of Labor, I have been inspired by the states, cities and 
employers who are “Leading on Leave.” I have traveled to states and 
communities that are taking up the charge and adopting paid family leave 
policies. I have met the families, businesses, local governments, and 
grassroots organizations working together to build a movement for paid 
leave. President Obama has made a clear commitment to expanding access 
to paid leave by calling for action in the State of the Union, convening a 
national White House Summit on Working Families, increasing paid 
leave options for the federal workforce, and funding research grants 
to support the development of paid leave programs in states and cities 
across the country.    

For paid leave, it is a question of when, not if – for we are still lagging as a 
nation. In my travels, I have also spoken with the families who are trying 
to make do with our broken patchwork of existing leave options that are 
too short, too limited, unpaid, or nonexistent. We are one of just a handful 
of countries that fail to provide paid maternity leave and we lag behind 
our Organisation for Economic Co-Operation and Development (OECD) 
partners and the many other nations that provide robust paid leave to 
their citizens. Our policy is to not establish broad access to basic economic 
and personal security for new parents, for workers with a serious health 
condition, for anyone who needs the ability to take time to care for 
themselves and their families while still being responsible employees. Our 
policy is, in essence, to do nothing.

Some say paid leave is too expensive, so this report asks one simple question:  
What’s the cost of doing nothing on paid leave? While we fail to take action, 
who pays the price? The answer is clear. We all pay a very steep price: as 
workers, as families, as employers and as a nation. 

I refuse to accept the broken status quo. I believe that we can do right by 
working families and that as this report shows, it will pay off for all of us. 
And when I say it will pay off, I do not only mean the well-documented 
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positive economic impacts of paid leave. I mean the basic human dignity 
we can and should afford Americans who need to care for an ill spouse, 
attend to a parent in hospice, recover from an accident, or bond with a 
new baby.  

In passing the Family and Medical Leave Act more than twenty years ago, 
we decided as a nation that managing these life events should not cost 
someone their job. As I have said before, the basic promise of that law 
is that no one should have to choose between the job you need and the 
family you love. For the millions of Americans who cannot afford to take 
leave without pay, that promise remains unfulfilled. For them, we now 
must lead.

    

 
  —Thomas E. Perez, Secretary of Labor
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“The greatest family value is the value of time 
spent with your family.” 
          — Secretary Thomas E. Perez 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

A new baby. A returning service member with 
a traumatic brain injury. A child with a cancer 
diagnosis. A parent’s descent into dementia. 
A car accident. For many Americans, paid 
leave can be a lifeline that provides time away 
from work to take care of these important 
priorities without jeopardizing their 
economic security. When working families 
have access to paid leave, they can better 
keep both work and life responsibilities in 
balance. Modest investments in paid leave 
mean new parents or caring spouses can stay 
in the workforce and still meet their own and 
their families’ needs. 

But most working families do not have 
meaningful access to paid leave. Only about 
12 percent of private sector workers get 
paid parental and family leave from their 
employers and only about four in ten have 
access to paid medical leave at work in the 
form of short-term disability benefits.1 While 
three states have paid family leave public 

insurance programs (California, New Jersey 
and Rhode Island), and leading employers 
are providing paid leave benefits to boost 
recruitment and retention, that progress only 
goes so far.2  We are one of only a few nations 
on earth without national paid maternity 
leave.3 The unpaid job-protected leave available 
through the federal Family and Medical Leave 
Act (FMLA) is a critical benefit that helps many 
families, but almost half the workforce is not 
even covered by that law.4 This patchwork of 
partial solutions leaves far too many people 
without any real options.

This is a problem that cuts against some of the 
most fundamental American values that we hold 
dear – values like the importance of an honest 
day’s work, ensuring the best start in life so our 
children thrive, caring for those who are ill, and 
honoring our mothers and fathers. It is not who 
we are as a nation to stand by and fail to act when 
people need to take care of themselves and their 
loved ones because of an important life event. 
This report documents many costs of doing 
nothing on paid leave, but there are some you 
simply cannot put a price tag on.
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Families Making Do or Doing Without
Imagine being a new mother, excited and 
overwhelmed with new experiences and 
new expenses. Imagine losing three months 
of pay, when you can least afford it, or even 
having to quit your job altogether – putting 
your growing family’s economic stability at 
risk and holding back your own career and 
future earning potential. Or imagine leaving 
your new baby too early, returning to work 
before you and your baby are fully healthy 
and ready. Imagine being a new dad, eager 
to share parenthood equally, but knowing at 
least one parent has to bring in income for 
the family. Imagine these painful choices 
between financial security and family values 
playing out during other important life 
events – when your injured spouse comes 
home from a deployment, or when you or 
your child has a serious illness, or when your 
mother is dying. 

Given this reality, America’s working families 
try their best to make do. They cobble 
together a few days of sick leave or vacation 
days here and there if they are fortunate 
enough to have that option. Even accounting 
for these inadequate alternative sources of 
paid time off, surveys still show that about 4 
out of 10 workers do not have access to paid 
leave of any type.5 Some people try to stretch 
the budget enough to take unpaid leave; 
others have to quit work altogether. Many 
simply have to do without time away from 
work or cut their leave short because they 
cannot afford to take the time that they or 
their families need. 

The limits of our fragmented and inadequate 
system make social and economic inequality 
and persistent wage stagnation even 
worse.  African-American and Hispanic 
workers, as well as part-time and lower-
wage workers, face larger gaps in leave 

access. Workers with disabilities in need of 
self-care and their families are particularly 
affected when they lack paid leave. Since 
women disproportionately bear the burdens 
of caregiving, as well as the negative economic 
impacts of work-family conflict, our failure 
in many parts of the country to establish paid 
family leave holds back half of our workforce 
and perpetuates women’s economic inequality.    
   
Modest Investments and Meaningful 
Solutions
The problem is real, but the solution is within 
our reach. Forward-thinking employers 
are leading on leave, three states have 
established comprehensive public family 
and medical leave insurance programs, and 
countries around the globe have established 
national paid parental leave.6 The Obama 
Administration is committed to expanding 
access to paid leave. Building on the steps 
announced during the 2014 White House 
Summit on Working Families, the President 
has made new proposals to strengthen the 
middle class by giving working families 
the flexibility to balance their families and 
their jobs and by improving leave for the 
federal workforce. The Administration is also 
committed to supporting cities and states 
seeking to enact paid leave policies, providing 
technical expertise, and supporting research 
around what works. 

A modest, affordable investment in paid leave 
makes plain sense when balanced against 
costs. For employers, the cost of providing 
a few weeks of leave to just some of their 
employees each year should be measured 
against the alternative potential cost and 
burden of replacing experienced talent. In the 
three states with paid family leave, workers 
make a small payroll contribution and gain the 
income stability and peace of mind that comes 
with the ability to take paid leave when they 
need it. 
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The Cost of Doing Nothing
More importantly, while adopting paid 
leave policies has a relatively limited cost, 
the status quo carries a significant price 
tag. Research findings, statistics, and the 
experiences of America’s working families 
paint a stark picture of all the benefits we 
forgo – and all the negative impacts we 
experience without paid leave.

THE COST TO WORKERS

   •  Workers give up income they need to pay 
bills, buy groceries, and support their 
families. Sixty percent of workers without 
fully paid leave reported difficulty making 
ends meet and many reported putting off 
paying bills, drawing down savings and 
cutting leave short.7 Eighty-four percent of 
workers who had unpaid or partially paid 
leave reported putting off spending, which 
means not just hardship for families, 
but also lost income to local stores and 
landlords when families delay fixing the 
car or paying the rent.8

   •  Women may lose or leave their jobs and 
put their long-term economic security 
at risk. Studies show that mothers with 
access to paid leave have an increased 
likelihood of being employed after 
childbirth compared to mothers who do 
not have or use paid leave, that paid leave 
increases female labor force participation, 
and that access to paid leave policies can 
even increase work hours.9 

   •  Workers, particularly women, can lose 
earnings over the long term. Studies in 
both the United States and other countries 
show that paid maternity leave is 
associated with increased pay for women 
with children, so  this policy can help 
close the gender pay gap.10

   •  Working parents are more likely to need 
public assistance benefits. Women who 
have access to and take paid parental leave 
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are 39 percent less likely to receive public 
assistance, such as food stamps, in the 
year following a child’s birth than those 
who cannot or do not take leave, and 15 
percent of women and men who received 
partial or no pay during family or medical 
leaves reported using public assistance. 11 

   •  More stress and worse health are 
hallmarks of not having the time and 
income to deal with family and personal 
medical needs. Workers without sufficient 
access to paid leave who have serious 
health needs reported they put off or 
sacrificed medical treatment, and they 
may be less likely to stay employed.12   

 
THE COST TO FAMILIES  
  •  Children lose out on better health outcomes 

right from the start. Maternity leave is 
linked to improved child health outcomes, 
including increased birth weight, 
decreased premature births, and decreased 
infant mortality.13 For mothers who choose 
and are able to breastfeed, maternity leave 
is associated with increased rate and 
duration of breastfeeding for infants.14  

   •  Parents of children with chronic illness or 
other serious medical needs face increased 
challenges. Parents of children with special 
healthcare needs who could take fully paid 
leave were more likely to report positive 
effects of leave on their child’s physical 
and emotional health than those without 
access to paid leave. They were also more 
likely to report an increased benefit to 
their own emotional health and decreased 
likelihood of financial problems.15

   •  Men are much less likely to take leave 
if it is unpaid. Offering men paid leave 
increases the likelihood that they will take 
leave when they need it. California’s paid 
family leave program more than doubled 
the rate of leave-taking by men after the 
birth of a child.16 
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   •  Fathers cut paternity leave short, even 
though longer leaves can promote more 
engagement and parent-child bonding and 
improve outcomes for children. In a study 
of working fathers in the U.S., those who 
took leaves of two weeks or more were 
much more likely to be actively involved 
in their child’s care nine months after 
birth than those who took shorter leaves – 
including feeding, changing diapers, and 
getting up in the night.17  

   •  Paid parental leave supports modern 
families’ changing cultural norms about 
work and family. Fathers want to take on 
more childcare responsibilities. Paid leave 
provides men the opportunity to take 
paternity leave and serve as caregivers, 
which is associated with men sharing 
more equally in household chores and 
mothers increasing paid work.18  

   •  Without paid leave for eldercare, the 
growing burden on American families 
to care for aging family members 
becomes even heavier. As more and more 
caregivers are working while caring 
for their parents, gaps in leave access 
increase the strain on families to balance 
jobs with caregiving.19 Paid leave supports 
caregivers, so they can perform at full 
capacity when they are at work.

THE COST TO BUSINESS  
   •  Businesses may incur significant costs 

to replace talented and experienced 
employees, especially women. Paid 
maternity leave in particular increases 
retention and reduces turnover, so 
businesses do not lose talent and do 
not lose ground on building the gender 
diversity they value.20  

   •  It may be harder for businesses to compete 
at home and abroad. Larger businesses 
provide paid leave to their employees 

more frequently than smaller businesses, 
which may have fewer resources to stand 
up a program on their own. All businesses 
may find it harder to compete for talent 
internationally, as paid leave is more 
common in other countries.

   •  New state programs providing paid family 
and medical leave insurance without an 
employer mandate can level the playing 
field. After California and New Jersey 
enacted Paid Family Leave benefits, most 
businesses reported positive or neutral 
experiences and few negative effects.21  

THE COST TO THE NATION    
  •  We are falling behind economically 

compared with nations that have adopted 
paid leave and other family supports. Paid 
maternity leave can increase female labor 
force participation, which contributes to 
economic growth.22 The Department of 
Labor’s Chief Economist estimates that if 
U.S. women between 25 and 54 participated 
in the labor force at the same rate as they 
do in Canada or Germany, which have paid 
leave and other family policies, there would 
be more than five million more women 
in the labor force in the U.S. This, in turn, 
would translate into more than $500 billion 
of additional economic activity per year.23 

   •  The cost of doing nothing also includes 
the unfulfilled promises to our nation’s 
families, and the many intangible costs of 
living without paid leave.  We can think 
in terms of the lost work and wages, 
health and stress impacts, and increased 
economic insecurity for families, but some 
consequences are more intangible, though 
no less important. We are leaving female 
talent on the sidelines and denying men an 
equal opportunity at home. We are forcing 
people to choose between their health and 
their income. We are compromising the 
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needs of our children and our parents. We 
are sacrificing the fundamental value of 
spending time with one’s family.  

In the following pages, this report documents 
these impacts in greater detail, showing 
how they harm America’s workers, families, 
businesses, and our nation as a whole. By 
gathering and putting these facts on the 
table, the Department of Labor seeks to better 
inform this critical policy conversation.

THE STATE OF 
PAID LEAVE: 
FAMILIES MAKING DO 
OR DOING WITHOUT

Paid leave is time away from work that helps 
individuals deal with important life events, 
such as a serious personal or family illness or 
to care for a new child, without jeopardizing 
their economic security. There are three 
major categories of paid leave policies in this 
report: 
  •  Parental leave for mothers (maternity 

leave) and fathers (paternity leave) for 
bonding with a new child because of birth, 
adoption, or foster placement.

  •  Family leave for parents taking care of 
a child with a serious health condition, 
or for workers who need to care for ill or 
disabled adult family members like their 
spouse, parents, or adult children.

  •  Medical leave for workers with a serious 
health condition needing time for self-
care, including medical leave for women 
around pregnancy and childbirth.

These are situations when individuals may 
struggle to meet their responsibilities at work 

because of their own health care needs or the 
needs of their families. With paid leave they 
can take time to meet those needs and then 
return to work, without seeing their income 
cut off and without shortchanging either their 
jobs or their families. For this reason paid 
leave provides significant benefits to workers, 
families, employers, and the nation. 

But many working families never see these 
benefits. As we will see in this section, few 
individuals have access to paid parental, 
family, or medical leave. To fill the gap, 
workers make do with inadequate alternatives 
that are too short or too limited (like using 
up sick time) or do without (by cutting leaves 
short or not taking leave when they or their 
families need it). Losing time or income are 
painful and sometimes impossible choices 
just when both of those things might matter 
the most. 

Too Many Working Families Lack 
Meaningful Access to Paid Leave
Most working families have limited or no 
access to paid leave. The primary options 
are an employer-provided benefit program 
or a statewide public program like a family 
leave insurance or temporary disability 
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12%Only

of private sector workers have  
  access to paid family leave 
        through their employer.

Source: National Compensation Survey 2014
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insurance program. However, both of these 
types of programs cover only a portion of the 
workforce. More workers have access to unpaid 
leave, but many cannot afford to take it.

State Paid Leave Programs Are an Emerging 
Solution for Workers in a Few States  
Over the last decade, three states have adopted 
paid family and parental leave programs 
(California, New Jersey, and Rhode Island).24  
In these states, working families can access 
income while taking leave to care for a new 
child or a family member with a serious 
illness. State paid family leave programs 
show great promise in meeting the needs of 
workers, families, and employers.25 These three 
states, along with New York, Hawaii, and the 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, also provide 
paid personal medical leave through temporary 
disability insurance (TDI).26 The TDI programs 
provide income to workers with an illness or 
injury that keeps them out of work for a period 
of time, including medical leave for pregnancy 
and childbirth. Employees, and sometimes 
employers, pay small premiums to finance paid 
family leave and TDI programs. 

Employer-Provided Paid Leave Programs Are 
Still Too Limited 
While some employers offer paid leave 
because they know it is good for their 
business and the right thing to do for their 
workers, too many workers must manage 
without sufficient access to leave they need. 
The Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS) National 
Compensation Survey (NCS) shows that only 
about 12 percent of private sector workers (or 
one in eight) have access to paid family leave 
through their employers.27 Forty percent of 
these workers have access to paid medical 
leave in the form of short-term disability 
leave to cover time away from work due to 
significant personal medical needs, which 
may include pregnancy and childbirth.28 (This 
is distinct from earned sick time, typically 
used for short-term illness or preventive 
care.) According to this survey, there are 
also large disparities in access to leave. For 
example, Americans with part-time jobs and 
lower wages are even less likely to have either 
type of paid leave program. 
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ACCESS TO PAID LEAVE
All Private 
Sector 
Workers

Part-Time Full-Time Lower 
Wage 
(Bottom 
25%)

Higher 
Wage 
(Top 25%)

Small 
Business 
(1-99 
employees)

Medium 
and Large 
Business
(100+ 
employees)

Paid 
Family

12% 5% 15% 5% 22% 8% 16%

Paid 
Short-Term 
Disability

40% 15% 49% 16% 62% 26% 53%

Source: National Compensation Survey 201429



THE DEPARTMENT OF LABOR • THE COST OF DOING NOTHING

SPOTLIGHT ON PAID SICK LEAVE 

Paid sick leave (also known as earned sick time) — in which workers earn paid time off based 

on their hours worked — is another  innovative policy that helps working families take time 

off to meet health needs without putting their economic security at risk. Unlike paid parental, 

family, and medical leave, earned sick time is designed for short-term illness or injury and to 

support preventive medical care. When workers don’t have access to paid time off to visit 

a doctor — or when they face choices like going to work with a contagious illness or losing 

needed wages, or sending a sick child to school or day care or risking their job — there is a 

cost that workers, their families, businesses, and communities have to pay:

 •  Earned sick time can increase economic security. Workers with access to earned sick time 
don’t need to give up income or put their job at risk to take care of basic health needs. They 
can get themselves and their children to the doctor when they need to without delaying 
needed medical treatment.

 •  Earned sick time policies can have broad public health benefits.  Helping workers stay 
home when they are sick — and allowing parents to stay home with sick children — can 
prevent the spread of contagious illnesses to coworkers, customers, and classmates.

 •  Earned sick time can support stronger and healthier workforces. Businesses are adopting 
and expanding paid sick time policies because they find it means a healthier, more 
productive workforce. And if workers can take time off for short-term illness and then return 
to their jobs, businesses can save turnover costs.

 •  The health care system can save money. When workers can get to the doctor earlier, health 
issues can be addressed at an earlier stage and emergency room visits are less necessary.

 

 Although earned sick time is not the focus of this report, expanding access to it is an 

essential companion to providing paid parental, family, and medical leave when it comes to 

supporting economic security and family values.  For this reason, businesses, cities, and states 

are increasingly recognizing the cost of doing nothing  and leading on earned sick time. By 

the end of 2014, more than 20 locations, including the states of Connecticut, California, and 

Massachusetts as well as over a dozen cities across the country, had passed earned sick time 

laws or ordinances. The momentum continued into 2015 as more localities joined their ranks. In 

his 2015 State of the Union address, President Obama called on Congress, as well as states and 

cities, to pass legislation that would allow millions of working Americans to earn up to seven 

earned sick days per year.  To learn more about earned sick time, visit www.dol.gov/paidleave. 
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Other surveys show gender disparities in 
paid leave access. More employers provide 
paid maternity leave than paid paternity 
leave, according to a 2012 Department of 
Labor survey about the use of leave under 
the Family and Medical Leave Act.30  In 
that survey, 21 percent of women who took 
parental leave reported receiving paid leave 
compared with 13 percent of men. 31  The 
2014 National Study of Employers, a private 
study of larger employers, found that 58 
percent reported providing some pay during 
maternity leave (through paid family or 
disability leave) but only 14 percent reported 
providing some paid paternity leave.32 

 Job-Protected Unpaid Leave Is an 
Important but Often Inadequate Option
The federal Family and Medical Leave Act 
(FMLA), landmark legislation that helps 
Americans trying to manage choices between 
the job they need and the family they love, 
nevertheless cannot fully meet the needs of 
working families. Individuals covered by the 
FMLA can take up to twelve weeks of unpaid 
medical, parental, or family leave with the 
legal right to return to their jobs. In addition, 
close family of a covered service member with 
a serious injury or illness can take up to 26 
weeks of unpaid leave to care for him or her.33  

Access to unpaid leave is more common 
than access to paid leave, but it is far from 
universal. Those who work for smaller 
businesses (less than fifty employees) or 
have not been on the job long enough to 
qualify are not covered by the FMLA.  Thus, 
about four in ten American workers are 
not eligible for benefits under the FMLA.34 
Further, while having the right to return to 
work has tremendous value, many people 
cannot afford to take unpaid leave and forgo 
their paycheck.

10

Moving to a paid leave system would likely 
require only a limited investment while 
yielding a substantial benefit.  While any 
need for leave may occur only a few times in 
a particular individual’s working lifetime, 
they are also times when leave – and 
especially paid leave – is critical.  Only about 
16 percent of eligible employees reported 
using FMLA leave in 2012.35  More than half 
of them reported taking leave for their own 
serious health condition, while 21 percent 
reported taking it to care for a new child 
(including pregnancy-related leaves) and 18 
percent to care for a family member’s health 
condition.36

REASONS FOR TAKING LEAVE

55%

6%

18%

21%

Own Health Condition

New Child

Care for Family Member

Other/Unknown

Source: DOL FMLA Survey (2012)
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Making Do or Doing Without
To fill these gaps in access to paid leave, 
individuals sometimes draw on other paid 
workplace leave benefits not necessarily 
designed to meet the same need. For 
example, earned sick time is a related but 
distinct form of paid leave, when workers 
need paid time off for getting over short-
term illness like the flu, doctors’ visits, or 
other regular preventive care for themselves 
or their families. And it is important to note 
that most low-wage workers lack access 
to paid sick time: in fact, almost three out 
of four workers earning less than $20,000 
a year cannot access it, by one measure.37  
Workers also may draw on vacation leave 
or generic Paid Time Off programs if their 
workplaces offer these benefits. 

Determining exactly how many Americans 
have access to any paid leave is difficult to 
pinpoint in this context. In some surveys, 
like the American Time Use Survey (ATUS) 
and the DOL FMLA Survey, Americans 
report access to paid leave at substantially 
higher rates than the NCS figures, including 
individuals who receive partial pay and those 
who draw on a wide range of sources for 
paid leave (formal parental or family leave 
programs but also sick time, vacation, and 
others).38 But most of these programs are 
short-term and may have other limitations. 
In the private sector, sick time plans are, 
on average, seven to nine days per year, 
according to the National Compensation 
Survey. And a substantial number of workers 
do not have any paid sick time or other paid 
time off.39

 

Amy from Delaware explains the challenge 
of piecing together fragmented, short-term 
benefits: 40 
    
      I had my baby girl slightly over two years 

ago. . . . I was not given paid maternity leave. 
My husband and I began saving for my 
maternity leave the minute we found out we 
were expecting a child. We cut back on our 
spending and worked to condense our bills. . 
. . I had to use every one of the personal days 
that I had intentionally been saving throughout 
my previous five years of employment. I 
was able to use three weeks of short-term 
disability, which allowed me to receive 75 
percent of my pay during this time. After this 
ran out, I used the rest of my saved sick days. 
After my sick days ran out, I was able to use 
FMLA in order to prolong my stay at home 
with my baby. . . but I received no pay. Taking 
this time to be the best parent I can be cost 
my family a great deal of sacrifice. Being a 
brand new parent is challenging enough, but 
worrying about being able to pay the bills on 
top of it is even worse. Worst of all though 
would [be] not having the ability to stay home 
as long as I did.

11

REPORTED LENGTH OF 
MOST RECENT FAMILY OR 

MEDICAL LEAVE

0 - 10 days

11 - 40 days

Source: DOL FMLA Survey (2012)

41 - 60 days

61+ days
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The data supports the conclusion that 
working families try to make do with any 
kind of paid leave they might have access 
to, even kinds that are designed only for 
very short periods of time off.  The average 
length of reported FMLA leave is around 
5.5 weeks.41  More than four in ten eligible 
workers reported taking ten days of leave or 
less, and three-quarters of workers reported 
taking less than forty days. Even in the 
case of maternity leave, almost one-quarter 
took ten days or less.42 FMLA leaves may be 
particularly short if workers have to depend 
on paid time off like sick days or vacation 
leave that comes in relatively short amounts, 
instead of having access to paid family or 
medical leave.

Men take particularly short parental leaves – 
likely due to both concerns about workplace 
and cultural norms, as well as the economic 
impacts on their families.43 While nine out of 
ten fathers took some days off for a new child, 
seven in ten fathers taking leave for parental 
reasons took ten days of leave or less.44 For 
two-parent families, where mothers may 
already be taking unpaid leave for a new 
baby, keeping a father’s or partner’s paycheck 
coming in may be critical – and unpaid 
paternity leave may simply not be an option.

These very short leaves sacrifice time 
workers could spend caring for themselves 
or their families or bonding with a new 
child. More than three in ten individuals 
who received partial or no pay reported 
cutting their leaves short of what was 
needed, and more than four in ten would 
have taken longer leaves if they had received 
more pay.45 Some also cut short leaves for 
fear of negative consequences at work.46

Cutting short leaves can harm families at 
crucial times. In a series of focus groups 
conducted by the Community Service Society 
of New York, low-income mothers who worked 
during pregnancy reported how economic and 
workplace pressure forced them to come back 
to work too soon – before they or their babies 
were ready.47 The mothers reported statements 
from their employers such as “why do you 
have to be out so long?” (to a mother who had 
a baby a week earlier) and “don’t take too long, 
you won’t have a job.” They expressed concerns 
about meeting the rent, not having food in the 
house, and health problems caused by going 
back to work too soon.  One new mother, when 
asked what the worst part was for her, said “I 
feel like I didn’t even get to bond, like I didn’t 
even get that bonding.”  

The DOL FLMA survey found that for every 
three workers who took FMLA leave, there was 
at least one worker who needed leave but was 
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Only 13 percent of men 
taking leave for parental 
reasons reported receiving 
paid leave.

Seven in ten fathers taking 
leave for a new child took ten 
days of leave or less.

Source: DOL FMLA Survey (2012)

For every three people who 
took parental, family or 
medical leave in 2012, at least 
one more needed leave but 
did not take it for financial or 
other reasons.

Source: DOL FMLA Survey (2012)
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unable to take it.48  Close to half who needed 
leave but did not take it said they were unable 
to afford it.49  And 17 percent reported fearing 
they would lose their job if they took time 
off.50 The fear of workplace consequences 
is a particularly salient issue for men who 
take caregiving leave, as that choice is less 
culturally acceptable.51

Gaps in access to leave and barriers to use it 
reflect and can amplify underlying workplace 
inequality. Workers with lower incomes are 
least able to afford to take unpaid leave, but 
they are also the least likely to have access 
to paid leave. In the DOL survey data, more 
than half of workers below the median family 
income reported receiving no pay when 
taking leave. In contrast, less than one-fifth 
of those above the median income reported 
receiving no pay while on leave.52 Indeed, for 
lower income workers, more than twice as 

many reported needing leave but not taking it 
compared with higher income workers.53 And 
many middle class families still face gaps in 
access to paid parental, family, and medical 
leave and stark choices between meeting rent or 
mortgage payments or other financial demands 
and time caring for children or parents.

Disparities cut across demographics as well 
as income. Female workers have higher rates 
of unmet need for leave than male workers.54 
African-American, Asian-American and Pacific 
Islander, and Native American workers have 
higher rates of unmet need for leave than white 
workers – at a ratio of nearly two to one.55  And 
ATUS data shows that Hispanic workers are 
less likely than non-Hispanic workers to have 
access to paid leave in the first place.56

The Alternative: Paid Leave Programs That 
Work for Working Families
It does not have to be this way. In virtually 
every other nation, workers can take generous 
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•  Women are 1.7 times more 
likely to have an unmet 
need for leave than men.

•  African-American, Asian-
American and Pacific 
Islander, and Native 
American workers are 
almost twice as likely to 
have an unmet need for 
leave than white workers.

•  Workers earning less than 
$35,000 a year are 2.4 
times more likely to have  
an unmet need for leave 
than those earning more 
than $75,000.

Source: DOL FMLA Survey (2012)

STATES WITH PAID FAMILY 
LEAVE PROGRAMS

CALIFORNIA: Six weeks paid 
parental and family leave; 52 
weeks paid disability leave

NEW JERSEY: Four weeks 
paid parental and family 
leave; 26 weeks paid 
disability leave 

RHODE ISLAND: Four 
weeks paid parental and 
family leave; 30 weeks paid 
disability leave

Source: National Conference of State 
Legislators
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Edited report ends here. (The entire report can be found online if you wish to read more.)




