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TALKING POINTS

At the time of a new birth, nearly all parents
leave the workforce for the short term, for
the long term, or permanently. Paid parental
leave during this period guarantees that

all families continue receiving economic
resources and reduces stress at a critical point
in the life course for families.

Low-income workers have the most
inflexible jobs and the least access to paid
parental leave.

The lack of a federal paid parental leave

law means that many workers are without
access to unpaid or paid leave. The existing
patchwork of employer-sponsored and state-
administered paid leave programs leads to
many gaps across and within families.

At the time of a new child’s arrival, facing
difficult trade-offs, low-income mothers
and their partners often choose to work out
of economic necessity.

When state policies provide universal
eligibility and sufficiently high wage
replacement, paid parental leave policies
can potentially reduce income inequality
between and within families.

ABSTRACT

In the absence of federal legislation, 13 states and the District of Columbia
have implemented or passed paid parental leave policy. New evidence
suggests that paid parental leave improves maternal and child health,
reduces economic hardship, and has a positive impact on partner relations.
Policy design features such as eligibility, leave duration, and wage
replacement rates vary across states. To reduce between- and within-family
inequality, paid parental leave should be accessible to all workers, should
include full or near-full wage replacement, and should last at least 12 weeks.

The rise in levels of education and female employment across the 20th century
has greatly reduced gender gaps in pay and employment. This rise in education
and female employment has also exposed new demands for family care, child
care, elder care, and caring for the ill, all of which are family responsibilities
historically carried out by women and mothers at home.! As social and economic
life continues to change rapidly, policymakers are grappling with how to support
families who need time away from work to care for self or family. Paid family and
medical leave (PFML) policies provide families with time to give care, economic
stability via wage replacement, and a connection to the labor market. Family
leave policies originate with the employer or with governments at the city, state,
or federal level. In the absence of federal policy, 13 states and the District of
Columbia have implemented or passed legislation for paid family leave, which
includes parental leave. As policies have rolled out, new evidence on the impacts
of paid family leave has proliferated.

This brief appraises evidence on the effects of state-level paid leave policy,
with a specific focus on inequalities across the income distribution. It is worth
noting that most of the accumulated evidence embraces a heteronormative
assumption, under which families comprise male fathers and female mothers.
As a result, the perspectives and policy responses of LGBTQ and other diverse
families are largely absent from the research. The goal of this brief is to
summarize the evidence to inform state policymakers who are considering
adopting or revising paid parental leave policy.
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Definitions: Parental leave

Across the life course, nearly all families will sooner or later
experience a need to leave work to care for self or family
members. While PFML includes parenting, medical, and other
types of leave, this brief focuses primarily on paid parental
leave. Parental leave refers to time off from work to care for and
bond with a newborn, a newly adopted child, or a newly placed
foster child. Leave for medical reasons or leave to care for other
nonchild family members is often included in PFML policies but
is not the focus of this brief.

Legal scholars have distinguished at least six rights related to
workplace leave that are central to understanding how paid
parental leave functions: (1) the generic right to “leave,” (2)
the right to reinstatement, (3) the right to pay, (4) the right
to continuation of health insurance, (5) the right against
retaliation, and (6) the right against interference.2 Three
elements are important for understanding state-level paid
parental leave policy:

a. Time away from work: The generic right to be absent from
work is the most fundamental, and this right is tied to a
fixed duration of leave.

b. Protected job status: The right to return to one’s job
guarantees that the worker can continue working in the
same capacity after the leave is complete.

C. Pay: Also known as wage replacement, this involves a
legal right to monetary compensation during the time
of leave. Paid family leave policies typically are based
on a percentage of worker income up to a cap and
can be complicated by a choice or requirement to use
other accrued paid leave, such as vacation or sick time.
Paid leave is critical for families because it smooths the
economic instability that comes with the arrival of a new
family member.

The problems with no national paid
parental leave

Following the birth of their first child, the majority of women
return to work within 6 months, and a third of mothers return
within 8 weeks.3 Since 1993, workers in the United States have
had access to 12 weeks of job-protected but unpaid family
leave during any 12-month period through the Family and
Medical Leave Act (FMLA). To be eligible for FMLA, one must
work for an eligible employer with at least 50 employees and
must have worked at that organization for at least 12 months
or 1,250 hours. The key provisions include 12 weeks of job
projected leave with continuation of insurance coverage.

This U.S. approach to leave is unique in that it provides an
unpaid individual entitlement. The current policy is further
distinguished by its focus on medical and caregiving needs,

gender neutrality, and its nontransferable nature. In other
countries family leave is designed around who provides and
receives care.* Many states have introduced various forms of
unpaid family and medical leave to complement the FMLA
policy coverage. For states that have implemented paid family
leave, leaves from work are not always protected. For example,
workers in Washington have access to paid family leave but

no job protection beyond that provided by FMLA. State-level
paid parental leave policies generally provide more generous
eligibility than FMLA. For example, in California, all private-
sector employees are covered and self-employed workers can
opt in to the state paid leave program.

Eligibility for leave involves potential eligibility from a variety

of sources, including FMLA, state unpaid leave, state paid

leave, and employer-provided paid leave. This fragmented and
complex system of support falls short of supporting all modern
working families and generates between- and within-family
inequalities.> The primary shortcoming of the status quo is the
lack of universal access. Whether families have access to paid
leave depends on their employer or state of residence. Presently,
many workers do not qualify for FMLA—specifically, around 44%
of workers.6 Most workers lack access to employer-provided
paid leave.” And low-income families are less likely to take FMLA
because they cannot afford unpaid leave.? Because the quality
of jobs and income distribution are racially stratified, there

are notable racial/ethnic inequalities in access to FMLA and
employer- and government-provided paid leave.?'® The lack of
standardized access to paid parental leave creates inequalities
within families. For two-parent families, it is common for one
partner to be eligible for one set of leave provisions (e.g.,
job-protected but unpaid leave) while the other partner has
another (e.g., 6 weeks of employer paid leave). The lack of wage
replacement (i.e., lack of paid leave) is another central problem
with the status quo. Without pay, families who may be covered
by unpaid FMLA struggle with how to cope with a decline in
household income when consumption goes up. This concern

is heightened if we look across families, as those working in
low-wage jobs often struggle to make ends meet. Research has
demonstrated that providing paid family leave reduces but does
not eliminate income losses for Black and Hispanic mothers.8"

What have we learned from state policies?
Since the late 1970s, the constellation of social programs

to support children and families has grown increasingly
decentralized. On the one hand, this devolution of power from
Washington, D.C,, to states has led to innovation and variation
in how family policies operate.”? On the other hand, states have
diverged, with some trending toward providing resources
necessary to help families thrive, while other states provide less
and less social provision, which ultimately results in inequality
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across states.” Without a standardized federal approach, state
legislatures are driving variation in how government supports
or fails to support working parents.* Beginning with California
in 2004, several states have since initiated some form of paid
family leave.

Table 1 describes the 13 states and the District of Columbia family
leave policies. It is important to note that policy parameters have
changed over time; for example, California’s policy began with
wage replacement set at 55% but is now at 70%.'>

Across the jurisdictions with active or to-be-implemented
family leave laws, there is considerable variation in the amount
of protected leave and wage replacement. Notably, most states
that have implemented or that will implement policies after
2020 will guarantee at least 12 weeks of paid leave and at least
80% of wage replacement for low-income workers.

Effects of paid parental leave
The evidence to date shows that families make use of paid
leave when it is available. The most claims in PFML programs

Table 1

The 13 states and the District of Columbia with paid leave policies in 2023.

to date have been for medical leave, followed by family leave.’s
In reviewing the literature on the effects of state policies,

most empirical work has emerged from California. And much
of the research has focused on health outcomes—showing
that access to paid parental leave encouraged breastfeeding,
on-time vaccinations, and postpartum care.””" Paid leave also
improved parent health202! and infant and child health,2° and
it reduced mental health problems,??23 stress, depression, and
postpartum depression.2*

A second line of research has examined how paid parental leave
relates to subsequent employment. California’s paid leave law
was found to increase the number of hours worked by new
mothers from 10% to 17%." One year post-birth, the California
policy had increased the probability of mothers returning to
work by 18%.2° The employment impacts appear to be lower
among low-income mothers eligible for Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF).26 Nevertheless, the sum of evidence has
led some to conclude the policy improves long-term economic
security for unpaid caregivers who enter the labor force.?

Regarding family relationships, by delaying or
preventing early return to work, PFML may improve

relationships between parent and child. A qualitative
study in New Jersey found that mothers who used
PFML appreciated the time away from work to

bond with their children, although many desired

more time.28 Workers in low-quality jobs who used
California’s PFML compared to those who did not

reported that the policy had a positive effect on
their ability to care for a new child and arrange for
childcare.?® Using data from the Internal Revenue

Service, one study found that California’s PFML

produced sizable monetary investment in parenting
among eligible mothers.3° When fathers take paid

leave, it can demonstrate investment in parenting

and the father—child relationship. The introduction

of California’s PFML increased father leave by 46%.3'
Further, in a study restricted to two-parent families

where fathers were employed at the time of birth,

when fathers took time off from work, they were more

likely than comparison fathers to remain in stable
relationships.32 Similar work restricted to couples who

were romantically involved and in which the father

was employed at the time of birth found that paternal

uptake of leave reduced the likelihood of family

State Year Effective | Maximum Percent of worker’s weekly
length of leave | wage for lowest income
in weeks earners
California 2004 8 70
New Jersey 2009 12 66
Rhodelsland | 2014 4 Anchored to 4.62 percent of
the highest quarter in the
worker’s base period
New York 2018 12 55
District of 2020 8 90
Columbia
Washington 2020 12 90
Massachusetts | 2021 12 80
Connecticut 2022 12 95
Oregon 2023 12 100
Colorado 2024 12 90
Maryland 2025 12 Unclear
Delaware 2026 12 80
Maine 2026 12 90
Minnesota 2026 20 90
Note. Each state has specific eligibility criteria for which the percent of worker’s
weekly wage applies (e.g., in D.C., the 90% rate applies to workers paid wages less
than or equal to 150% of the minimum wage.) Data from National Partnership for
Women and Families. https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-
content/uploads/2023/02/key-facts-the-family-and-medical-leave-act.pdf.

dissolution.3® And fathers’ time off from work has been
positively associated with relationship and coparenting
quality at 1 year and 5 years after birth.34 Overall,
relative to health and employment, much less research
has been conducted on how PFML shapes family
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relationships and functions such as caregiving, resource sharing,
and partner support.

Low-wage work and inequality in paid parental
leave

Before, during, and after childbirth, economic resources fall
because parents who were working leave the labor market for
some period of time. The magnitude of change in economic
resources around childbirth is greater for low-income families
and single mothers than for high-income families and wedded
mothers.?® And low-income mothers return to work at lower
rates than higher-income mothers because, often, the benefits
of returning to work do not outweigh the costs.336 Because of
these realities, the wage replacement inherent in paid parental
leave policy has outsized impacts on the family finances of
low-income families. Several other realities illuminate why paid
parental leave is especially important for low-income families:

1. Low-quality jobs. The nature of work makes it especially
difficult for some low-income families to manage
work and care. Low-quality jobs are characterized by a
lack of flexibility, scheduling uncertainty, and income
instability as a result of frequent job changes and income
fluctuations.?” As inequality rises, low-skilled jobs have
become more unstable.383° Current estimates suggest that
the service sector makes up about 20% of the U.S. labor
force.#0 Other jobs in production and transportation, part-
time, and construction and manufacturing are considered
low quality.

2. Access to paid parental leave and program uptake. For
workers living in states without PFML policy, workers in
low-quality jobs are much less likely to have access to paid
parental leave than other workers. Among the top quarter
of wage earners, 35% have access to some form of paid
parental leave, compared to 12% in the bottom quarter.”
An early comparison of California PFML administrative
data revealed that mothers above the 25 percentile of
the income distribution were disproportionately using
PFML.#1 Other research from California showed lower
uptake among low-wage employers.#? By and large,
workers with a college degree or more are more likely to
have access to employer paid leave provisions and qualify
for or know about state-sponsored paid leave provisions.
Without access to a federal system of paid parental leave,
low-income mothers have reported distress about having
to return to work out of economic necessity.28

3. Therole of the safety net. Around the time of a new
birth, working women with low incomes must negotiate
the trade-offs of low-wage work, cash assistance from
programs such as TANF, and (if available) the wage

replacement included in paid parental leave. Without
access to paid parental leave, some low-income mothers
enroll in TANF (especially those with work histories) for
short periods as a pseudo-means-tested paid parental
leave program.*? A persistent question for policymakers
centers on the extent to which paid parental leave

may reduce participation in TANF and other safety-net
programs. Low-income mothers might replace or combine
resources received from TANF and paid parental leave.
One study found that mothers in states with PFML laws
were 4% less likely to use TANF than comparable mothers
in states without PFML.44

Challenges in implementation

The idea of paid parental leave is supported by a majority

of voters and both Republican and Democrat leaders.*s

Paid parental leave was debated in the 117 U.S. Congress

but dropped during the later stages of negotiations for the
Inflation Reduction Act.#¢ In the near future, action on paid
parental leave policy is likely to occur at the state level. States
looking to support working families will need to consider how
to implement or revise existing paid parental leave policies.
There is considerable variation in states’ preparation and
readiness to implement PFML policies. Many states that were
early adopters of paid parental leave had existing Temporary
Disability Insurance (TDI) programs that serve as a de facto
paid parental leave policy. For example, California, Hawaii, New
Jersey, New York, and Rhode Island have TDI programs that
provide wage replacement but not job protection.*” Several
challenges must be considered. Research has not yet studied
how variation in these elements will affect family well-being
and inequality, but this is a fruitful area for future study.

First, states must decide eligibility criteria and duration of
leave. Will all workers, including those on the fringes, such as
seasonal and part-time workers, be eligible for paid leave?
Will there be earnings and work history requirements, and

if so, how much of each? Policymakers also must decide the
amount of wage replacement and the extent to which the
pay amount will be progressive. If wage replacements are not
high enough to make ends meet, it is likely that many low-
income families will not use the program.8 Length of leave is
also critical. Cross-national research has shown that 24 weeks
of leave may provide the health and family benefits of leave
without penalizing long-term employment and economic
trajectories.*® More work is needed to determine the ideal
length of leave in the U.S. context. Where states land on these
policy decisions will determine the extent to which paid
parental leave reduces or worsens existing inequalities within
and between families.
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During implementation, states must address barriers, such

as low awareness and confusion surrounding the policy.284°
Further, there is likely to be uncertainty surrounding whether
paid parental leave benefits count toward means-tested
programs such as TANF and food assistance eligibility criteria.
States must grapple with establishing the insurance pool,
including thorny questions around how much employers and
employees will contribute. A final policy question centers on
employer eligibility. In most states, there is a cap on the size
of the employer that allows businesses with smaller numbers
of employees to opt out. Despite research showing benefits
to employers and general support for PFML policies,>® how to
protect small businesses remains a critical concern.

Conclusion

Around the time of a new birth, the levels and availability of
family economic resources shape the relationships among
caregivers and are critical to a child’s lifelong health and
development. Parents face difficult choices around how to
manage time off from work to ensure the stability of economic
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POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

1. Establish universal paid parental leave for all workers,
including part-time and seasonal workers.

2. Provide full wage replacement to low-income workers to
ensure economic stability.

3. Promote paid leave policy to ensure maximum uptake.

Promoting the program will require educating employers,

employees, and institutions.

4. Conduct family-centered research on the potential impacts of

paid parental leave for parents and all families.

5. Support cross-state research on how policy elements such

Author Bio

David W. Rothwell, M.S.W., Ph.D., is the Barbara
E. Knudson Endowed Chair in Family Policy and an
Associate Professor of Human Development and
Family Sciences at Oregon State University.

National Council on Family Relations

661 LaSalle Street, Suite 200, St.Paul, MN 55114 -
Toll free: 888-781-9331 | www.ncfr.org -~ |\
Copyright ©2024 National Council on Family Relations fr

This policy brief may be duplicated, distributed, or posted ~ catalyzing research,

. . N . . . .. theory and practice
electronically with attribution to the National Council on Family Relations. Inclusion
of portions or all of this briefin printed or electronic textbooks, anthologies, or other

publications requires permission from NCFR.

as eligibility, replacement rates, and duration of leave affect The views expressed within this publication may not represent the views or policies

family well-being and inequality.

23.1rish, A. M., White, J. S., Modrek, S., & Hamad, R. (2021). Paid family leave
and mental health in the U.S.: A quasi-experimental study of state policies.
American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 61(2), 182-191. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.amepre.2021.03.018

24.Kornfeind, K. R., & Sipsma, H. L. (2018). Exploring the link between maternity
leave and postpartum depression. Women'’s Health Issues, 28(4), 321-326.

25.Baum, C. L., & Ruhm, C. J. (2016). The effects of paid family leave in California
on labor market outcomes. Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 35(2),
333-356. https://doi.org/10.1002/pam.21894

26.Kang, J. Y., Lee, A., Kwon, E., & Park, S. (2021). The effects of California paid
family leave on labor force participation among low-income mothers one
year after childbirth. Journal of Social Policy, 51(4), 707-727. https://doi.
org/10.1017/50047279421000246

27.Saad-Lessler, J. (2020). How does paid family leave affect unpaid care
providers? Journal of the Economics of Ageing, Article 100265. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.je0a.2020.100265

28.Setty, S., Skinner, C., & Wilson-Simmons, R. (2020). Bonding time: Low-
income mothers and New Jersey’s family leave insurance program.
Community, Work & Family, 23(2), 141-161.

29. Milkman, R., & Applebaum, E. (2011). Leaves that pay: Employer and worker
experiences with paid family leave in California. Center for Research on
Economic Policy, 1-36. www.cepr.net/documents/publications/paid-family-
leave-1-2011.pdf

30.Bailey, M. J,, Byker, T. S,, Patel, E., & Ramnath, S. (2019). The long-term effects of

California’s 2004 Paid Family Leave Act on women'’s careers: Evidence from U.S.
tax data (Working Paper No. 26416). National Bureau of Economic Research.
https://doi.org/10.3386/w26416

.Bartel, A., Rossin-Slater, M., Ruhm, C. J., Stearns, J., & Waldfogel, J. (2018).

Paid family leave, fathers' leave-taking, and leave-sharing in dual-earner
households. Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 37(1), 10-37. https://
doi.org/10.1002/pam.22030

32.Petts, R. J,, Carlson, D. L., & Knoester, C. (2020). If | [take] leave, will you stay?
Paternity leave and relationship stability. Journal of Social Policy, 49(4),
829-849. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0047279419000928

33.Petts, R. J,, Carlson, D. L., & Knoester, C. (2021). Fathers’ time off work after
the birth of a child and relationship dissolution among socioeconomically
disadvantaged U.S. families. Sociological Focus, 54(3), 201-222. https://doi.or
9/10.1080/00380237.2021.1921641

34.Petts, R. J., & Knoester, C. (2020). Are parental relationships improved if
fathers take time off of work after the birth of a child? Social Forces, 98(3),
1223-1256. https://doi.org/10.1093/sf/s0z014

35.Stanczyk, A. B. (2020). The dynamics of US household economic
circumstances around a birth. Demography, 57(4), 1271-1296.

3

of the entire organization.

To see all NCFR research briefs and policy briefs, visit ncfr.org/resources/research-
and-policy-briefs

Elaine A. Anderson, Policy Brief Editor

36.Landivar, L. C. (2017). Mothers at work: Who opts out? Lynne Rienner.

37.Kerr, S. P. (2016). Parental leave legislation and women’s work: A story of unequal
opportunities. Journal of Policy Analysis and Management, 35(1), 117-144.

38.Henly, J. R, Lambert, S. J., & Dresser, L. (2021). The new realities of working-
class jobs: Employer practices, worker protections, and employee voice to
improve job quality. Annals of the American Academy of Political and Social
Science, 695(1), 208-224. https://doi.org/10.1177/00027162211028130

39.Lambert, S. J., Henly, J. R, & Kim, J. (2019). Precarious work schedules as a
source of economic insecurity and institutional distrust. Journal of the Social
Sciences, 5(4), 218-257. https://doi.org/10.7758/RSF.2019.5.4.08

.Schneider, D., & Harknett, K. (2020). Essential and vulnerable: Service-sector
workers and paid sick leave. Shift Project. https://shift.hks.harvard.edu/
files/2020/04/Essential_and_Vulnerable_Service_Sector_Workers_and_
Paid_Sick_Leave.pdf

.Milkman, R., & Appelbaum, E. (2013). Unfinished business: Paid family leave in
California and the future of U.S. work-family policy. Cornell University Press.

42.Goodman, J. M, Elser, H., & Dow, W. H. (2020). Employer-reported access

to paid parental leave: A study of San Francisco’s paid parental leave
ordinance. Population Health, 11, Article 100627. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.
ssmph.2020.100627
43.Ybarra, M. (2013). Implications of paid family leave for welfare participants.
Social Work Research, 37(4), 375-387.

44.Kang, J. Y. (2020). The effect of paid maternity leave on low-income families’
welfare use in the US. Social Policy & Administration, 54(6), 952-970. https://
doi.org/10.1111/spol.12618

45. AEl, Brookings Working Group on Paid Family Leave. (2017). Paid family

and medical leave: An issue whose time has come. www.brookings.edu/wp-
content/uploads/2017/06/es_20170606_paidfamilyleave.pdf
46.Mascaro, L. (2022, July 28). What's in, and out, of Democrats’ inflation-
fighting package. AP News. https://apnews.com/article/inflation-biden-
health-climate-and-environment-7a267eeea21af0f44318e6b9d888c36¢

47.Ben-Shalom, Y. (2020). What can we learn from state disability insurance
programs? Mathematica Policy Research.
48.Kaufman, G. (2020). Fixing parental leave: The six month solution. NYU Press.
49.Goodman, J. M., Elser, H., & Dow, W. H. (2020). Among low-income women in
San Francisco, low awareness of paid parental leave benefits inhibits take-up.
Health Affairs, 39(7), 1157-1165. https://doi.org/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.00157

50.Bartel, A., Rossin-Slater, M., Ruhm, C,, Slopen, M., & Waldfogel, J. (2023). The
impact of paid family leave on employers: Evidence from New York. Community,
Work & Family. Advance online publication. https://doi.org/10.1080/13668803.
2023.2168516

4

o

4

State Paid Parental Leave Policy: A Tool to Reduce Inequality Within and Between Families



