Why Americans Need Family Leave Benefits
A
A
N
D
AN
ND
D

H
H
O
W
HO
OW
W

T
T
H
E
Y
TH
HE
EY
Y

C
C
A
N
CA
AN
N

G
G
E
T
GE
ET
T

A NATIONA L PARTNERSHIP FOR
WOMEN AND FAMILIES REPORT

BY BETTY HOLCOMB

T
T
H
E
M
TH
HE
EM
M

Why Americans Need Family Leave Benefits –
and How They Can Get Them
For Sara Dotson, the nightmare began on a warm August evening, when her twelve-year-old
daughter, Carissa, began to complain of pain in her legs. By the next day, Carissa’s fever was spiking and the pain was excruciating. Even then, Dotson had no idea of the crisis that would unfold,
nearly costing Carissa her life and making Dotson miss several months of work—with no guarantee of a paycheck during that time.
“One day, she was totally healthy, the next she was critically ill and no one knew what was wrong,”
says Dotson, a probation counselor for Thurston County in Washington State.
The first week, Dotson shuttled her daughter from doctor to doctor in her hometown of Olympia,
Washington. No one could control the fever or offer a diagnosis. “Finally, the local hospital told us
to get her up to Children’s Hospital in Seattle, immediately,” she says.
Seattle was an hour’s drive north, and a world away from Dotson’s job and usual support network.
But she had no choice.
After a few days, Carissa’s condition stabilized and doctors identified the problem: Osteomyelitis, an
infection of the hip bone. The treatment? Intravenous antibiotics. Carissa would have to stay in the
Seattle medical center for up to three months.
That was when Dotson fell apart.
“Up until then, I was just dealing with the emergency. I didn’t have time to think about anything else.
But when they told me she’d have to be hospitalized in Seattle for three months, I panicked,”
she says. “I knew I needed to be there with her. But my job was
back in Olympia. I couldn’t do both.”
What would they do for income? Dotson’s husband, Randy, lost
his high-tech job the winter before, when his company downsized. Since then, he’d taken odd jobs, even driving a truck for
a while, while he kept searching for work in his field. Without
Sara’s salary, they’d quickly go broke.
Sara had only a few weeks of paid time off coming to her that
year. “I just remember sitting there in that hospital in Seattle,
thinking: Three months? Even if they held my job, we wouldn’t
have my paycheck. What would we do?”
At that moment, Dotson, like so many American workers, saw
that her fate depended entirely on the generosity of her employer,
Thurston County.
She soon learned that she would be one of the lucky ones.
Her boss was sympathetic, and the county had a system that
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n

More than three in four employees (78 percent) who said they
have needed (FMLA-covered)
leave but have not taken it
report that this is because
they could not afford it.

n

Nearly nine in ten employees
(88 percent) who have needed
but have not taken leave report
that they would have taken
leave had they been able to
receive some/additional pay
while away from work.

n

Almost one in ten (nine percent)
of those who took leave report
they were forced to go on public
assistance while on leave.
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allowed employees to donate unused paid time off to others in need. Dotson’s boss put out an
alert, and the offers started rolling in. And happily, Carissa made a quicker-than-expected recovery.
She was able to go home in six weeks, rather than the expected twelve.
“We’ve definitely been tested,” Sara says of the experience. “But it could have been much worse.
I don’t know what families do who don’t have a paid leave.”
SO MANY FAMILIES AT RISK

It’s certainly a tough question—and one that this country has yet to address. Just listen to Sharon
McDougle, a technician for an aerospace company in Texas. “When I was getting ready to have my
baby, I just didn’t have enough vacation and sick leave to take a real maternity leave—and my husband got laid off when I was seven months pregnant.”
Her solution?
“I was back on the job at two weeks after I had the baby,” she says. “And it was terrible. I was
the walking dead. It was like I was sleepwalking. I look back now and I don’t know how I did it.
I guess I just did it because I had to. There was no other choice,” she says. “Without my paycheck, we
had no money.”
In fact, she and her husband had to depend on the generosity of co-workers who took up a collection for them when she learned she was going to have to miss a third week’s pay. “Before I went out
on leave, I had asked if I had to provide a doctor’s note or anything formal when I came back
to work, and I was told no, I didn’t. But when I showed up back at work, I was told I did need a
doctor’s excuse—and then it took me week to track down the doctor,” she says. “That meant I had
to go another week without any pay, without any income at all. About 35 people at work took up
a collection and raised about $400 for us and brought it to the house,” says Sharon. “It was so
sweet. It saved us.”
Once the paychecks started coming in again, they were okay.
Aside from the fund-raising co-workers, McDougle’s experience is far from uncommon among
workers who cut their leaves short or simply skip the time off altogether, even though they have a
pressing need and the legal right to take one. Two-thirds of the workers who need, but do not take,
family leave say it is because they can't afford to. Each year, that translates into more than 2.3 million people. In addition, two out of five who do take a leave cut it short because of lost pay.
“I had to go back two weeks after my second child and I was a wreck. I was exhausted. I cried
every day. But I had to get back, or we would have lost our house. We needed the paycheck,” says
Carlen Finn, executive director of the Vermont Children’s Forum. “Years later, my boss said to me,
‘I should have just paid you to stay home a few more weeks. You were completely useless.’ And I
thought, ‘That’s right, that’s what she should have done. It’s what all employers should do.’ ”
Advocates who work closely with the millions of workers who struggle with these issues put the
matter simply. “Family leave has helped millions of people in this country,” says Judith L. Lichtman,
president of the National Partnership for Women & Families. “But without a paycheck coming in,
too many people simply can’t use it at all, or must cut it far too short.”
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NEW CAMPAIGN FOR PAID LEAVE

That’s why a new movement has begun to expand and improve family leave benefits across the
nation. The effort, led by the National Partnership for Women & Families, brings together a nonpartisan, wide-ranging group of labor, women’s, children’s, faith-based, and health groups, academicians and policy-makers, who see a desperate need to make it easier for America’s workers to
balance their work and family duties.
“Our goal is to see that more parents can spend precious time with their babies, fewer children will
have to face hospital stays alone, and more workers are able to care for their spouse or parents in an emergency,” adds Lichtman.
Without benefits during leave, American workers must depend on vacation or sick time—if they
are lucky enough to have such benefits. Yet new research shows that many workers—especially the
ones who need it the most—lack any paid sick leave or paid vacation days. One third of all
Americans who are above the poverty line—and two-thirds of the working poor—lack such benefits, according to Jody Heymann, director of policy for the Harvard University Center for
Society and Health.

n

Even relatively well-to-do workers in America have very little paid time off a year. Those who work
in large companies have only about three weeks of paid time off
a year, outside of holidays. That’s the combination of sick days,
From 1990-96, the majority
vacation and personal leave—certainly not long enough to see
of U.S. workers either had no
workers through medical emergencies, recovery from childbirth,
paid sick leave or had it only
or care for a seriously ill spouse or elderly parent.
intermittently.

n

55% of the non-poor working
adults had no paid sick leave for
a portion of this period, and 25%
lacked it for the entire period.

n

76% of poor working adults had
no paid sick leave for a portion of
this period, and 45% lacked it for
the entire period

n

From 1990-96 period, a large
percentage of U.S. workers
either had no paid vacation or
had it only intermittently.

n

36% of non-poor working adults
had no paid vacation at least a
portion of this period, and 13%
lacked it for the entire period.

n

63% of poor working adults had
no paid vacation for at last a
portion of this period, and 28%
lacked it for the entire period.
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“It’s cruel to make workers choose between a sick relative and
a paycheck,” adds Lichtman, “yet that’s exactly what we are
asking far too many people to do right now.”
The federal Family and Medical Leave Act, signed into law in
1993, offers many workers some important protections when
they have to deal with family medical emergencies or care for a
new baby or adopted child. Those who work at companies
with fifty or more employees can take up to 12 weeks of
unpaid leave—and still get their jobs back.
Under that law, covered workers also retain their health insurance or any seniority they’ve earned. To date, some 35 million
workers have taken leaves under this law. “It’s definitely
progress from the bad old days when American workers were
simply fired or had to quit when they had a baby, adopted a
child or had to care for a sick child or an elderly parent,” says
Lissa Bell, senior policy associate for the National Partnership
for Women & Families.
Still, Bell would be one of the first to concede that much more
needs to be done to help workers who need a family leave.
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For starters, because the federal law covers atonly employees
hat translates
companies with fifty or more workers, t into
ce—leavonly 57 percent of the private workfor ing
the rest to face down such crises as be can. stA they
tate ds
few more workers can find help in s leave
th
laws—Vermont, for example, exten jobprotected leave to workers at firms wi
as few as 10 employees.
The bottom line? Millions of men and
women still have no guarantee that their
job will be held for them when they face
a medical crisis. Or even when they have
a new baby or adopt a child.
These cold facts have sparked the movement to see that more workers are
protected and that all workers entitled
to leave have some income while they are
out on leave.
A VAST,
UNMET NEED

akers
Most certainly, demographers and policy-mnly
see a pressing need for paid leave that will oour
grow in the years to come. In 1997, one in f and many
Americans had an elderly relative to care for,rief leave to
reduced their work hours or took at least a b
care for that person.
Or they muddled along, torn between the competing demands of a
job and a family member desperately in need of care. Such was the case for Kathleen
Duffus, who was working for a financial services firm when her 56-year-old father was diagnosed
with Alzheimer’s disease. Duffus couldn’t afford to go without her paycheck.
For eight long years, she struggled to keep up at work and keep up with her father’s care. It was
difficult, given that he lived an hour and a half away, and needed constant attention. Even when she
found a decent nursing home, she had to be available for conferences with doctors and other
medical support staff—and to simply visit with him.
“A lot of this time I was in crisis mode, working in overdrive and struggling with being so far away
from my dad. It definitely took a toll on me. Paid family and medical leave would have allowed me
to plan a little better for things, and it also would have given me more time with my dad.”
In the coming years, the need for this type of family leave will only become more urgent. Nearly
two-thirds of American women and men under the age of 60 believe they will have to care for an
older relative in the next decade.
4
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BABIES PUT AT RISK

The situation is already dire when it comes to infant care.
Without a paycheck, too many parents must rush back to work
and leave their babies in less-than-optimal care. Polls show most
parents would prefer to be home with their babies, if only they
could afford to be.
When babies are six or even eight weeks old, it’s simply impossible to find care for them in a licensed center. Most states
prohibit centers from taking babies under six weeks old, and
with good reason. A young infant’s immune system is not yet
mature, making babies highly susceptible to infection.

n

In 1997, one in four Americans
had an elderly relative to care
for, and many reduced their work
hours or took at least a brief
leave to care for that person.

n

Nearly two-thirds of American
women and men under the age
of 60 expect they will have to
care for an older relative in the
next decade.

On this very point, Faith Wohl, who is president of the Child Care Action Campaign, and is
another advocate who has joined the national campaign for paid family leave, says, “We could go
a long way toward providing babies with the care they need by creating a paid leave that made it
possible for more parents to be home during the early, critical months.”
PAID LEAVE AROUND THE WORLD

The U.S. lags behind nearly every other industrialized nation in the world in terms of paid leave.
These countries already grant paid leave to new parents, based on the philosophy that parents are
a child’s best caregivers, new moms need time to recover from childbirth, and all
families need help raising the nation’s future workers and citizens.
A new mom in Chile, for example, can take up to 18 weeks off after childbirth, at full pay. French mothers are entitled to 16 weeks; German
mo ms, 14 weeks; and Italian moms 20 weeks—all at 100 percent of
pay. In Norway, moms can take up to a year off at 80 percent of pay.
And this year, Canadian moms won the right to take off a full year
from work after the birth of a baby at sixty percent of pay. Several
countries extend paid leave to both mothers and fathers.
“Other countries have long had paid and job-protected leaves for
new parents, and more are including men in their policies,
as a way of encouraging fathers to get more involved with their
children,” says Sheila Kamerman, head of the Cross-National
Studies Program of the School of Social Work at Columbia
University. “And the leave is just one of the components that
other countries have deemed necessary support to families with
young children. They also get child allowances, to help defray the
cost of raising children, health insurance, and even free health care
for new babies. Many also support early childhood and education ams.”
progr
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“You have to really feel sorry for the American working
mother when you learn what other countries have to offer,”
says Kamerman. “I think that working families who attempt
to balance work and family life in the U.S. with so little
help from the society at large are under enormous stress.”
BROAD PUBLIC SUPPORT

Given all these issues for workers and their families, it’s no
surprise that Americans overwhelmingly support proposals
to create paid leave, as revealed in polls and surveys in
recent years.
In 1998, the National Partnership for Women & Families
found that 82 percent of women and 75 percent of men favored the idea of developing a new insurance program that would give families some income when a worker takes a family or medical leave.
In 1999, support for the idea remained strong: 83 percent of women said expanding FMLA and
providing paid leave is important to them.
In 2000, several polls found equally enthusiastic support. Three-fourths of the voters in both
Massachusetts and Washington states said they favored proposals to create a family leave benefit
—either using a new payroll tax or tapping their state’s unemployment insurance system.
“There’s very little question that family leave benefits and expansion of the current family leave law
are popular,” says Lichtman from the National Partnership. “The question now is really how
do we make that happen. Other countries use their unemployment systems or disability insurance
plans. What system will we use here?”
BLUEPRINTS FOR CHANGE

Existing private and public policies do offer a vision of how family leave benefits could be provided
in this country. In 2001, some 25 states had proposals under active consideration. Many of these
models would build on existing disability insurance or unemployment systems. A few are completely new, innovative proposals, such as establishing independent family leave funds, tax credits
for families and employers, and allowances for new parents who stay home with their babies.
At present, five states utilize temporary disability insurance systems to help provide paid leave
—California, Hawaii, New Jersey, New York and Rhode Island (as well as in Puerto Rico). Some 22
percent of the private workforce—or one out of every five workers—is covered by one of these
state plans.
Under these programs, all employers provide disability insurance—either as part of a state plan
or via private insurance—through which workers out on disability leave receive income. Disabled
pregnant women and women recovering from childbirth are covered as part of these programs.
The income that workers receive under these programs varies from state to state. It is generally
awarded on a sliding scale, depending on an employee’s salary, up to a state-imposed ceiling.
California recently raised its ceiling to $492 a week, making it the most generous—the average
payment is just $229 a week.
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In New Jersey, the average benefit collected is $273 a week; in Hawaii, it’s $275. New York, despite
its high standard of living, is the lowest of the five states, offering a maximum of only $170 a week.
Because these state insurance systems already exist, work well and are generally seen as affordable
by employers, many advocates see them as an ideal vehicle for providing family leave benefits.
These existing systems need to be expanded to provide benefits to workers who need to take care
of a family member or an adopted child. New systems would have to be put in place in states that
don’t already have them.
“It just makes sense to extend this sort of leave to more employees, since it is already conceived
of as a way to help disabled workers and new parents,” explains state Senator Nicholas Spano
(R-NY). “Adding on the employees who need a paycheck while they are taking care of an ill
spouse or elderly parent would be logical, since the needs of the family members are also related
to medical or health issues.”
There are other promising ways to provide such benefits, and many are now included in proposals
before state legislatures. The most popular to date has been to expand the unemployment insurance (UI) system—a method also used in other countries—to cover workers out on family leave.
“Letting employees collect unemployment insurance while they are on parental leave is consistent
with both the history and purpose of the unemployment compensation system,” says Bell of the
National Partnership. “When the unemployment system was first established, most workers were
male breadwinners and most reasons for their temporarily not working were economic downturns. Today, breadwinners are both male and female, and their reasons for temporarily not working
include compelling family needs. It makes sense to update the UI system to reflect the reality of
today’s workforce.”
The U.S. Department of Labor gave life to this idea in June 2000, when it published a rule that
explicitly permits state law to allow new parents to collect unemployment insurance while out on
leave (known as “Baby UI”). The rule is consistent with other permissible but nontraditional UI
uses—for example, unemployment insurance for people who have been temporarily laid off but
will be recalled; for those who must leave their jobs for an urgent and compelling reason—such as
a spouse getting relocated or the inability to find child care; and for people enrolled in approved
job training programs.
The UI model is especially appealing since every state already has an unemployment benefits system
in place, and it only takes direction from state lawmakers to expand it. Unemployment insurance is
supported by small payroll taxes, and estimates show that it would only take a minimal increase in
most states to add a benefit for new parents. In New Jersey, state leaders calculated that “Baby UI”
would entail no extra cost at all for up to five years, because it could be paid for by tapping the
state’s surplus funds accumulated in the booming economy.
Even without a surplus, the estimates of expanding unemployment to new parents are minimal. In Vermont, for example, policy-makers put the price-tag at about 15 cents per covered
employee per week.
Other models are also being considered. In Minnesota, one proposal would share the costs of a
parental leave benefit among the employer, employee, and the state: employers that participated in
the program would pick up a third of the tab, the state another third and workers would be
7
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responsible for the final third—with a cap of $250 per week on the benefit the state paid. “We think
it only makes sense to have everyone sharing the costs. That’s a good way to
make it afforda ble,” says Marcie Jefferys of the Minnesota Children’s
Defense Fund. “Supporting the employer would support the workers,” sh e adds.
Advocates
fa
in other states have proposed creating entirely new
mily leave funds, paid for by small increases in payroll
taxes. “With just a penny an hour increase in the employer’s contribution and a penny an hour from workers,
we figure we could fund a paid family leave of up to five
weeks,” says Marilyn Watkins of the Economic Policy
Institute in Seattle, which has been leading the campaign
there. “We could provide up to $250 a week
to workers out on leave, which would make a huge
difference to many families.”
staOther, more limited initiatives have surfaced in other
empl andtes. Hawaiian legislators have looked into tax credits for
oyers who provide paid leave. Lawmakers in Connecticut
Iow
sick leave to a have proposed allowing state workers to use their own
ously ill family m care for a newborn or adopted baby or to care for a seriember. Oklahoma has passed a similar initiative which
permits state employees to use their own sick leave to care for members of their
families and establishes a state leave sharing program allowing employees to donate their annual
or sick leave to a fellow state employee in need of family and medical leave. And Minnesota has
already created an At-Home Infant Care Program that has provided an average of $300 a month to
low-income parents staying home to care for their babies. California made family and medical
leaves more affordable for many workers by requiring employers to allow employees to use some
of their own accrued sick days when they have to care for a sick child, parent or spouse.
Given such momentum, advocates think it is only a matter of time before family leave is more
affordable. “It took us a decade to get the Family and Medical Leave Act passed,” says Lichtman.
“We know this is a multi-year campaign, but a lot of progress has already been made. It’s amazing
to have so many states with so many active proposals.”
GOOD FOR BUSINESS

To date, some 35 million American workers have taken advantage of the provisions of the federal
Family and Medical Leave Act.
The vast majority of employers—84 percent—find that the benefits of providing leave offset or
outweigh the costs. Nearly 42 percent reported a positive return on their leave programs, and
another 42 percent said the costs were neutral.
Interestingly, one third of American companies now offer 13 or more weeks for maternity leave,
and 15 percent offer that same generous leave to new dads, adoptive parents, or workers who
must take time off to care for a seriously ill child.

8

WHY AMERICANS NEED FAMILY LEAVE BENEFITS – AND HOW THEY CAN GET THEM

In part this may be due to companies’ perceptions that they are more attractive to potential
employees with such a policy, and that they will reduce staff turnover. Surveys at IBM show, for
example, that family-friendly benefits rank second only to pay as the reason that top-performing
employees stay at the corporation. IBM was one of the first companies in America to offer a fullypaid leave for eight weeks or longer, as well as a part-time return to work—along with a job guarantee of up to several years. Companies in industries where the fight for top talent is fierce, such as
high-tech, drugs and telecommunications, have adopted generous leaves to
become the employer of choice.
AVAILABILITY OF FAMILY AND MEDICAL LEAVE INCREASED
EMPLOYEE RETENTION AND MORALE

98% of employees return to work for the same employer

n

after taking their longest family and medical leave.
Of those covered establishments reporting cost savings

n

IBM allows employees to take leaves
of up to three years, with paychecks
that may last for much longer than
eight weeks.

due to the FMLA, 77% report savings due to decreased

Companies can also realize an increase in
profits due to family friendly policies.
n
24% of covered establishments report that the FMLA
Giving workers the time they need to
had a positive effect on employee morale.
tend to family matters saves money by
keeping them on the payroll. A growing
FMLA HAS HAD EITHER POSITIVE OR NO NEGATIVE EFFECTS
ON THE VAST MAJORITY OF COVERED BUSINESSES
number of companies—from the Big
Five accounting firm of Deloitte &
n
84% of covered establishments report that the FMLA has
Touche to the oil giant, Amoco—have
either no effect or has a positive effect on productivity.
documented that they are more likely to
n
90% of covered establishments report that the FMLA has
hang onto employees when they
either no effect or has a positive effect on profitability.
improve family leave benefits. “It’s no
n
90% of covered establishments report that the FMLA
big mystery, really,” says economist
has either no effect or has a positive effect on growth.
Heidi Hartmann, president of the
Institute for Women’s Policy Research.
“Many women quit their jobs when they
don’t get enough time off after having a new baby. They are just too exhausted and the baby is too
demanding.” With a little more time, they not only come back, but they are grateful. They become
more loyal to their employers. Aetna Life and Casualty, for example, boosted its retention of new
moms by simply extending maternity leave by a few weeks.
turnover.

Even small employers who aren’t required to offer leave often sing the praises of such policies. Joan
Wright, chief financial officer of E-SOURCE, an information service company in Boulder,
Colorado, says the company’s family-friendly benefits, including a twelve-week leave, is “a huge
draw” and a “real plus” for recruiting new employees. With only 48 employees, E-SOURCE is not
required to offer such a long leave, but Wright says the policy definitely helps the company hang
onto experienced workers, which saves the company money in the long run.
Many private employers already carry disability insurance voluntarily, because it’s a benefit that
workers have come to expect. Most employees do not expect to suffer through a heart attack, broken
bone or gall bladder removal without a paycheck. It’s just part of the benefit package, one that covers
9
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women recovering from childbirth as well. In other words, it’s widely accepted as a cost of doing
business. One study shows that half of all American employers now carry disability insurance.
In some cases, especially at large corporations, such insurance can provide substantial income
—even a full paycheck—to workers out on leave, including women recovering from childbirth
and men and women recovering from an illness. The amount a particular employee collects is often
pegged to seniority and job rank. The longer a worker has been at a company, the more likely that
worker is to get a full paycheck for at least part of his or her leave. In general, employees can
expect two-thirds to three-fourths of their paycheck from these plans while they are out on leave.
Certainly, workers can testify to the value of such plans, both to themselves and to the company.
Chase Manhattan Bank, for example, not only began to offer a fully-paid leave of up to eight
weeks, but also free child care for new infants and a part-time return to work for new moms who
want it. “The benefits are so good here that it’s hard to even think about leaving,” says Diana
Soong, a manager who has stayed with the bank for 13 years. “Everything about my leave was
made easy. It was just one phone call and my managers did all the paperwork, and then I had the
time, the pay and even child care free for three months. What could be better?”
PROGRESS SLOW, BUT STEADY

Given the current energy and activity devoted to creating paid leave at the state level, many
advocates believe it’s only a matter of time before federal lawmakers get on board. Senator
Christopher Dodd (D-CT) hopes to add fuel to that fire with a bill co-authored by Senate
Majority leader Tom Daschle (D-SD) that would make $400 million available for state
demonstration projects that showcase effective ways to create benefits during family leave.
In the meantime, they have also proposed extending unpaid leave to workers at smaller
companies—those with as few as 25 workers—so that 14 million more workers would have the
right to take at least a job-protected leave.
No wonder advocates are so optimistic. “When I first started to report on my research findings
in the early 1970’s about the benefits of paid and job-protected leave, people used to think I was
from someplace else, like Mars. When I first testified in Congress in the mid-1970’s, there was
complete disbelief,” says professor Kamerman. “But now, no one dismisses the ideas anymore.
In fact, we are making progress. It’s slow, but we are making progress.”
Lichtman from the National Partnership notes: “It does take time, but the support for family leave
benefits is so large that we think it is inevitable that Americans will get what other workers around
the world already have—some pay and peace of mind when they have a new baby or must deal
with a family health emergency,” she says.
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