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Women now make up almost half of the U.S. workforce and more than half of the U.S. 
population. Despite the central role women play in the economy, our labor laws and 
institutions do too little to address the various ways in which women are held back at 
work. This not only hampers women’s economic well-being, but also has implications 
for U.S. productivity, labor force participation, and economic growth. 

Luckily, there are models that federal policymakers can look to as they consider options 
for designing paid family leave. In our paper for the Hamilton Project, “Modernizing 
U.S. Labor Standards for 21st-Century Families,” we highlight the experiences of three 
states—California, New Jersey, and Rhode Island—that have enacted statewide paid 
leave programs and explore how enacting policies such as paid family leave will better 
address the challenges of today’s labor force and enhance women’s economic out-
comes—providing a boost to the national economy through increased productivity, 
greater labor force participation, and increased demand for goods and services. 

Discussions of paid leave often focus on the needs of new parents, but at some point 
in their lives, every worker will need to take time off from work for family or personal 
health reasons. Therefore, a gender-neutral, comprehensive paid leave program that 
covers all family care needs will help to improve labor force participation, families’ eco-
nomic security, and workers’ health and productivity. As federal policymakers consider 
options for designing paid family leave, they can look to the states that have already 
enacted their own paid family leave policies to inform the design.

Why is there a need for paid family leave?

Currently, access to leave—paid or unpaid—is too limited  

• Under the Family and Medical Leave Act of 1993, only 60 percent of workers and 
about 20 percent of new mothers have access to legally mandated unpaid leave due to 
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the law’s eligibility requirements. Those who are not eligible are disproportionately 
lower income1 and less educated.2

• Only 14 percent of the private-sector workforce receive paid leave through their employer. 
This figure is as low as 4 percent for workers in the bottom tenth of the wage distribution.3

• While 38 percent of workers have access to temporary disability insurance that would 
cover a personal medical issue without losing pay, it usually doesn’t cover care of a 
family member.4

With an aging population, fewer at-home caregivers, and more working parents, 

more workers need time off to care for family members or address their own 

medical needs

• Among workers who provide care for an elderly relative, 7 in 10 have had to cut back 
on hours—and therefore wages—or drop out of the workforce altogether.5

• One study of paid leave in California found that giving workers some time off 
increases the likelihood that workers—particularly low-income workers—will stay in 
the labor force following personal and family health events.6,7 

Family economic security

• For many families, the birth of a child is associated with a significant decline in fami-
lies’ financial well-being.8

• At the same time that a household’s income drops because a member needs to cut back on 
hours at work in order to care for a new child or a sick loved one, its expenses also increase 
because of the cost associated with providing that care such as medical bills or diapers.

• Women who take paid leave are less likely to receive public assistance in the year fol-
lowing the birth of a child than women who don’t take paid leave.9

Workers’ health and productivity

• Half of workers without leave postpone or never receive critical medical care, which 
has cost implications for the wider health care system.10

• Because women continue to take on the bulk of caregiving responsibilities, paid family leave 
is particularly important to encourage and ensure their participation in the labor force.



3 The Washington Center for Equitable Growth |  Modernizing U.S. paid family leave for 21st century families

• Research finds that compared to unpaid leave, paid leave has a much bigger impact on long-
term household incomes, as well labor force participation, for both men and women.11

Principles for paid family leave 

As federal policymakers consider options for designing paid family leave, they can look 
to states such as California, New Jersey, and Rhode Island, which have already enacted 
paid family leave policies to inform federal policymaking.

In light of the challenges facing workers who seek to address both work and family obli-
gations and the importance of retaining those workers in the labor market, paid family 
leave must:

• Cover the range of family and medical needs that require time away from work. 
As the U.S. population ages and women’s labor force participation increases, more 
workers need time off to address either their own illness or that of a family member. 
Excluding any of these reasons would miss an opportunity to support both families’ 
economic security and their labor force participation.

• Be available to all workers—men and women—equally. Regardless of employer 
identity or size, a worker’s status as full- or part-time or self-employed, or gender iden-
tity, paid leave should cover all workers and use an inclusive definition of family. Paid 
leave should also be gender neutral, following the example of the Family and Medical 
Leave Act in providing eligible men and women with the same amount of leave.

• Provide adequate length of leave to address care needs. A paid leave of 12 weeks 
is consistent with the length of time provided by states that have enacted paid leave 
and will mean that children born to two-parent families will have up to 24 weeks of 
parental care.

• Have a sufficiently high wage-replacement rate to make a difference in people’s 
lives. The period in which people have to cut back on their hours at work to care for 
a new child in the home, treat a personal illness, or care for a family member is often 
the same period during which their household expenses rise to provide for that new 
child or pay for medical treatment. National paid leave should follow New Jersey’s lead 
and have a 66 percent wage-replacement rate with a cap to prevent benefits from being 
overly generous to high-income families.

To learn more about the research and state and local policy examples behind the policy 
recommendations summarized here, you can read our full paper, “Modernizing U.S. 
Labor Standards for 21st-Century Families.” 
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