AUGUST 2018

There is significant, growing attention to the lack of paid family and medical leave in the United
States and the grave consequences it has for the country’s families, businesses and economy.
Discussions about how best to address the issue are increasing as well. But rarely are these policy
conversations situated in the context of our commitment to opportunity and equality for people of all
races and ethnicities, or the overwhelming evidence that shows stopping workplace discrimination
is essential to the nation’s overall health, economic and moral well-being.
The vast majority of working people in the United States – 85 percent – do not have paid family
1
leave through their employers, and the consequences for people of color are especially severe. This
is, in part, due to past and present institutionalized racism that has resulted in significant health
and economic disparities. This brief will describe these disparities to show that addressing our
paid leave crisis is a racial justice issue that requires a carefully designed and implemented federal
policy solution. Specifically, it will show that:
`` Racial disparities in access to wealth and wealth building are compounded by a lack of
access to paid family and medical leave;
`` Disparities in access to other economic supports make it more difficult for families of color to
absorb the financial shock of a serious family or medical need;
`` People of color tend to receive lower quality health care services and experience worse
health outcomes than white people, magnifying their need for paid family and medical
leave;
`` Race-based discrimination in employment persists, resulting in job insecurity and more
barriers to economic security and advancement for people of color; and
`` Women of color suffer most from the combination of these disparities and challenges.
The brief concludes that well-designed paid family and medical leave programs provided through
public policies have the potential to strengthen families of color and build a stronger, more just
nation.
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The Racial Wealth Gap

The gaps between the wealth of white families and Latino and Black families are severe and lack of
access to paid family and medical leave makes them worse.
The typical white family has $140,500 in wealth – defined as assets minus debts – compared to $6,300
2
for the typical Latino family and $3,400 for the typical Black family. (See Figure 1.) Studies show
3
that, without intervention, children born today will not see those gaps close. These racial wealth gaps
exist because discriminatory policies and persistent racism have prevented most people of color from
building wealth for generations. Historically, policymakers excluded families of color from accessing
public programs that helped build the middle class, such as higher education assistance and financial
aid, affordable mortgages to build home equity, low-cost consumer banking, and capital to start
4
businesses. For example, the Federal Housing Administration refused to insure mortgages in and
near Black communities until 1968, and today, Latinos and Black people are still more likely to be
5
denied conventional mortgage loans than white people with similar qualifications. Educational and
occupational segregation and other forms of discriminatory lending also impede families of color from
building wealth – which is accumulated over generations – leading to the cavernous gap between the
median wealth of white families and that of families of color. Because of this racial wealth gap, even
middle- and high-income Black and Latino families tend to lack access to the forms of wealth that
6
many white families are able to draw on in times of need.
Asian and Native American families also face significant wealth challenges, but recent data are
limited. The lack of disaggregated data for Asians means that the economic status of people with
ancestry from nearly 50 countries is oversimplified. The Census Bureau’s broad category “Asian”
masks the diversity of communities that fall under that label, and wealth and income inequality within
7
the category is substantial and growing. Although the top 10 percent of Asians have more wealth than
the top 10 percent of white people, the bottom quintile of Asians have less wealth than the bottom
8
quintile of white people. Native Americans are also often overlooked when measuring wealth. The
9
most recent estimate of Native household wealth was $5,700 in 2000 and current economic indicators
reveal that many Native households are struggling – more than one in four Native people are living in
10
poverty, which is nearly twice the national average.

Source: Prosperity Now. (2018). Running in Place: Why the Racial Wealth Divide Keeps Black and Latino Families from Achieving
Economic Security.
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The lack of access to affordable credit and financial security are also barriers to entrepreneurship,
which, in turn, is a barrier to building wealth. People of color are underrepresented in
11
entrepreneurship despite their reported interest in owning businesses – and also experience many
barriers to business ownership, including lack of access to wealth and discrimination from investors
12
and lenders.
The racial wealth gap means that families of
color have, on average, fewer resources than
white families to plan for and absorb the effects
of a serious personal or family medical issue,
including the birth or adoption of a new child.
In fact, half of households of color live in “liquid
asset poverty,” which means they lack access
to enough liquid assets – such as savings and
publicly traded stocks – to live at least at the
poverty level for 12 weeks. That compares to 28
percent of white households who live in liquid
13
asset poverty. (See Figure 2.) This means that
households of color are nearly twice as likely to
be economically insecure in the event of income
Source: Prosperity Now. (2013). Prosperity Now
Scorecard, Financial Assets & Income.
loss than white households. These disparities
persist even when considering education levels.
For example, a recent survey conducted by the Federal Reserve Board found that 31 percent of Black
people and 25 percent of Latinos with a college degree could not afford an unexpected $400 expense,
14
compared to 16 percent of white people. When unexpected family or medical events arise, wealth
enables people to draw on savings, home equity and liquid assets, such as funds in checking and
savings accounts. Additionally, wealth helps people maintain a good credit score, which is critical in
accessing fair sources of credit. Because people of color have less wealth, less access to fair sources of
15
credit and are often targeted by predatory lenders, they may forego taking family or medical leave,
which can result in even greater income losses or health conditions that become more serious.
In short, paid leave would provide essential financial support and stability for families of color at
critical times, helping patch one of the many holes in the safety net and providing an opportunity to
break a cycle of lost wealth accumulation.

Disparities in Access to Other Economic Supports

People of color experience historical and policy-based barriers to economic security and stability, the
effects of which are exacerbated when serious family and medical needs arise.
Similar to the racial wealth gap, the overall economic security of families of color varies by race and
ethnicity. This variation exists, in part, due to the historical and political contexts in which different
groups of people became part of the United States – including voluntary immigration, enslavement,
seeking asylum as refugees and forced assimilation – and variations in how welcoming or punitive U.S.
policies have been toward each of these groups. Discrimination in the workforce also contributes to
these disparities, which is discussed in a later section. Compared to white people, Black people, Latinos
and Native Americans tend, on average, to experience much higher rates of poverty and economic
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instability and are paid less (see Figures 3 and 4). Moreover, Black, Latino and Native workers who
work full time, year-round are paid, on average, less than both white, non-Hispanic men and women
16
who work full time, year-round. The economic status of Asian Americans and Pacific Islanders
(AAPI) is more varied, with some ethnicities of AAPI people faring much worse than white people, but
17
disaggregated data are limited. Overall, people of color are also more likely to be concentrated in lowwage and low-quality jobs that offer fewer protections and workplace supports such as fair scheduling
18
and employer-based health insurance.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. (2017). Tables B20017B, B20017C, B20017D, B20017H, B20017I, 1-year estimates.

Source: U.S. Census Bureau. (2017). Table S1702, 1-year estimates. Calculation uses “All families.”
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Overall, fewer than 60 percent of workers are eligible for unpaid family and medical leave under the
19
federal Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA). Access is similar across races, with the exception of
20
Latinos, who have much lower rates of access. However, 62 percent of Black adults and 73 percent
of Latino adults are either ineligible for or cannot afford to take unpaid leave, compared to 60 percent
21
of white adults. (See Table 1.) A recent study also found that Black and Latino workers are more
likely than white workers to report that there was a time in the past two years when they needed to
take leave for family or medical reasons but could not, most likely because they could not afford to go
22
without pay. (See Table 2.)
Table 1. Working Adults Who Are Either Ineligible for or Cannot Afford to Take Unpaid FMLA
Leave, by Race/Ethnicity

Race/Ethnicity

Cannot Take Leave

White, non-Hispanic Hispanic
59.8%

Black

72.5%

Asian

62.2%

58.1%

Source: Data Diversity Kids. (2015). Working Adults Who Are Eligible For and Can Afford FMLA Unpaid Leave (Share) by Race/Ethnicity.

Table 2. Percent of Adults Who Reported Needing Family or Medical Leave in the Last Two Years
but Couldn't Take It

Race/Ethnicity

Cannot Take Leave

White, non-Hispanic
13%

Hispanic
23%

Black
26%

Source: Pew Research Center. (2017). Americans Widely Support Paid Family and Medical Leave, but Differ Over Specific Policies.

Disparities in Health Care and Outcomes

People of color tend to experience greater health needs and have more caregiving responsibilities –
making paid leave even more important.
Latinos, Native Americans and Black people tend to have more chronic health conditions, such
23
as diabetes and asthma, and have them at younger ages than white people. And discrimination
contributes to difficulty accessing quality health care services and poorer health for people of color.
Decades of research show that people of color experience greater health disparities, in part as a result
24
of chronic stress linked to everyday racial and gender discrimination. Chronic conditions affect
people’s ability to remain in the labor force, especially when it is difficult to take time away from work
to get care or treat a serious health issue. Paid leave helps maintain people’s workforce attachment,
promotes economical use of health services and hastens return to work. This makes paid leave
particularly important to helping people of color get the care they and their families need without
jeopardizing their economic security.
Paid parental leave would improve child and maternal health outcomes by allowing mothers to heal
fully from childbirth, encouraging breastfeeding and reducing the likelihood of severe depressive
25
symptoms in new mothers. Yet, only 25 percent of Latino workers and 43 percent of Black workers
report having access to any paid or partially paid parental leave, compared to 50 percent of white
26
workers. As a result, women of color may take shorter periods of leave or no leave at all. And mothers
who return to work less than six weeks after delivery are less likely to breastfeed for the recommended
27
duration, causing both mothers and babies to miss the health and bonding benefits it brings.
Lack of paid parental leave is most immediately concerning for the health of Black women, who face
28
much higher rates of maternal mortality and complications from pregnancy than white women.
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However, research from California’s state paid leave program – the longest-running program in the
country – finds that the state’s program has increased parity in the duration of leave taken by white
women and women of color, as well as in initiation of breastfeeding and other positive health outcomes
29
across races. Before the state’s program, Black women took, on average, just one week of maternity
leave and white, non-Hispanic women took four weeks. After implementation, Black and white
30
mothers took an average of seven weeks of leave.
In addition to paid parental leave, paid leave for family care is vital for people of color – particularly
women – who tend to have significant caregiving responsibilities. Households of color are also more
likely than white households to be multi-generational, which suggests they are more likely to have
31
elder care responsibilities despite being less likely to have access to leave for elder care. People of
color who provide care to family members tend to be younger and more likely to be employed than
32
white caregivers, which means they may face greater conflicts between work and family. Paid leave
provides employed family caregivers dedicated time to coordinate care and learn complex tasks,
prepare for potential long-term care needs and help their families adjust to these changes. Research
also shows that having a dedicated family caregiver improves patient adherence to medication
33
regimens and that family caregivers help their loved ones recover more smoothly and quickly and
34
avoid or delay institutional care.

Persistent Racial Discrimination

Despite some legal protections, racial discrimination in the workplace is pervasive – from hiring to
promotion and everything in between – and it can keep people from taking the family and medical
leave time they need.
People of color are vulnerable to discrimination throughout the employment cycle. For instance, studies
show that white applicants receive 36 percent more callbacks than Black applicants and 24 percent
35
more than Latino applicants; these discrepancies have not improved in 25 years. Discrimination is
also reflected in unemployment rates: When they do lose or leave a job, Native Americans, Black people
36
and Latinos suffer from higher unemployment rates and Black people and Asians tend to search
37
longer for jobs than white workers.
Within the workplace, racial and gender discrimination is common. The U.S. Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission reports that more than one third of claims of employment discrimination
38
are race based. Research shows that workers of color are more vulnerable to job loss during layoffs
39
40
and recessions and more likely to feel unwelcome or excluded in the workplace. Black and Latino
workers are also overrepresented in the contingent workforce – e.g., contract workers – in which
41
federal civil rights protections against race, gender and national origin discrimination may not apply.
For people of color who need family or medical leave, discrimination, retaliation and job loss are real
threats. Overall, nearly 40 percent of workers have no legal guarantee of job protection through the
FMLA if they need to take leave, which means employers can dictate whether and how a person is
42
able to take time for a personal or family health issue. For many people of color, this results in job
loss. For example, Black and Latina mothers are more likely than white women to report being let go
43
by an employer or quitting their jobs after giving birth in order to have some leave. The fear of job
loss keeps people from being able to provide care too. For example, a recent series of focus groups in
New Jersey found that men of color with low incomes said they were unable to use paid leave that was
not job protected to bond with and care for their new children, in part because they feared losing their
44
jobs.
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Women of Color Bear the Brunt

Women of color face the greatest barriers to economic resources and protections that can be critical
in meeting family and medical needs, despite being key breadwinners as well as caregivers for their
own and, sometimes, others’ families.
The common narrative that women first entered the workforce en masse just decades ago ignores
the fact that women of color have worked outside of their homes out of economic necessity for much
longer. Yet, historically, there has been relatively little attention paid to the work-and-family needs
of women of color, even though women of color often hold dual roles as breadwinners and caregivers
45
for their families and as employed caregivers for other families. In fact, laws to protect women in the
workplace – and workers in general – often de facto applied only to white women because women of
46
color were restricted to low-wage jobs that were purposefully excluded from many legal protections.
Combined with the various health and economic disparities discussed throughout this brief, this
historical context and an overall lack of resources and supports for women of color contributes to
significantly lower economic well-being for them and their families. Black women and Latinas are
47
more likely to work in jobs that provide little upward mobility, stability and lower pay. For example,
a nationally representative longitudinal study of mobility into managerial and professional occupations
found that fewer than 20 percent of Black women and 25 percent of Latinas moved into these jobs,
48
compared to 36 percent of white women. Furthermore, just 16 percent of U.S. workers are women of
49
color, but more than 20 percent of minimum wage workers are women of color. Native women, Black
50
women and Latinas also suffer from higher unemployment rates than white women. These factors,
in combination, mean that the economic mobility of women of color is restricted and can be further
hindered when family and medical needs arise.
That is because women of color are also more likely to be key and sole breadwinners for their families,
often at the same time they are primary caregivers for their loved ones, which means opting out of the
labor force is not an option for most women of color. Eighty-one percent of Black mothers, 67 percent
of Native mothers and 52 percent of Latina mothers are key or sole breadwinners for their families,
51
compared to 50 percent of white mothers. Yet punishing wage disparities persist, with Black women
typically paid just 63 cents, Native women just 57 cents and Latinas just 54 cents for every dollar
52
paid to white, non-Hispanic men. Many workplace supports are needed to address these overlapping,
structural challenges and paid leave is an important one. To be truly effective at ensuring women
of color can participate fully in the labor force and family caregiving, paid family and medical leave
programs must be responsive to the needs of people of color, and especially women of color.

People of Color Need Strong Paid Leave Policies

Establishing paid family and medical leave programs at the federal or state levels can combat the
health and economic disparities experienced by people of color in the United States – but the details
matter.
If paid family and medical leave programs are not crafted carefully, with the needs of people and
women of color at the forefront, they can disproportionately exclude these families and perpetuate
inequitable access to leave and the economic and health challenges associated with lack of paid leave.
Fortunately, based on lessons learned from state paid family leave programs in California, New Jersey,
Rhode Island and New York, key aspects of an equitable program are already well-established. And
programs soon to be in place in Washington state, Washington, D.C., and Massachusetts build on these
key lessons and will further reinforce them.
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Job Protection: Paid leave programs should include job protection so that workers of color can take
paid leave without fear of losing their jobs. Research from current state paid leave programs finds that
workers of color – particularly low-income workers of color – are less likely to take paid leave if they do
not have job protection.
Anti-Discrimination Protections: Federal law prohibits discrimination on the basis of race, color and
53
national origin and protects a worker who reports discrimination from retaliation, but workers of
color continue to experience disproportionately high rates of discrimination and retaliation. Strong
anti-discrimination and anti-retaliation language and enforcement are needed to make paid leave fully
accessible to people of color.
Progressive Wage Replacement: State paid leave insurance programs provide workers with a
percentage of their wages, similar to other social and private insurance programs, such as short-term
disability and unemployment insurance. To make paid leave accessible to workers of color, the wage
replacement rate should be as close to 100 percent as possible and it should be progressive by providing
greater replacement to people with lower incomes.
Portability and Coverage Across Multiple Jobs: Paid leave should be portable so that it is attached to
the worker rather than the employer, which would help workers of color in particular because they
would not be penalized for changing jobs. Eligibility should be based on work and earnings history,
rather than employer size or other factors related to the current employer.
Some current state paid leave programs make coverage available to contingent workers and
independent contractors too. Other self-employed people – including small business owners – can opt
in to the programs. It is important for workers and entrepreneurs of color that any paid leave program
provide a pathway for covering contingent workers and self-employed people.
Meaningful and Comprehensive Leave: For paid leave to be adequate, it must provide a meaningful
duration of leave – at least 12 weeks for parental, family care and medical leave. Any paid leave
program that does not provide meaningful and gender-neutral leave for all purposes will not meet the
full needs of people of color.
Dedicated Funding for Outreach, Education and Enforcement: Paid leave programs should include a
plan for equitably designed implementation. Research on current state paid leave programs finds that
workers of color are less likely to be aware of the programs, the benefits they provide, how to qualify
and how to apply. This makes dedicated funding for outreach, education and enforcement to ensure
equitable program usage and treatment by employers critical.
Structural and discriminatory barriers have disadvantaged people of color for decades and continue
to harm their economic, wealth and health statuses. But if designed and implemented according
to these key provisions, paid family and medical leave programs can improve racial equity in the
labor force, help businesses increase and maintain diversity and support family wealth-building and
entrepreneurship. Doing so will become even more important as the country’s demographics change.
People of color need a strong paid family and medical leave program now.
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