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Men increasingly want to be involved parents and 

caregivers in their families,1 and the vast majority of the 

public says it’s equally important for mothers and fathers 

to bond with babies.2 Although some employers 

recognize that nearly all employees will at some point 

need paid leave to care for a new child or other loved 

one – and provide gender-neutral leave for parents and 

family caregivers – most still do not. As a result, men 

must often forgo parental leave or take shorter periods 

of family leave to avoid losing income and facing 

workplace stigma.3 

Everyone, regardless of gender, should be able to take time away from their jobs to care 

for their families without facing financial hardship or workplace discrimination. A 

national paid family and medical leave insurance program would provide all working 

people critical income when they need time to welcome a child, address a medical 

condition or provide family care. 

 

Most Men Lack Access to Paid Family Leave 

Since 1965, fathers in the United States have nearly tripled the time they spend caring 

for children, and working fathers are now just as likely as working mothers to say they 

find it difficult to manage work and family responsibilities.4 Half of men in the workforce 

expect to need time to care for a sick, disabled or older family member – the same share 

as women.5 Yet most men still do not have access to leave that would allow them to 

take time away from work after the birth or adoption of a child or to care for a loved 

one with a serious health condition. 

 Just 21 percent of all workers have access to paid family leave through an employer.6  

 Employer-based policies often are not equitable, even within a workplace. Only 13 

percent of private sector workers are employed at worksites that offer paid paternity 

leave to all male employees.7 Employer policies commonly provide less bonding time 

for “secondary caregivers” – too often code for “fathers” – and for adoptive and 

foster parents, which particularly impacts same-sex couples.8 And even when men 
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have access to other forms of paid time off from an employer, such as paid sick days, 

they often cannot use that leave to bond with a new child, to care for a family 

member’s medical condition or for elder care.9 

 One study found that only one in 20 fathers in professional jobs took more than two 

weeks off after their most recent child was born – and a staggering three out of four 

took one week or less.10 Low-income fathers face even higher barriers: one study of 

disadvantaged families found that nearly 60 percent of fathers reported taking zero 

weeks of paid time away from work after the birth or adoption of a child.11 

 Being a good financial provider continues to be seen as an important part of being a 

good father,12 and outdated, gendered norms in too many workplaces still assume 

that being a caregiver is incompatible with success at a job.13 As a result, men, 

especially those without paid leave, often feel pressure to limit their time off of work 

in order to keep a steady income.14 

 During the COVID-19 pandemic, an inability to access paid leave amid increased 

family caregiving needs has exacerbated the financial strain on working parents. 

While women’s unpaid work increased more, fathers on average provided nearly 20 

hours per week of unpaid care during the COVID-19 crisis. If paid at a living wage of 

$15 per hour, the value of fathers’ unpaid care in 2020 would add up to $426.2 

billion.15  

 

Many Men Face Stigma for Taking Leave  

Men need greater access to paid family leave. The United 

States also needs a cultural shift in attitudes about men as 

caregivers so they can be confident that they can use the 

leave that is available to them without negative 

repercussions.16 Many fathers want to be more involved 

with their families, play a larger caregiving role, and 

support their partners’ careers.17 But taking time away 

from work for family caregiving can bring harassment, 

discrimination or mistreatment18 that result in fathers 

being less likely to take the leave that is available to them. 

It is also a disincentive to take leave if doing so negatively affects their careers and their 

families’ economic opportunities due to lower pay or being passed over for 

promotions.19 

 

Creating More Supportive Workplaces Would Help Men, Their 
Families, Businesses and Taxpayers  
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A growing body of evidence makes clear that paid family leave has a positive impact on 

children and parents, families’ economic security, employers and taxpayers. 

 Gender-equal paid leave promotes children’s development and family well-

being. Among opposite-sex parents, fathers who take two or more weeks off after 

the birth of a child are more involved in that child’s direct care nine months after 

birth than fathers who take no leave,20 and are more likely to have a stable marriage 

or relationship with the other parent.21 Involved fathers promote children’s 

educational attainment and emotional stability and reduce maternal stress,22 and 

involvement in the first six months after birth can also mean both mother and baby 

sleep better.23 When men attend prenatal medical appointments and remain 

involved throughout the pregnancy, women have safer births and decreased risk of 

postpartum depression.24 New mothers have fewer postpartum health complications 

and improved mental health when new fathers can also take paid leave.25 

 Households are more equal when fathers have paid leave. When new dads in 

households with a mother and father take paid leave, their families experience a 

more equitable division of parental responsibilities, including household chores and 

direct caregiving.26 Fathers who take paid family leave also say they are more 

comfortable as active, responsible co-parents.27 

 Paid leave for men supports working mothers. In 71 percent of U.S. households 

with children (more than 48 million households), all parents are employed,28 and 

women are key breadwinners in nearly two-thirds of families with children.29 Yet 

women are still more likely than men to stop working or to work part time after the 

birth of a child.30 Paid paternity leave may increase women’s labor force participation 

by promoting men’s involvement at home and making it easier for women to return 

to the workforce.31 Access to paid leave also affects women’s wages and, thus, their 

families’ economic security. Research from Sweden shows that each additional 

month of parental leave taken by a child’s father increases the mother’s wages by 

nearly 7 percent,32 which affects women’s income and retirement security over their 

lifetimes.  

 Fathers with paid leave are less likely to need public assistance. Having a baby is 

the most expensive health event many families face during reproductive years.33 But 

new fathers who take paid leave are significantly less likely than fathers who do not 

to report receiving public assistance or food stamps (now known as SNAP, the 

Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program) in the year following their child’s birth 

(controlling for other relevant factors).34 On average, men who take paid leave report 

receiving $420 less in public assistance in the year following their child’s birth than 

men who do not take leave.35 
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Fathers Should Have Access to Paid Family Leave No Matter Where 
They Live or Work 

Public policies help change culture and practice. Ten states including the District of 

Columbia have passed paid family and medical leave programs that include coverage 

for working people who need time to bond with a new child, care for a family member 

with a serious health condition or address their own serious medical needs, regardless 

of gender. Over time, men’s use of these programs for parental leave and family 

caregiving has become more equal. In California, men now file nearly 40 percent of 

claims for paid family leave to care for a new child, up from 17 percent when the law 

took effect in 2004.36 In Rhode Island, which implemented paid family leave in 2014, 42 

percent of child bonding claims in 2020 were filed by men.37 

 

Evidence from existing programs shows how policy details matter for men.  

When men take an equal share of leave, it has significant benefits for their families and 

for gender equality. To fully support men’s leave-taking, paid leave programs must: 

 Replace most or all of a worker’s usual wages. When leave is unpaid or replaces only a 

small share of usual wages, men are significantly less likely to use it. This is likely due in part 

to gender norms about breadwinning roles. In addition, few couples can afford to lose two 

incomes during a period of unpaid leave – and because of the gender wage gap, 

heterosexual couples often resolve that dilemma by keeping the higher-earning man at 

work.38 Higher wage replacement rates, even up to 100 percent, substantially increase men’s 

use of leave.39  

 Cover the range of caregiving needs. Nationally, three-quarters of instances of leave-

taking are for purposes other than bonding with a new child.40 While about 30 percent of 

men expect to need paternity leave, fully half anticipate needing leave to care for a seriously 

ill, disabled or older family member.41 Paid leave programs should address the range of 

health and care needs as reflected in the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA). 

 Provide equal time, and not force couples to split leave. Evidence from European 

parental leave programs consistently shows that when new mothers and fathers are given a 

shared amount of leave that they must split, women end up taking the vast majority of leave 

time, resulting in inequities in the workplace and in caregiving and negative consequences 

for new mothers’ health.42 State paid leave programs and the FMLA follow a more equitable 

model, providing leave individually to each worker. 

 Protect a worker’s job. Three-quarters of adults say that penalties, such as job loss or 

retaliation, are a major deterrent for men taking leave.43 A national policy must follow the 

lead of state paid leave programs in including strong anti-retaliation protections and 

expanded or provided universal job protection. 
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The American Families Plan and Building an Economy for Families Act would 

create a national paid family and medical leave program that would enable workers 

to receive up to 85 percent of their wages for up to 12 weeks to address their own 

serious health condition; to deal with the serious health condition of a family member 

(defined inclusively); to bond with a new child; or for certain military caregiving 

purposes. The American Families Plan would also provide up to 12 weeks of paid safe 

leave for needs related to domestic violence, sexual assault or stalking, and up to three 

days of leave for bereavement.  

Learn more at NationalPartnership.org/PaidLeave. 
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