Written Statement of Victoria S. Shabo
National Partnership for Women & Families
Submitted to the U.S. Senate Committee on Health, Education, Labor and Pensions
Subcommittee on Children and Families
Hearing on “Paid Family Leave: The Benefits for Businesses and Working Families”
July 30, 2014
Good morning, Chairman Hagan, Ranking Member Enzi and members of the Committee. It
is an honor to be here with you today to discuss the benefits of paid family and medical leave
for workers and families, businesses and the economy.
My name is Vicki Shabo, and I am Vice President at the National Partnership for Women &
Families, where I lead the organization’s workplace issues portfolio. The National
Partnership is a nonprofit, nonpartisan advocacy organization based in Washington, D.C.
For more than four decades, we have fought for every major policy advance that has helped
women and families. We promote fairness in the workplace, reproductive health and rights,
access to quality, affordable health care, and policies that help women and men meet the
dual demands of work and family. Our goal is to create a society that is free, fair and just,
where nobody has to experience discrimination, all workplaces are family friendly, and every
family has access to quality, affordable health care and real economic security.
Introduction: A Moment to Create a Strong Economy that Works for All
This hearing comes at an exciting time. Last month at an historic White House Summit on
Working Families, advocates, researchers, business leaders and elected officials came
together to address the transformation of America’s economy and its workforce. Executives
from premier Fortune 500 companies and medium and small employers alike made strong
business cases for family friendly policies, demystified the act of offering such policies, and
shared the tangible returns they have seen for their brands, their revenues and their people.
Workers from across the country spoke about the difference these policies make in helping
them position their children for success, care for ailing or injured elderly parents, attend to
their own serious health issues, and meet other life responsibilities.
There is a growing understanding that the need for paid family and medical leave is nearly
ubiquitous, but for too long we have left individuals and families to search for solutions on
their own, rather than adopting solutions that work for the nation. The moment to change
that is now. The urgent needs of families, the strong public demand, compelling employer
testimonials, positive data from states and cities that have adopted family friendly policies,
and clear interest from those in the private and public sectors all signal that it’s time for
progress. At this moment, lawmakers, employers and all of us must do all we can to
transform America into a nation that truly reflects its family values rather than what it has
been – a nation that pays lip service to family values but takes little action.
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In my remarks this morning, I will touch briefly on the new economic and demographic
truths about work, wages and family that make this conversation about paid family and
medical leave so important. I’ll summarize the patchwork of laws and policies that leave too
many people without the paid leave they need and deserve. I’ll touch on economic, business
and health evidence that makes paid leave so essential to our nation’s progress. And I’ll
share thoughts on a roadmap for the way forward, toward an America where all workers can
care for themselves and their loved ones without sacrificing their financial stability.
I.

New Demographic and Economic Truths Reveal an Urgent Need for Change

The world of work, wages and family has changed dramatically, but our workplace policies
and norms remain largely stagnant, addressing few of the challenges Americans face day to
day as they struggle to manage the dual demands of work and family. Today, women make
up nearly half the workforce and are the primary or sole breadwinners in 40 percent of
families;1 in just under another quarter of families, women’s earnings contribute
substantially to their families’ incomes.2 Most first children are born into households with
mothers who were employed before and who return to work after giving birth,3 and most
children live in households with a single parent or both parents who hold jobs as they grow.4
Despite dramatic increases in women’s workforce participation and contributions as family
breadwinners, women most often continue to be the primary caregivers for children at birth
and during childhood – and for elderly parents.5 It is true and very welcome that men are
increasingly interested in, and taking on, more family caregiving, but most of the work
continues to be done by women.6
Economic pressures and precarious work conditions exacerbate the stresses that working
families face. Stagnating wages and a persistent gender-based wage gap mean women – and
all workers – are working later in life, for less, and are less able to save for the future.7
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Keeping a job – whatever the conditions, wages or access to basic standards like paid sick
days, paid leave, retirement security or health benefits – is of paramount importance because
wages from work mean the difference between staying afloat or falling down a financial
rabbit hole and hitting rock bottom.
In addition, demographic trends underscore the urgent need to create family friendly
policies. Women’s workforce participation, which climbed substantially in the United States
in the 1970s and 1980s, has stagnated relative to other developed countries.8 We would add
about five percent to our GDP if women participated in the workforce to the same extent as
men,9 and it stifles our economic standing when women can’t make work work. Part of the
reason many women can’t is that the United States lacks basic family friendly workplace and
child care policies.10
Our birthrates are also falling relative to other developed nations, which has significant
implications for our nation and our workforce now and in the future.11 Concerns about
making ends meet, coupled with our nation’s lack of family friendly policies and inflexible
business cultures, play a role in this decline. Young people, in particular, see work demands
as incompatible with parenting and say they may put off or avoid the latter altogether.12
At the same time, our population is aging: Over the next 25 years, the number of adults 65
and older is expected to double.13 By 2060, there will be 92 million older adults – accounting
for more than 20 percent of the U.S. population.14 This means many more workers will need
time away from work to care for seriously ill parents and spouses.15 Our nation needs to
address the impending elder care crisis now.
All these factors make it absolutely critical that our country update its workplace policies
and standards. In particular, we must ensure all workers in the United States have paid
family and medical leave so that people can take the time they need to welcome a new child
or address serious medical challenges without jeopardizing their family’s economic security.
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We simply must end the days when millions of workers across the nation face devastating
economic hardships as a result of significant family and medical events. There is no time to
wait.
II.

The Patchwork of Family and Medical Leave Policies Fails Too Many Families

The National Partnership recently studied the landscape with regard to workers’ access to
family and medical leave, whether offered through employer policies or through public
policies. Sadly, we discovered that, for the most part, the United States is failing its families.
A. Family and Medical Leave Act
First, although the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) has been the law for 21 years and
has been used more than 100 million times to help assure eligible workers the time they need
to care for a new child, a seriously ill loved one or their own serous health condition, too
many people are left out. In all, slightly less than 60 percent of the workforce (about 90
million workers) has access to unpaid leave under the FMLA.16 But that means that four in
10 workers – or about 60 million – are left out by the law’s exclusions of employees in smaller
businesses, employees with less than a year on the job and employees who work part-time.17
These workers have absolutely no right to take time away from their jobs to address serious
family or medical issues, and if they do, they risk losing their jobs and their health benefits.
Second, the FMLA guarantees only unpaid leave, which means millions of workers who need
leave cannot afford to take it. In fact, the share of workers who said they needed and did not
take leave doubled from 2000 to 2012. The most common reason provided by workers who
needed FMLA leave but did not take it was that they couldn’t take time off without some
income. Other workers took shorter leaves, dipped into savings earmarked for other needs,
went into debt, or had to accept public assistance as a result of taking unpaid leave.18
Recognizing the gaps, we looked beyond the FMLA to study whether the private sector or
state laws better address workers’ need for paid time off. A report we issued earlier this
summer, Expecting Better: A State-by-State Analysis of Laws That Help New Parents,
answered that question with a resounding “no” – the same conclusion we reached in 2005
and 2012 when we conducted similar analyses.19
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B. Employer Policies

Expecting Better reveals a nation in which chance and inequality reign. Whether a mom or
dad – or a son, daughter, husband or wife – has access to paid leave is purely a function of
who they work for and where they live. And, unfortunately, most people are left out.
Overall, just 12 percent of private sector workers nationwide have access to employerprovided paid family leave that they can use to bond with a new baby or care for a seriously
ill family member.20 Only 40 percent have access to employer-provided short-term disability
insurance to address a personal serious medical need that requires time away from work.21
And only about 61 percent have access to paid sick days, for when short-term illnesses
strike.22
Lower-wage workers are hit the hardest and face particular challenges when serious family
and medical needs arise. Most workers in the bottom wage quartile (those who are paid
$11.00 per hour or less) lack access to paid time away from work. Just five percent have paid
family leave, 18 percent have access to short-term disability insurance through their
employers, 30 percent have paid sick time and 49 percent have paid vacation time (and any
new parent or family caregiver or person suffering from a serious illness knows that none of
these major life events are vacations).23 That means fully half of lower-wage workers are
without any source of pay when they need time away from their jobs.24 This problem will only
grow worse if there are no interventions because the jobs that employers are creating are
disproportionately low-wage and low-benefit. It is noteworthy that the vast majority of these
jobs tend to be held by women.25
For the highest wage earners, the story is different, but even for them, access to paid family
leave and short-term disability insurance is lacking. In addition, workplace cultures too often
discourage people – especially men – from taking time away from their jobs to address family
needs.26
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Table 1: Percentage of Private Sector Workers with Access to Paid Time Off

Focusing specifically on paid parental leave, only 50 percent of new moms take paid leave of
any length after the birth of their first child, often cobbling together accrued sick, vacation
and personal time, and that number hasn’t changed appreciably in more than a decade.27
Among women with lower levels of education, less than one-fifth take any type of paid leave
around the birth of their first child – the same percentage as in 1961.28
The percentage of employers offering fully paid maternity leave has actually declined quite
substantially in recent years, dropping from 17 percent in 2005 to nine percent in 2014.29 For
men, it’s no better. Just nine percent work for employers that offer paid paternity leave to all
of their employees.30 The “all” here is important. Even within workplaces, employers may
offer maternity, paternity or parental leave to some of their workers but not to most or all.31
C. State Policies on Paid Family and Medical Leave
Fortunately, some states are taking the lead in addressing the challenges facing working
families. Diverse coalitions of advocates, workers and business leaders have won significant
policy changes, including paid sick days, paid family and medical leave, and expanded FMLA
laws that cover more workers than federal law. Those advances have established basic
protections for millions of working families across the country and, in turn, have paved the
way for more state innovation, seeding the ground for this national conversation.
Most important for today, some states have created basic paid family and medical leave
standards through statewide family leave insurance programs. California’s program has
been in effect for a decade and was recently expanded to give workers the ability to care for a
wider range of seriously ill family members, including siblings, grandparents and
grandchildren.32 New Jersey’s program has been in effect for five years and Rhode Island’s
program went into effect at the beginning of this year.33 There is a growing body of evidence
that paid leave in these states is working well – for workers and families as well as for
employers.
27
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The California, New Jersey and Rhode Island programs build on longstanding temporary
disability insurance (TDI) programs that these three states and two others – New York and
Hawaii34 – created decades ago to assure that most workers have access to a portion of their
wages when a serious medical problem temporarily prevents them from working. Overall,
about 22.5 million private sector workers live in states with paid family leave or temporary
disability insurance laws in place – but that leaves out 89 million more.35
D. International Comparisons
It is worth noting that the United States is virtually the only economically competitive
nation in the world that puts its people in such a precarious position. All other countries in
the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD) offer paid maternity
leave to new mothers;36 all but four (Ireland, Switzerland, Turkey and the United States)
offer paid parental leave to new fathers;37 and all but two (South Korea and the United
States) guarantee paid sick leave to their workers.38
The United States is an outlier worldwide as well. It’s often said that we are one of three
countries in the world out of the 185 surveyed by the International Labor Organization (ILO)
that does not guarantee paid maternity leave to new mothers.39 That turns out to be
outdated – Oman, one of the other countries on that “bad apple” list, adopted a paid
maternity leave standard in 2011.40 One can only hope that the other outlier, Papua New
Guinea, does not beat us to the punch.
III.

Greater Access to Paid Leave Would Create More Economic Opportunity for All

All of the available research – from employer-generated studies to analyses of California’s
and New Jersey’s paid leave programs to data that reflect the experiences of people fortunate
enough to work for employers that offer some form of paid leave to analyses of parents in
other countries – demonstrates the clear benefits of paid leave.
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A. Paid Leave Promotes Greater Economic Security and Financial Independence for
Working Families
Guaranteeing workers access to paid leave can improve families’ economic security and
promote financial independence in the face of major life events. Paid leave encourages
workforce attachment. Mothers who take paid leave are more likely than mothers who do not
to be working nine to 12 months after a child’s birth.41 They are also more likely to receive
higher wages over time. In the year after the birth of a child, mothers who take paid leave
are 54 percent more likely to report wage increases than mothers who do not and are 39
percent less likely to receive public assistance or food stamps, taking into account other
socioeconomic and workplace factors that might explain these differences. When fathers take
paid leave, they too are significantly less likely to receive public assistance or food stamps
than fathers who do not.42 These figures are particularly important in context: Having a baby
is the most expensive health event that families face during their childbearing years,43 and it
is estimated that 13 percent of families with a new infant become poor within a month.44
Family caregivers and workers with serious health conditions, too, are more likely to be able
to stay and contribute in the workplace if they have workplace accommodations, such as paid
leave.45 And helping older workers stay employed has real implications for their retirement
security: A woman who is 50 years of age or older who leaves the workforce to care for a
parent will lose more than $324,000 in wages and retirement.46 For men, the figure is
substantial as well – close to $284,000 in lost wages and retirement.47 In addition, it is worth
noting the role that personal and family illnesses play in personal bankruptcies.48 Paid leave
could ameliorate that result.
B. Paid Leave Benefits Businesses
Whether employers offer paid leave to attract and retain workers or workers gain access to
paid leave through a state paid leave insurance program, businesses experience cost-savings
and other benefits when workers can take paid leave to address family and medical needs.
First-time mothers who take paid maternity leave are more likely than mothers who do not
to return to work – and to return to work for the same employer – after taking time to
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recover and care for their children.49 Workers who are dealing with personal health issues or
caring for a loved one are better able to stay employed when they have paid leave and other
family friendly policies.50
Retaining workers is cost-effective because of the high costs that employers shoulder as a
result of employee turnover. Researchers recently surveyed 31 company and academic case
studies that calculate direct and/or indirect turnover costs for a variety of occupations across
industries and wage levels. For high-wage, high-skilled workers, including in fields like
technology, accounting and law, turnover costs can amount to 213 percent of workers’
salaries.51 Across all occupations, median turnover costs are estimated to be 21 percent of
workers’ annual wages, and even in middle- and lower-wage jobs, turnover costs are
estimated to be 16 to 20 percent of workers’ annual wages.52 Direct costs associated with
turnover include separation costs, higher unemployment insurance, costs associated with
temporary staffing, costs associated with searching for and interviewing new workers, and
training costs for new workers;53 indirect costs can arise from lost productivity leading up to
and after employee separations, diminished output as new workers ramp up, reduced morale
and lost institutional knowledge.54
Studies from states with paid leave programs demonstrate the impact paid leave can have on
retention, particularly among workers who were less likely to have paid leave before. In
surveys conducted with California employers and employees several years after the state
paid leave program was implemented, nearly 83 percent of workers in “lower-quality” jobs
(those paying less than $20 per hour without providing health insurance) reported returning
to their employers after taking paid family leave, a 10-point improvement in retention over
workers who did not take paid leave through the California program.55
In addition, 90 percent or more of California employers that were surveyed reported positive
effects on profitability, performance and morale, or reported no effects – meaning that the
negatives that some employers feared (concerns about shifting work to others, losing
productivity, abuse, etc.) never materialized.56 New Jersey employers interviewed recently as
part of a study about that state’s paid family leave insurance program noted that paid leave
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Progress Publication. Retrieved 24 July 2014, from http://www.americanprogress.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/CostofTurnover.pdf
52
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54
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helped reduce stress and improve morale among workers taking leave, as well as among
their co-workers.57
C. Paid Leave Promotes Better Health and Well-Being for Working Families
When people have time to care for themselves and their loved ones without jeopardizing their
ability to make ends meet and afford basic expenses, their health and well-being improves.
Newborns whose mothers take at least 12 weeks of paid leave are more likely to be breastfed,
receive medical checkups and get critical immunizations.58 Neonatal mortality is reduced
when parents have access to paid leave.59 A recent review of international literature
concludes that there are benefits for maternal health when fathers take paid leave, including
a reduction in maternal illness and depression and an increase in well-being.60
California’s paid leave program has helped parents – particularly those in lower-quality jobs
– learn to care for their children and to find outside child care. Ninety-one percent of parents
in lower-quality jobs who took paid family leave through the state program reported a
positive effect on their ability to care for their children, compared with 71 percent of parents
in lower-quality jobs who did not use the state paid leave program. In addition, 72 percent of
parents in lower-quality jobs who used state paid family leave reported a positive effect on
their ability to arrange child care, compared to just half of those who did not use the state
paid family leave program (49 percent).61
Paid leave has important benefits when family members are ill as well. When children are
critically ill – whether at birth or later – the presence of a parent shortens a child’s hospital
stay by 31 percent.62 Active parental involvement in a child’s hospital care may head off
future health care needs and reduce costs.63 Similarly, family caregivers with paid leave who
care for an elderly loved one are better able to help loved ones recover from illness, fulfill
treatment plans, and avoid complications and hospital readmissions, which can help lower
health care costs and improve health outcomes.64 Family caregivers themselves are also
better able to care for themselves when workplace policies anticipate and are responsive to
their needs.65
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D. Paid Leave Impacts Government Revenues and Spending
Paid leave is a wise public investment. More people at work, earning higher wages, means
more people paying taxes and contributing to Social Security and other key public programs.
Guaranteeing paid leave to more workers would likely lead to reductions in government
spending. An analysis of states with paid leave programs found that women in those states
are less likely than women in other states to receive public assistance or food stamp income
following a child’s birth, particularly when they use their state paid leave program.66
In short, all of the evidence reveals that paid leave leads to stronger families and a stronger
nation.
IV.

The Path Forward: Toward an America Where All Workers Have Access to Paid
Family and Medical Leave

The big question is how we get from an America where just 12 percent of hardworking people
have paid family and medical leave to one where all do, so that working women and men,
whether they live in California, New Jersey or Rhode Island – North Carolina, Wyoming or
Massachusetts – or any other state, have the financial stability and peace of mind they need
when a new child arrives or a serious health issue arises.
A. Celebrate Paid Leave as a Win-Win for Businesses and Working Families; Create
Resources for Employers
First, there are a growing number of leaders at businesses of all sizes, and across industries,
who can discuss and provide data about the tremendous benefits that paid leave policies
offer. There are also a number of organizations that study business practices. They promote
the good examples that leading employers set and can provide tools to other employers that
want to follow suit.
It is important to hear from employers who are already doing the right thing, like my copanelists today, and many others. I’m thinking here of employers like Annette Bonilla from
Environmental Services Associates (ESA), a medium-sized firm of 300 employees which is
headquartered in California with offices in Oregon, Washington and Florida. ESA’s
employees gained access to paid family leave as a result of California’s law. Ms. Bonilla says
that the company has noticed the positive impact on her employees. In her words, “[W]e
began to notice that our employees who took time off when a new baby arrived or when a
serious illness struck were less stressed than those in similar circumstances working in our
other states. Less stressed workers mean more productive workers. We want to see all of our
employees thriving in the same way as their Californian counterparts.”67

66

Includes states with both paid family leave and temporary disability insurance (personal medical leave) programs. Houser, L., &
Vartanian, T. (2012, April). Policy Matters: Public Policy, Paid Leave for New Parents, and Economic Security for U.S. Workers. Center for
Women and Work at Rutgers, The State University of New Jersey Publication. Retrieved 25 July 2014, from
http://smlr.rutgers.edu/cww-report-policy-matters
67
Better Workplaces, Better Businesses (n.d.). Businesses Support the Family and Medical Insurance Leave Act. Retrieved 25 July 2014,
from http://betterwbb.org/business-support-for-paid-family-medical-leave-family-act/

11

It is important to use meetings of business leaders, business publications and less formal
business-to-business mentorships as vehicles to help allay concerns and answer questions
about how employers can address business or management issues that arise when employees
take family and medical leave – for example, best practices in cross-training employees, reassigning work or hiring temporary replacements to pitch in while permanent employees
deal with family or medical issues. Employers like Ernst & Young, Redwoods Group and
many others can offer valuable guidance and dispel myths for others who want to do right by
their employees.
And we must also hear from families like Jeannine’s, who can attest to the difference paid
leave makes. Any of us who have been lucky enough to work for an employer that offers paid
leave knows firsthand its impact.
B. Encourage More State Innovation
The state paid leave programs in California, New Jersey and now Rhode Island have helped
countless people care for their sons and daughters, fathers and mothers, husbands and
wives. These programs also teach important lessons about program design, reveal employer
best practices, dispel unfounded concerns, and encourage changes in the workplace and
broader culture so that men are better able to participate in family care.68
Federal programs can incentivize more state action. For example, the United States
Department of Labor (DOL) is making available $500,000 to be divided among up to five
states to analyze paid leave options. My understanding is that the DOL is expected to receive
applications from more states than it can fund. That $500,000 should be a down payment on
an appropriations request of $5 million for a state paid leave fund, which was included in the
President’s budget this year and in prior years and should be funded.
C. Adopt a National Paid Leave Standard
Ultimately, the positive experiences of employers and states must pave the way for a
national paid family and medical leave standard. We must replace today’s patchwork of
policies, in which people’s family and medical leave experiences are dictated by chance and
too often fraught with hardships or simply nonexistent. Our nation urgently needs a system
that affords working families the financial stability they deserve, and helps employers to
build workforces that are committed, happy and productive. When we do that, our nation will
benefit from stronger families and a stronger economy, and we will be better able to compete
in the 21st century and beyond.
An effective national paid family and medical leave solution must have, at minimum, the
following attributes:
68
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First, it must make paid family and medical leave available to all workers, regardless of their
employer’s size, and whether they work full-time, part-time or are self-employed. It must
reflect an aspiration that is core to the American Dream, that people should have the
freedom and mobility to be able to seek better opportunities for themselves and their families
without worrying about losing key paid family and medical leave protections when they move
jobs or relocate to a new state. And it must do so at a wage replacement level that lets
families meet basic expenses.
Second, it must reflect all the well-established reasons people need family and medical leave,
including for caring for a new child, a loved one with a serious health condition, a worker’s
own serious health condition and for certain military family caregiving purposes; it must
provide leave for an adequate length of time; and it must apply equally to women and men. It
should recognize the Supreme Court’s decision in United States v. Windsor when defining
“spouse.”69
Third, it must protect workers against retaliation for needing or taking leave.
Fourth, it must be affordable for workers, cost-effective for employers, and offer efficiencies
with existing employer and state-based programs. Benefit levels can be capped at reasonable
dollar amounts to avoid unduly high payments for higher-wage workers.
Others features are critical, but these are among the most important.
***
We at the National Partnership for Women & Families applaud you, Chairman Hagan, and
members of the committee for taking the time today to consider the immense benefits to
families and businesses when working people have access to paid family and medical leave.
Demographic and economic factors make it essential that we come to terms with the fact that
our current patchwork of policies is not working.
I hope this hearing and other conversations in Congress and around the nation spark
intensive efforts to craft paid leave solutions that will assure working people the security and
stability they need when they take time from their jobs to gaze into the eyes of a new child
and form a lifelong bond, hold the hand of a dying parent, or recover from their own serious
health issue. We look forward to working with you until we reach the day when all working
families are assured that they are not one new baby or serious illness away from financial
devastation. Thank you for your time and consideration.
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