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The evidence-informed policy recommendations were 
developed by layering scientific research with community 
voice. They are aimed at supporting employees by providing 
the flexibility needed to balance the responsibilities of 
work and family while financially supporting their families. 
Businesses in any sector benefit by retaining valuable 
talent and empowering employees to be undistracted 
and productive at work. The evidence-informed policy 
recommendations are human-centered, help maintain a 
healthy and sustainable workforce, and support a growing 
and thriving economy. 

Part one in this three-part series makes the case for paid 
leave, which is defined as a portfolio of benefits that are 
offered to employees to protect their income when they 
need to take a limited period of time off from work to care 
for themselves or a family member.
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The Clark-Fox Policy Institute has produced a 
three-part policy brief focused on family-friendly 
business policies

Part 1 Part 2 
Coming Soon

Part 3 
Coming Soon
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Paid Leave: Good for Families, Businesses,  
and the Economy

The Benefit of Implementing Paid Leave

COVID-19 caused unprecedented rates of 
unemployment.1 Even as businesses have 
reopened, employers continue to experience labor 
shortages that are slowing the economic recovery.2 
Three in ten working parents report being a parent 
has made it harder to advance in their career.3 
Long working hours, low wages, and limited access 
to paid leave led many worked to quit their jobs, 
leaving businesses unable to meet demands for 
goods and services.

Thirteen states (California, Colorado, Connecticut, 
Delaware, Maine, Maryland, Massachusetts, 
Minnesota, New Jersey, New York, Oregon, Rhode 

Island, Washington) and Washington, D.C., have 
passed laws requiring some form of paid leave to 
be offered to employees.4 The structure and 
implementation vary from state to state. Some 
paid leave is funded solely by businesses, some by 
employees, and some by a combination of both.4

Businesses can establish family-friendly policies 
on their own. There is no need to wait for federal 
or state mandates to implement paid leave. 
Businesses looking to attract and retain qualified 
workers should offer paid leave. 

Large businesses like Amazon, Netflix, and 
Microsoft have moved forward with offering robust 
paid leave to their employees as a strategy to 
compete for the best talent.5 Yet in 2023, the 
Department of Labor reported that just 27% of 
workers had access to paid family leave.6 According 
to a study conducted by Small Business Majority 
and the Center for American Progress, 70% of 
small businesses believe in offering paid leave to 
their employees and support the creation of a 
federal program that will guarantee access to 
paid leave.7

Providing paid leave can improve the health and 
well-being of children and their parents, and 
ultimately, reduce costs of high turnover and 
employee dissatisfaction.8-11 When employees 
choose to leave their jobs to care for family, 
turnover costs for businesses average around 
20% of the employee’s annual salary.12 For 
example, replacing an employee who makes 
$50,000 a year will likely cost a business $10,000 in 
replacement costs.

of small businesses 
support the 
creation of a 
federal program 
that will guarantee 
access to 
paid leave.

Small Business Majority. Small 
businesses support paid family leave 
programs. (2018, November 14). 
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Paid Leave: Medical Care for Family

More than 40% of employees report having no paid leave—not even one day—to care for a sick family 
member.13 The Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), signed into law in 1993 by President Bill Clinton, allows 
employees to take 12 weeks of unpaid leave without being penalized to care for medical and family 
emergencies or a new child. When employees consider using FMLA, they must determine if they are able to 
forgo pay during that time.

Unfortunately, unpaid leave results in many families struggling to pay their monthly expenses. 
Families lose an estimated $22.5 billion in wages each year due to a lack of paid family and medical 
leave.14 Workers not offered paid leave are often families of color, hourly employees, and those earning 
low wages.15

Unpaid leave results 

in many families 

struggling to pay their 

monthly expenses. 

Workers not offered 

paid leave are often 

families of color, hourly 

employees, and those 

earning low wages.

Boyens, C, Karpman, M, & Smalligan, J. Access to Paid 

Leave Is Lowest among Workers with the Greatest 

Needs: Findings from the December 2021 Well-Being 

and Basic Needs Survey. Urban Institute, 2022.
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Paid Leave: Parental Care for New Child

Parents have to make many difficult decisions 
when planning for a new child. Most will need to 
determine if they can afford to take unpaid leave. 
Without paid leave, families are faced with few 
options for making ends meet after the arrival of a 
new child. Some businesses allow new parents to 
use their existing sick or vacation days. Others offer 
short-term disability leave. 

While some parents may have access to these 
options, most do not.16 Among the lowest-wage 
workers, who are primarily women of color, 94% 
have no access to paid family leave.13 This leaves 
many new parents with the choice of either taking 
unpaid leave or quitting their job. 

Offering paid leave following the birth or 
adoption of a new child helps parents stay 
in the workforce. Mothers who can take paid 
leave are more likely to return to work with fewer 
interruptions to their income and careers.17 
Paid family leave can decrease moms leaving 
the workforce by nearly 20%.17 More moms in 
the workforce would not only help reduce labor 
shortages, it would fuel economic growth.18 

Paid leave is also directly linked to employees’ 
positive physical and mental health. Paid leave 
improves parent and child well-being by:19,20

•  Decreasing rates of postpartum depression,

•  Improving physical health of mothers and 
children,

•  Decreasing risk of infant death or 
rehospitalization of mothers, and

•  Giving more time for bonding, which is crucial 
for brain development starting in the womb and 
through the first year of life.

Just like mothers, fathers need access to paid 
leave. Parental leave gives new dads time to bond 
with their children and increases their involvement 
in childcare responsibilities months after their leave 
ends.21,22 Children with more engaged fathers have 
better health and development.23,24

Unfortunately, even when fathers are offered 
parental leave, they are far less likely to take the 
time. Some fathers feel that they will be viewed 
as less committed to the workplace and have 
reported experiencing the stigma of being labeled 
as inflexible, leading them to choose to cut their 
parental leave short.25 

Nearly 70% of Americans believe dads should 
have access to new parent leave.26 Regardless of 
gender, paid leave benefits families and should be 
accessible and adequate for people who need to 
take care of themselves and their family.

Mothers who are 
able to take 

are more likely  
to return to work 
with minimal 
interruptions 
to their income 
and careers.
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Jones, K., & Wilcher, B. (2019). Reducing maternal labor market 
detachment: A role for paid family leave (Working Paper 
2019–07). American University, Department of Economics. 
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Paid Leave Policies

A larger, more productive workforce is critical to economic recovery in the 
wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Creating a supportive work environment 
that respects the work-life balance of working parents will help businesses 
attract and retain the best talent. Paid leave is good for businesses and 
families. Paid leave enhances the lives of parents and their children, offers 
sustainability for businesses, and grows the economy.27

To ensure that all employees — including hourly and low-wage workers — 
can benefit from family-friendly policies, legislation should be passed to 
create nationwide publicly funded programs for paid leave. Businesses 
that are able do not need to wait for federal or state mandates. They 
can immediately implement paid leave. Public subsidies could help small 
businesses, such as those with 1-50 full-time employees, also offer paid 
leave to their employees.

Evidence-informed policy 
recommendations

 Provide at least eight weeks of paid leave per year to care for an 
employee’s own health, new child, parents, existing children, spouses, 
parent-in-laws, grandparents, and other family members who may be 
under legal guardianship of the employee.

 Guarantee job and income protection when the employee returns 
from leave.

 Use gender-neutral language to include diverse families, parents, and 
caregivers who identify across the gender spectrum.

 Allow all employees to be eligible immediately for at least 
two weeks of paid leave with the benefit increasing over time 
of employment.

 Intentionally create a culture where fathers and same-sex families are 
encouraged to take paid leave to care for a new child.
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Note:  Although this brief refers to the need for mothers and fathers to have 
access to paid leave, we are aware and want to be inclusive of people who do not 
identify as either gender. Access to paid leave benefits all parents regardless of 
gender. The binary construct of gender is used only when referring to previously 
conducted research.

Special thanks to the Gateway Early Childhood Alliance for hosting a community 
listening session with working parents. This provided the Institute with stories and 
insights from families that would benefit from paid leave.

The Clark-Fox Policy Institute
The Clark-Fox Policy Institute is dedicated to child well-being through the 
development and dissemination of evidence-informed policy. Building on the 
foundation of scientific research, the institute layers empirical data with the lived 
experience of the impacted population. Science alone cannot drive the policy-
making process, and the institute is committed to working with communities whose 
voices are often left unheard. To achieve this, the institute serves as a regional 
convener and a catalyst for addressing pressing social issues.
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