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Care is an issue that impacts everyone—at some point, we will all need to provide care for a loved one 
or receive care ourselves. Yet the U.S. remains one of the only nations in the world with no national paid 
family and medical leave policy to support caregivers. As a result, people across the country—especially 
women—are struggling to care for themselves and their loved ones while paying the bills and supporting 
their families.

It has been five years since the COVID-19 pandemic highlighted the deep gaps in our economic and social 
infrastructure that have resulted from decades of failure to center the needs of women, people of color, 
and families, and workers are still waiting for Congress to act. A national paid family and medical leave 
program, like the FAMILY Act, is a proven policy solution that will help ensure working people can care for 
themselves and their families without risking their jobs or economic security.

Working people are struggling without policies that support caregivers
Only 27% of workers    in the United States have access to paid family leave through their employers (i.e., 
paid time away from work to, for example, care for a family member with a serious health condition or a 
new baby),1 and 43% have paid medical leave to address their own serious health conditions through an 
employer-provided short-term disability program.2 For people working in low-paid and part-time jobs—
most of whom are women3—access is even more limited; among workers in the lowest 25% of wage 
earners, for example, only 14% have access to paid family leave.4 And while men are taking on increasing 
shares  of family caregiving,5 women are still spending more time caring for children and other family 
members,6 and are therefore more likely to need paid time off to ensure loved ones receive the medical 
care and attention they need. 

In 1993, Congress passed the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA), which provides eligible workers with 
unpaid, job-protected leave to care for themselves and their families. In the intervening 30 years, it is 
estimated that workers have used FMLA leave nearly 500 million times.7 Unfortunately, strict eligibility 
requirements, including employer size thresholds, hours worked requirements, and job tenure minimums 
means that millions of workers, nearly half of all workers in the U.S., never qualify for FMLA leave.8 And 
because the FMLA only provides unpaid leave, many workers are still forced to choose between providing 
or receiving care and their own economic security. 

The way forward is clear: it is time to establish paid family and medical leave for all working people. 

Time To Care: Paid Family and 
Medical Leave and the FAMILY Act
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Paid family and medical leave is a 
proven solution to help families manage 
work and care
In the absence of action by the federal government to 
establish a universal paid family and medical leave program, 
several states have passed their own laws. Thirteen 
states  and the District of Columbia currently have laws 
guaranteeing workers paid leave.9 The impact of these laws 
clearly demonstrates the effectiveness of paid leave policies 
and the benefits felt by workers, businesses, and our overall 
economy.  

•	 PAID LEAVE PROMOTES GENDER EQUITY: Women 
working full time, year-round are typically paid only 
83 cents for every dollar paid to men; that translates 
to $462,000 lost over a 40-year career.10 That lifetime 
loss doesn’t account for the women who are pushed 
out of the labor force each year when their caregiving 
responsibilities come into conflict with their jobs. 
Women are particularly likely to struggle as they are 
overrepresented in low paid and part-time jobs, which are 
less likely to offer employer sponsored benefits like paid 
leave.11 But providing national paid family and medical 
leave can help narrow these disparities by increasing 
women’s ability to stay attached to the workforce,12 
destigmatizing caregiving for men, and increasing father’s 
involvement in child care.13    

•	 PAID LEAVE IMPROVES INDIVIDUAL AND PUBLIC 
HEALTH: Guaranteeing paid time off work means workers 
are more likely to stay home to recover when they 
fall ill14 and their loved ones are more likely to receive 
necessary medical care.15 When new mothers have access 
to paid leave, they experience improvements in their 
own physical and mental health, including a decrease 
in postpartum depression,16 and children are more likely 
to receive necessary medical check-ups and critical 
immunizations.17 A national paid leave policy would 
contribute to improved health outcomes18 and could help 
lower health care costs.

•	 PAID LEAVE SUPPORTS A STRONGER ECONOMY: 
Research shows that paid leave strengthens businesses of 
all sizes by reducing turnover costs, increasing employee 
loyalty.19 A national paid family and medical leave policy 
also helps businesses by minimizing administrative and 
financial costs,20 which is particularly important for small 
business owners. And because paid leave helps improve 
women’s labor force participation, implementing strong 
care and family friendly workplace policies could help 

increase the country’s gross domestic product (GDP) by 
$775 billion per year.21  

•	 PAID  LEAVE HELPS COMBAT RACIAL INEQUALITY: 
Workers of color are less likely to have access to paid 
family and medical leave than white workers.22 At the 
same time, Black women are more likely to be both 
primary breadwinners and caregivers in their families.23 
And when faced with an unforeseen illness or caregiving 
need, the racial and gender wealth gaps24 in this country 
mean that women of color and their families are less likely 
to have the economic resources to allow them to take 
time away from work. Providing all workers with paid time 
to care would help close these gaps, while also improving 
persistent racial health disparities.25  

There is also evidence from the national level that paid 
leave is effective. In 2020, Congress passed the Families 
First Coronavirus Response Act (FFCRA),26 which provided 
some employees with up to 10 weeks of paid, job-protected 
“public health emergency leave” for parents caring for 
children whose school, child care provider or usual source 
of care had closed. Research shows that the law helped 
flatten the curve in the early days of the pandemic and was 
cost effective,27 with a lower price tag than the government 
initially predicted.28 But the FFCRA paid leave program 
expired in 2021.

The evidence is clear: It is past time for a permanent, 
national paid family and medical leave program that is 
comprehensive, inclusive, and economically viable for 
working people.

The Family and Medical Insurance 
Leave (FAMILY) Act: a comprehensive, 
national solution
There is a way forward. The Family and Medical Insurance 
Leave (FAMILY) Act29 would provide workers with 12 weeks 
of paid time away from work to address their medical 
needs and caregiving responsibilities, including caring for 
a new child after birth or adoption; serious personal health 
conditions—which includes pregnancy and post-partum 
care; caring for a child, parent, spouse, or partner; for 
specific military caregiving and leave; and for absences 
related to sexual assault, domestic violence, or stalking. The 
FAMILY Act would apply to all workers, regardless of the size 
of their employer or how long they have been in their job. 

The design of a paid family and medical leave program is 
critical to ensuring that the law has the desired impact of 
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supporting working families. Years of progress in states 
have helped policymakers identify components that make a 
strong paid family and medical leave program. Key elements 
included in the FAMILY Act that will increase equity in 
access include:  

•	 EQUITABLE WAGE REPLACEMENT RATE: The FAMILY Act 
will replace up to 85% of monthly wages for the lowest 
paid workers—with all other workers earning up to two-
thirds of their regular wages—to ensure workers in low-
paid jobs can meaningfully access the benefit. 

•	 JOB PROTECTION: The FAMILY Act will guarantee that all 
workers are protected from retaliation for taking leave, 
and workers who have been at their job for more than 90 
days will have the right to return to their jobs following 
leave.

•	 EXPANSIVE AND INCLUSIVE USES: The FAMILY Act will 
provide support to all types of families in this country, 
allowing people to take leave to care for themselves and 
their loved ones, including spouses, domestic partners, 
parents, children of any age, siblings, grandparents, 
grandchildren, and other individuals who comprise 
someone’s “chosen family.” 

***

Building an economy that works for all people requires 
us to address the deep underlying flaws in our social 
infrastructure that have long harmed women of color and 
their families. Paid family and medical leave is a vital part of 
how we create an economy that finally works for women—
and for all of us.

3



1350 I STREET NW   SUITE 700   WASHINGTON, DC 20005 4

FOOTNOTES

1	 U.S. Department of Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics (BLS), “Table 5. Leave benefits, civilian workers, March 2023,” National Compensation Survey: Employee Benefits 
in the United States, Sept. 2023, https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2023.htm. Data are from 2023, as statistics on 
civilian workforce access to family leave were omitted from 2024 BLS release.

2	 BLS, “Table 4. Disability benefits, Short-term disability plans, access, private industry workers, March 2024,” National Compensation Survey: Employee Benefits in the 
United States, Sept. 2024, https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2024.htm 

3	 Jasmine Tucker and Julie Vogtman, “Hard Work Is Not Enough: Women in Low-Paid Jobs,” National Women’s Law Center, July 2023, https://nwlc.org/resource/when-
hard-work-is-not-enough-women-in-low-paid-jobs. 

4	 BLS, National Compensation Survey: Employee Benefits in the United States, March 2023, https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-
states-march-2023.htm. 

5	 Amanda Lenhart, Haley Swenson & Brigid Schulte, “Lifting the Barriers to Paid Family and Medical Leave for Men in the United States,” New America - Better Life Lab, 
Dec. 2019, https://www.newamerica.org/better-life-lab/reports/lifting-barriers-paid-family-and-medical-leave-men-united-states. 

6	  BLS, “Table 1. Time Spent in Primary Activities and Percent of the Civilian Population Engaging in Each Activity Averages Per Day by Sex, 2023 Annual Averages,” 
American Time Use Survey, June 2024.

7	 “Key Facts: The Family and Medical Leave Act,” National Partnership for Women & Families, Feb. 2025, https://nationalpartnership.org/report/fmla-key-facts. 

8	 Id.

9	 In 2023, Minnesota passed a statewide paid family and medical leave law, which is scheduled to take effect in January 2026, bringing the total to 14 states and the 
District of Columbia. “State Paid Family & Medical Leave Insurance Laws,” National Partnership for Women & Families, Oct. 2022, https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-
content/uploads/2023/02/state-paid-family-leave-laws.pdf. 

10	 Ashir Coillberg, “A Window into the Wage Gap: What’s Behind It and How to Close it” National Women’s Law Center, Feb. 2025, https://nwlc.org/resource/wage-gap-
explainer.

11	 See, e.g., Tucker and Vogtman, “Hard Work Is Not Enough,” and Brooke LePage, “Part-Time Workers Are Facing Heightened Uncertainty During COVID—and Most Are 
Women,” National Women’s Law Center, Feb. 2022, https://nwlc.org/resource/part-time-workers-factsheet.

12	 Kelly Jones and Britni Wilcher, “Reducing Maternal Labor Market Detachment: A Role for Paid Family Leave,” Working Paper Series Washington Center for Equitable 
Growth, March 2020, https://equitablegrowth.org/working-papers/reducing-maternal-labor-market-detachment-a-role-for-paid-family-leave. 

13	 Chris Knoester, Richard J. Petts & Brianne Pragg, “Paternity Leave-Taking and Father Involvement Among Socioeconomically Disadvantaged U.S. Fathers,” Sex Roles 81 
(2019), https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-018-0994-5. 

14	 Kaitlin Piper et al., “Paid Sick Days and Stay-at-Home Behavior for Influenza,” PLOS ONE 12, no. 2 (Feb. 2017), https://doi.org/10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.0170698. 

15	 Jody Heymann et al., “Paid Parental Leave and Family Wellbeing in the Sustainable Development Era,” Public Health Reviews 38, no. 21 (2017), https://doi.org/10.1186/
s40985-017-0067-2. 

16	 Policy Center for Maternal Mental Health, Paid Family and Medical Leave and Maternal Mental Health [Issue Brief], March 2025, http://www.doi.org/10.69764/
PFLF2025. 

17	 Maureen Sayres Van Niel et al., “The Impact of Paid Maternity Leave on the Mental and Physical Health of Mothers and Children: A Review of the Literature and Policy 
Implications,” Harvard Review of Psychiatry 28, no.2 (2020): 113-126, https://doi.org/10.1097/hrp.0000000000000246.

18	 Lisa Weber-Raley et al., “Burning the Candle at Both Ends: Sandwich Generation Caregiving in the U.S.” National Alliance for Caregiving and Caring Across 
Generations, 2019, https://caringacross.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/NAC_SandwichCaregiving_Report_digital112019.pdf. 

19	 Benjamin Bennett, et al., “Paid Leave Pays Off: The Effects of Paid Family Leave on Firm Performance,” Working Paper Series, National Bureau of Economic Research, 
Sept. 2020, https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w27788/w27788.pdf.

20	 Danielle Corley, “Paid Leave is Good for Small Business,” Center for American Progress, Oct. 2016, https://www.americanprogress.org/article/paid-leave-is-good-for-
small-business.

21	 Sarah Jane Glynn, “The Cost of Doing Nothing, 2023 Update: The Price We STILL Pay without Policies to Support Working Families,” Women’s Bureau, 
U.S. Department of Labor, Nov. 2023, https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6536b8dab487e203ecaa28ae/t/67c7b3ff09741d60c3f6fc6c/1741140991792/
The+Cost+of+Doing+Nothing%2C+2023+Update.pdf. Beth Ann Bovino and Jason Gold, “The Key to Unlocking U.S. GDP Growth? Women,” S&P Global, 2017, https://
www.spglobal.com/_Media/Documents/03651.00_Women_at_Work_Doc.8.5x11-R4.pdf. 

22	 Julia M. Goodman, Dawn M. Richardson & William H. Dow, “Racial and Ethnic Inequities in Paid Family and Medical Leave: United States, 2011 and 2017–2018,” 
American Journal of Public Health 112, no. 7 (2022): 1050–1058, https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2022.306825. 

23	 Sarah Jane Glynn, “Breadwinning Mothers Are Critical to Families’ Economic Security,” Center for American Progress, March 2021, https://www.americanprogress.org/
issues/women/news/2021/03/29/497658/breadwinning-mothers-critical-familys-economic-security.

24	 Coillberg, “A Window Into the Wage Gap.”. 

25	 Daria Grayer et al., “Paid Leave: A Health Justice Imperative for Maternal Mental Health,” AAMC Center for Health Justice, Nov. 2022, https://www.aamchealthjustice.
org/news/policy/paid-leave. 

26	 Families First Coronavirus Response Act, Pub. L. No. 116–127, https://www.congress.gov/116/plaws/publ127/PLAW-116publ127.pdf.

27	 Stefan Pichler, Katherine Wen, & Nicolas R. Ziebarth, “COVID-19 Emergency Sick Leave Has Helped Flatten The Curve In The United States,” Health Affairs 39, no. 12 
(Oct. 2020), https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.00863.

28	 “COVID-19: Urgent Actions Needed to Better Ensure an Effective Federal Response,” United States Government Accountability Office, Report to Congressional 
Committees, Nov. 2020, https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-21-191.pdf. 

	

https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2023.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2024.htm
https://nwlc.org/resource/when-hard-work-is-not-enough-women-in-low-paid-jobs
https://nwlc.org/resource/when-hard-work-is-not-enough-women-in-low-paid-jobs
https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2023.htm
https://www.bls.gov/ebs/publications/employee-benefits-in-the-united-states-march-2023.htm
https://www.newamerica.org/better-life-lab/reports/lifting-barriers-paid-family-and-medical-leave-men-united-states
https://nationalpartnership.org/report/fmla-key-facts
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/state-paid-family-leave-laws.pdf
https://nationalpartnership.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/02/state-paid-family-leave-laws.pdf
https://nwlc.org/resource/wage-gap-explainer
https://nwlc.org/resource/wage-gap-explainer
https://nwlc.org/resource/part-time-workers-factsheet
https://equitablegrowth.org/working-papers/reducing-maternal-labor-market-detachment-a-role-for-paid-family-leave
https://doi.org/10.1007/s11199-018-0994-5
https://doi.org/10.1371%2Fjournal.pone.0170698
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40985-017-0067-2
https://doi.org/10.1186/s40985-017-0067-2
http://www.doi.org/10.69764/PFLF2025
http://www.doi.org/10.69764/PFLF2025
https://doi.org/10.1097/hrp.0000000000000246
https://caringacross.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/11/NAC_SandwichCaregiving_Report_digital112019.pdf
https://www.nber.org/system/files/working_papers/w27788/w27788.pdf
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/paid-leave-is-good-for-small-business
https://www.americanprogress.org/article/paid-leave-is-good-for-small-business
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6536b8dab487e203ecaa28ae/t/67c7b3ff09741d60c3f6fc6c/1741140991792/The+Cost+of+Doing+Nothing%2C+2023+Update.pdf
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/6536b8dab487e203ecaa28ae/t/67c7b3ff09741d60c3f6fc6c/1741140991792/The+Cost+of+Doing+Nothing%2C+2023+Update.pdf
https://www.spglobal.com/_Media/Documents/03651.00_Women_at_Work_Doc.8.5x11-R4.pdf
https://www.spglobal.com/_Media/Documents/03651.00_Women_at_Work_Doc.8.5x11-R4.pdf
https://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2022.306825
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/women/news/2021/03/29/497658/breadwinning-mothers-critical-familys-economic-security
https://www.americanprogress.org/issues/women/news/2021/03/29/497658/breadwinning-mothers-critical-familys-economic-security
https://www.aamchealthjustice.org/news/policy/paid-leave
https://www.aamchealthjustice.org/news/policy/paid-leave
https://www.congress.gov/116/plaws/publ127/PLAW-116publ127.pdf
https://www.healthaffairs.org/doi/10.1377/hlthaff.2020.00863
https://www.gao.gov/assets/gao-21-191.pdf



