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Summary

Compared to unpaid leave, paid family leave may better help working parents balance the 
competing needs of job and family early in a child’s life, among other advantages. Yet the 
United States remains one of only two countries in the world without a statutory national paid 
maternity leave policy, and one of the only high-income countries that doesn’t provide access 
to paid paternity leave for new fathers at the federal level.

In theory, Maya Rossin-Slater and Jenna Stearns write, paid leave can benefit families in 
two ways: by changing the amount of income available in the household (and the amount of 
resources available for the child), and by increasing the amount of time parents spend with 
their children. Despite the lack of paid leave at the federal level, several US states have their 
own paid family leave programs, all of which provide partial wage replacement during leave to 
care for a newborn or newly adopted child, and aim to cover a broad segment of the workforce 
through minimal eligibility requirements. Rossin-Slater and Stearns review research about the 
effects of these state-level programs, as well as paid leave programs in other countries. 

The authors find that paid family leave has a number of benefits. For one, compared to unpaid 
leave, paid family leave increases leave-taking rates and leave duration, especially among 
disadvantaged parents. Paid leave programs that range from a few months to up to a year in 
length also appear to improve both infants’ health and mothers’ outcomes in the job market. 
At the same time, the research finds that existing paid leave programs have minimal impacts 
on businesses, suggesting that these programs confer benefits to workers and their families at 
little to no cost to their employers. 

Finally, because rising economic inequality in the United States is in part driven by disparities 
in early childhood, the authors argue that paid family leave may be one way to level the playing 
field for children from all backgrounds and help improve intergenerational mobility.



Maya Rossin-Slater and Jenna Stearns

36  THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN

In the United States today, most 
parents of young children work 
outside the home. In 2018, over 71 
percent of mothers and 93 percent 
of fathers with children under 

age 18 were in the labor force, and more 
than half of all mothers with infants were 
employed. Despite the rise in the share of 
working parents in recent decades, paid 
family leave and other family-friendly 
benefits have lagged those of other 
countries. Perhaps unsurprisingly, most 
working parents report that balancing work 
and family responsibilities is a significant 
challenge.1

Maternity and family leave policies provide 
time off from work so women can prepare 
for and recover from childbirth, and so 
both mothers and fathers can care for their 
newborn or newly adopted children. These 
policies aim to help new parents balance 
work and family responsibilities, with the 
goal of improving the family’s wellbeing 
and promoting career continuity. Because 
women typically take on more caregiving 
responsibilities than men, proponents of 
family leave argue that such policies may 
also reduce gender inequities both in the 
labor market and at home. 

The United States is one of only two 
countries in the world without a statutory 
national paid maternity leave policy (the 
other is Papua New Guinea). It’s also one 
of the only high-income countries that 
doesn’t provide access to paid paternity 
leave for new fathers, parental leave that 
can be taken by both new mothers and 
fathers, or family leave that can be taken 
to care for ill family members in addition 
to new children. Paid leave policies vary 
substantially across countries on several 
key dimensions, including duration, 

benefit amount, whether they include 
job protection (that is, a legal clause 
that ensures workers can return to their 
previous jobs following leave), eligibility 
requirements, and financing. However, 
the United States is clearly an outlier in its 
lack of access to paid leave at the national 
level. The federal 1993 Family and Medical 
Leave Act (FMLA) allows some workers 
to take 12 weeks of job-protected unpaid 
leave, but only about 60 percent of workers 
are eligible for this program.2 Although 
we have no paid leave at the federal level, 
eight states and the District of Columbia 
have passed their own paid family leave 
legislation. In other states, the provision of 
leave is left to the discretion of individual 
employers. Employer-provided coverage 
is uncommon—only about 18 percent 
of private sector workers have access to 
employer-provided paid family leave.3

Paid family leave not only helps working 
parents balance the competing needs 
of job and family early in a child’s life, it 
can also affect the health and wellbeing 
of parents and children alike. And paid 
family leave programs can bolster families’ 
economic security through their effects 
on the parents’ labor market outcomes. In 
this article, we first describe the current 
state of access to paid and unpaid leave in 
the United States; we then discuss what 
we know about its effects on families. The 
evidence suggests that paid family leave 
improves child health and development 
and maternal wellbeing, while causing 
minimal harm to employers. Therefore, 
a national paid family leave program 
may be an effective tool for improving 
early-life outcomes for children from all 
backgrounds, curbing the rise in inequality 
and boosting long-term economic growth 
and stability.
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Paid Family Leave in the United 
States

Although the United States has no national 
paid family leave policy, paid leave is 
available to new parents in select states under 
two types of programs. Birth mothers in 
five states (California, Hawaii, New Jersey, 
New York, and Rhode Island) qualify for six 
to 10 weeks of paid leave under their state’s 
temporary disability insurance (TDI) system. 
This leave has been available since the 1978 
Pregnancy Discrimination Act mandated that 
states with TDI programs cover pregnancy as 
a disability, allowing women to take leave to 
prepare for and recover from childbirth. 

More recently, several states have enacted 
their own paid family leave (PFL) programs. 
California was the first to do so, in 2004, 
followed by New Jersey (2009), Rhode Island 
(2014), New York (2018), and Washington 
and the District of Columbia (2020). 
Massachusetts, Connecticut, and Oregon 
recently passed laws to start providing paid 
family leave benefits in 2021, 2022, and 2023, 
respectively. At least 16 other states have 
introduced similar legislation. 

These state-level PFL laws all provide partial 
wage replacement during leave to care for 
a newborn or newly adopted child, and aim 
to cover a broad segment of the workforce 
through minimal eligibility requirements. But 
the policies differ on several key dimensions, 
including the benefit duration, the wage 
replacement rate, whether job protection is 
included, the scope of use, and the funding 
mechanism (see table 1). 

In all states, PFL benefits are paid as a 
percentage of a worker’s average weekly 
earnings calculated over a base period, 
up to a weekly maximum. Both the wage 
replacement rate and the maximum benefit 

vary significantly across states. Wage 
replacement rates range from 50 to 100 
percent, while the maximum benefit amount 
ranges from $667 to $1,300 per week. PFL 
benefit duration also varies substantially—
from four to 12 weeks, depending on the 
state. And while some states explicitly require 
that employers allow workers to return to 
the same jobs after their leave has ended, 
California, New Jersey, and the District of 
Columbia do not. Workers in these places 
can rely on job protection through the 
FMLA, but only if they’re eligible for it.

All state PFL programs provide leave for the 
arrival of a new child through birth, adoption, 
or foster care, as well as leave to care for 
close family members with serious health 
conditions. The programs in Massachusetts 
and Washington also cover leaves related to 
the military deployment of a family member, 
and New Jersey and Oregon include 
provisions to cover victims of domestic 
violence and their caregivers. In this article, 
however, we focus specifically on parental 
leave.

Finally, most PFL programs are funded 
entirely through employee payroll taxes, 
though the District of Columbia imposes a 
payroll tax on employers, and the programs in 
Oregon and Washington are jointly financed 
by employers and employees. The payroll tax 
rate is between 0.1 and 1 percent of wages 
(up to an annual cap) across states. 

Despite state differences in program design, 
most PFL policies are too recent to study, 
so we don’t yet have compelling evidence on 
the causal effects of policy variations such as 
the wage replacement rate or leave duration. 
Most of the evidence on the effects of PFL 
comes from California, whose first-in-the-
nation PFL policy took effect 15 years ago, 
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Table 1. State Paid Family Leave Policies

State	 Effective	 2020	 2020	 2020	 Job	 Eligibility
	 Date	 Maxium	 Wage	 Maximum	 Protection	 Criterion
	 	 Weekly	 Replacement	 Weeks	of	
	 	 Benefit	 Rate	 Leave

California 2004 $1,300 60%–70% 8 No Earned at least
      $300 in taxable
      income over the 
      base period. 

New Jersey 2009 $881 85% 12 No Earned at least
      $200 weekly for
      20 weeks or
      $10,000 in the
      year before
      taking leave. 

Rhode Island 2014 $867 60% 4 Yes Earned at least
      $12,000 in base
      period wages. 

New York 2018 $840.70 60% 10 Yes Employed full-
	 	 	 	 	 	 time	for	26
      weeks or part- 
	 	 	 	 	 	 time	for	175	days.

Washington 2020 $1,000 90% 12 Yes Worked at least
      820 hours in the
      year before
      taking a leave. 

District of July 2020 $1,000 90% 8 No Has been a
      covered employee
      (spending more
      than 50% of
	 	 	 	 	 	 work	time	in	DC)
      for at least one
      week in the year
      preceding the
      qualifying event.

Massachusetts	 2021	 $850	 80%	of	 12	 Yes	 Received	wages
   earnings   during the base
   equal to or   period that total
	 	 	 less	than	50%	 	 	 30	times	the
   of the state   weekly
   average weekly   unemployment
   wage and 50%   insurance
	 	 	 of	earnings	in	 	 	 benefit	rate.
   excess of 50%.

Connecticut	 2022	 $780	 95%	of	up	to	 12	 Yes	 Worked	for	same
	 	 	 40	times	the	 	 	 employer	for	at
   minimum   least 12 weeks
   hourly wage   and earned
   and 60% of   $2,325 during the
   earnings above   base period.
   this amount
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allowing us ample time to study its short- and 
medium-term effects. 

Theoretical Effects of Paid Family 
Leave

How might PFL policies affect health and 
employment? Paid leave can benefit families 
in two ways: by changing the amount of 
income available in the household, and by 
increasing the amount of time parents spend 
with their children. For some parents who 
would take unpaid time off in the absence 
of a paid leave policy, PFL’s main benefit is 
the increase in income. Additional income 
can translate into additional resources for the 
child, which may improve health as well as 
cognitive and socioemotional outcomes. 

For families who either couldn’t afford 
unpaid time off or would otherwise choose 
not to take it, PFL increases the amount of 

time parents can spend with new children. 
Additional time spent with an infant may 
affect health through several channels. First, 
if mothers don’t return to work immediately, 
they can breastfeed longer. Breastfeeding 
is correlated with reduced risk of health 
problems in children, including sudden 
infant death syndrome, obesity, diabetes, 
and asthma; it’s also associated with a 
lower risk of breast and ovarian cancer in 
mothers.4 More time to spend with infants 
during PFL may affect health in other 
ways as well. For example, if parents have 
more time to visit the doctor, they may 
be more likely to stick to recommended 
immunization schedules and seek more 
timely or consistent medical care. 

By increasing financial or job security, PFL 
may lower mothers’ stress during pregnancy; 
such stress can lead to child health problems 

Table	1	continued

State	 Effective	 2020	 2020	 2020	 Job	 Eligibility
	 Date	 Maxium	 Wage	 Maximum	 Protection	 Criterion
	 	 Weekly	 Replacement	 Weeks	of	
	 	 Benefit	 Rate	 Leave

Oregon 2023 $1,254 100% of 12 Yes Received $1,000
   earnings for    in wages during
   those earning    the base year.
   less than 65%
   of the state
   average
   weekly wage;
   for those
   earning more,

   65% of the
   state average
   weekly wage
   plus 50% of
   the amount by
   which the
   employee’s
   average weekly
   wage exceeds
   the state
   average weekly
   wage.
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at birth and later in life. PFL also gives 
mothers more time to physically recover from 
childbirth and to improve their mental health 
in the postpartum period.

Fathers’ use of PFL may increase gender 
equity in the household and the labor market. 
When fathers take time off to engage in 
childcare and housework, mothers can return 
to work sooner than they otherwise would 
and invest more in their careers. Fathers 
who develop childcare skills early may also 
continue to invest more time in childcare 
even after the leave ends.5

PFL’s effects on parents’ work outcomes 
are theoretically ambiguous.6 With PFL, 
parents who would otherwise not take leave 
will spend more time away from work. And 
more time away from work can hinder their 
careers—their earnings may grow more 
slowly, and they may be less likely to be 
promoted. On the other hand, PFL may 
cause parents who would have quit their jobs 
to remain more attached to the labor force. 
Particularly when job protection is available, 
parents may find it easier to return to work 
after their leave ends. This effect can lead 
to higher employment rates not only in the 
period around the birth, but in the longer 
term as well. 

Of course, when paid leave doesn’t fully 
replace lost wages, parents face a tradeoff 
between time with the baby and income. 
Recently, researchers who examined the 
relationship between California’s PFL 
program and mothers’ poverty status found 
that mothers of one-year-olds are significantly 
less likely to be living in poverty if they have 
access to PFL at the time of birth.7 However, 
the research also suggests that due to the 
reduced earnings, PFL may increase the 
likelihood that mothers of infants live in 

poverty. Paid leave can also affect eligibility 
for other benefits such as Temporary 
Assistance for Needy Families or the 
Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program 
(SNAP, formerly the Food Stamp Program). 
Households eligible for wage subsidies such 
as the Earned Income Tax Credit may be less 
likely to use PFL because the loss of income 
when on PFL would lower the amount of tax 
credit they’d get.

To the extent that PFL affects employment 
decisions, it’s also important to consider the 
availability of care for infants when their 
mothers return to work. Infant childcare 
is expensive in the United States, and its 
quality varies. Most infant care options are 
informal arrangements rather than child 
care centers. Such care isn’t regulated, and 
caregivers often have little formal training 
in early childhood education. Informal care 
is also more likely to be unstable, which is 
an additional source of stress for working 
parents. Thus parents’ decisions to take 
PFL may be influenced by the type of infant 
care they can find. (See Ajay Chaudry and 
Heather Sandstrom’s article in this issue 
for more about research on childcare in the 
United States.8)

Availability and Take-Up 

PFL affects children’s and parents’ outcomes 
only if parents use it. In this section, we 
review the research on leave take-up in the 
United States. Throughout this chapter, 
we limit our discussion to studies that 
use natural experiment research designs, 
which attempt to identify causal effects of 
leave programs using variation in access to 
leave from various policy changes. This is 
important because whether or not parents 
use leave isn’t randomly assigned, so merely 
comparing the outcomes of families that do 

Community supervision in the United States is uniquely punitive.
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Community supervision in the United States is uniquely punitive.

and don’t use leave can’t separate the causal 
impacts of the leave itself from the many 
other possible differences between these 
families. 

Research shows that US parents value being 
able to take both paid and unpaid leave. In 
earlier studies that focused on the impacts 
of the 1993 FMLA, which offers only unpaid 
leave, researchers examined the change 
in leave-taking outcomes of individuals 
living in states with no leave provisions 
before the FMLA. As a comparison 
group, they used individuals in states that 
already had unpaid leave provisions. These 
difference-in-difference analyses generated 
consistent evidence that access to unpaid, 
job-protected leave increased leave-taking 
around the time of a birth.9 Specifically, new 
mothers were 13 to 20 percent more likely 
to be on leave if they were covered by leave 
legislation. 

The effects of paid leave policies on leave-
taking are estimated to be even larger. 
Researchers have studied the introduction 
of California’s PFL program using similar 
difference-in-difference methods. They 
examined changes in the leave-taking rate 
for new parents before and after the state 
implemented PFL, compared to the change 
in leave-taking among individuals unaffected 
by the policy (such as new parents in states 
without PFL, or parents of older children 
who are ineligible to make a PFL claim for 
purposes of bonding with a new child). They 
found that the introduction of California’s 
PFL program substantially increased leave-
taking rates for both mothers and fathers 
of infants.10 The policy had the largest 
impacts on relatively disadvantaged mothers, 
suggesting that access to paid leave may 
reduce socioeconomic disparities in leave 
use. Furthermore, in households where both 

parents work, PFL increased the amount of 
time both parents were on leave together, 
as well as the amount of time fathers were 
on leave while the mother returned to work. 
This evidence suggests that PFL increases 
the total amount of time a parent stays home 
with a child more than a policy providing 
maternity leave alone would. 

However, not all parents use the PFL 
benefits they’re eligible for. For example, only 
47 percent of employed new mothers and 12 
percent of employed new fathers made a PFL 
claim in California in 2014.11 What are the 
barriers to take-up? A recent report indicates 
that the amount of wage replacement isn’t 
high enough for some mothers to take leave.12 
Information barriers and the lack of job 
protection may also restrict use.13 In states 
without explicit job protection built into 
their PFL policy, only about 60 percent of 
workers have access to job protection through 
the FMLA. Even a decade after PFL was 
introduced in California, awareness of the 
policy was still low. Also, many parents have 
trouble finding clear information about the 
program benefits and eligibility requirements, 
or find it difficult to submit a claim. These 
barriers may be especially high for workers 
in low-wage jobs, who are less likely to be 
eligible for job protection and to be able 
to afford to take partially paid leave.14 Peer 
effects (that is, whether one’s co-workers, 
friends, or family members take leave) 
and the workplace culture may also affect 
program take-up, suggesting that both policy 
and non-policy factors can influence PFL 
take-up rates.15

Finally, PFL may affect fertility decisions. 
There’s some evidence that the introduction 
of PFL may have changed the timing of 
pregnancies or increased the fertility rate in 
California.16 In general, however, evidence 



Maya Rossin-Slater and Jenna Stearns

42  THE FUTURE OF CHILDREN

across countries about whether these policies 
increase birth rates is mixed.17 

PFL and Health 

The empirical evidence on the effects of 
family leave in the United States suggests 
that both paid and unpaid leave can improve 
children’s health, at least in the short term. 
Maya Rossin-Slater, a co-author of this 
article, examined how the FMLA affected 
infant health. She used a triple-difference 
research design, in which she compared 
counties with relatively high and low female 
labor force participation rates, in states 
with and without pre-FMLA unpaid leave 
provisions, both before and after the FMLA. 
The study found that the FMLA led to a 
small increase in average birth weight and a 
reduction in infant mortality.18 The impacts 
were concentrated entirely among children 
of highly educated and married mothers, 
who are the most likely to be eligible for 
FMLA leave and to be able to afford to 
take unpaid time off. Thus, access to unpaid 
leave may actually exacerbate socioeconomic 
disparities in infant health.

Paid and unpaid leave can 
improve children’s health, at 
least in the short term.

Studies show that paid leave also has 
important effects on children’s short-
term health outcomes. Jenna Stearns, the 
other author of this article, studied the 
impacts of the original paid maternity leave 
provisions mandated by the 1978 Pregnancy 
Discrimination Act in five states with TDI 
systems. She compared the outcomes of 
children born in these states before and 

after the law, relative to the change in 
outcomes in comparison states without TDI 
systems. Stearns found that paid maternity 
leave reduced the incidence of low birth 
weight (that is, less than 2,500 grams) by 
3 percent and the likelihood of early-term 
birth (at 37 to 38 weeks of gestation) by 
almost 7 percent. In contrast to the effects 
of unpaid leave, these impacts were largest 
among disadvantaged black and unmarried 
mothers. This research implies that paid 
and unpaid leave policies effectively target 
different populations, and that wage 
replacement may be an important way to 
reduce inequality in access to and use of 
leave benefits. 

Recent evidence suggests that California’s 
PFL program led to improvements in other 
measures of infant health as well. PFL is 
associated with increased breastfeeding 
rates three to nine months after the birth 
of a child, which is important because 
breastfeeding may improve infant nutrition 
and strengthen the immune system.19 Using 
data from the National Immunization 
Survey, a new working paper shows that 
PFL reduced late vaccinations in California, 
with stronger effects for families below 
the poverty line.20 Another study suggests 
that PFL also reduced hospitalizations 
for infants due to avoidable infections 
and illnesses.21 The study’s authors argue 
that the decline in admissions is due to 
causes that can be affected by increased 
parental care (versus outside childcare) 
and increased breastfeeding; they find 
no change in hospitalizations for reasons 
unlikely to be affected by the existence of 
parental leave. And another study supports 
these findings, showing that PFL improved 
parent-reported measures of overall infant 
health.22 
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Some evidence suggests that PFL is 
associated with improvements in mothers’ 
mental health.23 A recent study analyzed 
data on several measures of mental health 
from two survey data sets and found that 
California’s PFL improved self-reported 
maternal mental health. However, the 
strength of the results depended on the 
empirical model that the researchers used, 
and which states were included in the 
analysis as controls. 

Do improvements in child health persist 
over time? Although PFL laws in the United 
States are too recent to study the impacts 
into adulthood, we have some evidence on 
the effects of California’s PFL on measures of 
child health in kindergarten. Using data from 
the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study, a 
recent study found that PFL was associated 
with lower rates of being overweight, 
reductions in the probability of being 
diagnosed with attention deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder, and fewer hearing problems.24 
These effects were driven by children 
from less advantaged backgrounds, and the 
outcomes are associated with benefits from 
breastfeeding. Other recent research found 
that PFL also increased the time mothers 
spent in childcare activities, suggesting that 
improvements in childhood health may be 
driven by both physiology and behavior.25 
Another possible cause for the larger effects 
among more disadvantaged families is that 
when parents don’t have the option to take 
paid leave, their infants are more likely to 
experience lower-quality nonparental care.26 

Though we need more research to 
understand the long-term consequences of 
PFL in the United States, current evidence 
suggests that introducing short periods of 
paid and unpaid leave can improve children’s 
health in both the short and medium term.

PFL and the Labor Market

Many researchers have explored the 
relationship between leave in the United 
States, both paid and unpaid, and mothers’ 
short- and longer-term labor market 
outcomes. Being able to take relatively short 
periods of unpaid leave enables women to 
return to work after childbirth, with minimal 
detectable impacts on their labor market 
outcomes later in life. By exploiting variation 
in the timing of the FMLA’s passage and 
that of earlier state-level unpaid leave laws, 
researchers have shown that being able to 
take job-protected unpaid leave increases the 
probability that mothers will return to the 
jobs they held before childbirth.27 However, 
they’ve found no evidence that unpaid leave 
has significant positive or negative impacts on 
women’s longer-term employment or wages.28 

Other researchers have focused on the labor 
market consequences of California’s PFL 
program. Studies that used survey data to 
compare mothers’ outcomes in California 
before and after PFL to the difference 
among mothers in other states without PFL 
have found that one year after childbirth, 
mothers who had access to six weeks of paid 
leave were more likely to be employed and 
were working more hours, on average.29 But a 
word of caution is in order: a recent working 
paper that used administrative tax records 
data to compare California mothers who gave 
birth in the first quarter of 2004 (before PFL 
was available) to those who gave birth in the 
third quarter of 2004 (immediately after PFL 
became available), relative to the analogous 
difference in other years without a policy 
change, found that California’s PFL had no 
impact or even small negative impacts on 
mothers’ long-term employment and wages.30 
The discrepancy between these studies may 
reflect the fact that different research designs 
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are able to identify effects for different 
population subgroups (for example, the study 
using tax records identified effects for women 
who were immediate users of the policy right 
after it was implemented).

Because most of the evidence on PFL’s 
effects in the United States comes from 
studying California’s 2004 policy, it’s difficult 
to say how much that policy’s particular 
features (such as the duration of benefits 
or the wage replacement rate) may drive 
the results. Recent work co-authored by 
Maya Rossin-Slater sheds some light on the 
effects of the replacement rate, at least for 
high-earning women.31 Examining women 
whose earnings were high enough that 
they were eligible for almost the maximum 
weekly benefit in California, the authors 
analyzed administrative data to show that 
higher benefit amounts don’t affect either 
the duration of leave or the probability of 
making a PFL claim. However, they found 
some evidence that higher benefit amounts 
may improve job continuity by increasing the 
likelihood that mothers return to the jobs 
they held before childbirth. 

To the best of our knowledge, no studies have 
identified the effects of PFL on US fathers’ 
labor market outcomes. This may stem from 
the fact that fathers take PFL relatively 
rarely, which implies that any labor market 
impacts are likely to be small when estimated 
across the entire population. 

When considering how PFL might affect 
parents’ labor market outcomes, it’s also 
important to examine the employers’ role. 
If PFL imposes large costs on employers, 
they may react by making different hiring 
decisions or creating an environment less 
conducive to leave-taking. Even if employers 
don’t have to directly fund PFL, they may 

face indirect costs when their workers take 
leave: they need to hire replacement workers, 
reassign work tasks across employees, and 
coordinate employee schedules. On the flip 
side, employers might save money if PFL 
reduces turnover rates by making it easier for 
new parents to keep their jobs. PFL might 
also improve worker morale, potentially 
affecting productivity. 

The evidence on how PFL affects employers 
is quite limited. Several surveys of firms in 
California and New Jersey have found that 
most employers report either positive or 
neutral effects on employee productivity, 
morale, and costs.32 Though these studies 
haven’t been able to compare changes in 
outcomes before and after PFL legislation 
was passed, the results don’t offer much 
support for the idea that PFL imposes a large 
burden on firms and co-workers.

We aren’t aware of any peer-reviewed studies 
that identify causal impacts of PFL on US 
employer outcomes. However, for a report 
prepared for the US Department of Labor, 
researchers surveyed small and medium-
sized food service and manufacturing 
firms in Rhode Island, Connecticut, and 
Massachusetts both before and after Rhode 
Island’s PFL law was instituted, in order to 
study the effects of PFL on these employers 
using a difference-in-difference framework.33 
They found that PFL had no significant 
impacts on employee turnover rates or 
employee productivity. However, small 
sample sizes limited the conclusions that 
could be drawn.

Another report, this one prepared for the 
California Employment Development 
Department, used administrative data on 
nearly all California employers to study how 
employee PFL claim rates affect employer 
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outcomes.34 Examining within-employer 
changes in outcomes, the authors found 
no evidence that firms’ turnover or wage 
costs increase when claim rates rise. But the 
analysis couldn’t account for the fact that 
there may be significant differences in the 
costs of PFL for different firms, which could 
affect claim rates. In a recent working paper 
using the same administrative data from 
California, researchers found that take-up of 
paid leave was substantially higher in firms 
that pay relatively higher wages to workers 
with similar skills.35 The authors argue 
that better-paying firms may have cultures 
that are more conducive to leave-taking, 
suggesting that if we wish to increase use 
of leave more broadly, firms’ behavior and 
norms may need to change. 

Though the evidence so far suggests that 
existing state-level PFL programs place 
only a small burden on employers, we need 
more research to solidify these conclusions. 
In particular, we need to better understand 
how particular attributes of employers or 
employees may affect employers’ costs.

Evidence from Other Countries

We won’t fully review the evidence on 
PFL’s effects in other countries. But 
looking elsewhere can help overcome some 
limitations of the US research, particularly 
those that stem from the relatively recent 
implementation of PFL policies and the lack 
of policy variation within states over time. 
In this section, we briefly describe some key 
findings about PFL’s effects on labor market 
and health outcomes beyond the United 
States, with an eye toward understanding 
why key results do or don’t differ from those 
found in this country. 

By exploiting variation in policy changes 
(that is, implementation of new policies and 

extensions of existing policies), research on 
the effects of paid maternity leave in other 
countries generally finds that short leaves of 
up to about one year tend to have either no 
impact or small positive impacts on women’s 
job continuity and medium- to long-term 
employment.36 Longer leaves, on the other 
hand, can harm women’s long-term wages, 
employment, and career advancement.37 
One explanation for this difference in labor 
market effects by the duration of paid leave is 
that long periods away from work may reduce 
job-related human capital or productivity 
during key times in one’s career. Longer 
leaves are often not fully job-protected or 
have lower wage replacement rates, which 
may also explain some of the difference.38 

There’s little evidence from outside the 
United States that extending the duration of 
paid maternity leave—for example, from one 
year to a year and a few months—improves 
children’s wellbeing in the long term. Leave 
expansions in Canada, Sweden, Austria, 
and Germany had no significant impacts on 
children’s cognitive development in early 
childhood, on teenage cognitive outcomes or 
test scores, on educational attainment, or on 
earnings in early adulthood.39 

The benefits of paid maternity 
leave on children’s long-term 
health and cognition may be 
concentrated in the months 
immediately following birth.

However, in a recent study from Norway 
that examined the long-term impact 
on children of introducing (rather than 
extending) a four-month paid maternity 
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leave policy in 1977, the researchers found 
that the policy reduced the high school 
dropout rate and increased earnings at age 
30.40 These impacts were concentrated 
among children from more disadvantaged 
backgrounds. Another recent study of the 
same Norwegian policy found that it also 
improved indicators of mothers’ mental 
and physical health, particularly for more 
disadvantaged women.41 Other evidence on 
how PFL affects mothers’ health around 
the time of birth is mixed. Though one 
study in Denmark found that an increase 
in the duration of maternity leave reduced 
by almost 70 percent the probability that 
mothers would experience an inpatient 
hospital stay within a year of birth, two other 
studies, in Denmark and Canada, found that 
leave extensions had no significant effects on 
mothers’ depression.42

Consistent with early evidence from the 
more recent US policies, these studies 
suggest that any benefits of paid maternity 
leave on children’s long-term health 
and cognition may be concentrated 
in the months immediately following 
birth. However, the research can’t point 
conclusively to the optimal leave duration, 
nor can it rule out positive longer-term 
impacts on outcomes that are harder to 
measure. Most studies of the long-term 
impacts of paid maternity leave compare 
the outcomes of cohorts affected by the 
policy to those of unaffected cohorts (such 
as individuals born immediately before an 
extension of leave), but they can’t directly 
compare individuals whose parents took 
(longer) leaves to those who didn’t. The 
policy-based research design improves 
researchers’ ability to identify causal 
impacts, since individuals who take longer 
leaves are different in many ways from those 
who take shorter leaves. Without identifying 

direct users of the leave, however, the 
studies are limited in their ability to estimate 
very long-term effects. 

Lastly, two recent working papers using 
administrative data from Denmark analyzed 
how paid parental leave affects employer-
level outcomes.43 This research suggests 
that paid leave has no measurable effects on 
firms’ output, profitability, or survival overall, 
though some small firms may be less likely to 
survive. Just as in the United States, we need 
more research on employer outcomes in 
other countries to fully understand how PFL 
affects firms.

Conclusions

Support for paid family leave is growing 
among US workers. In a 2017 survey by 
the Pew Research Center, 82 percent of 
Americans said that mothers should be able 
to take paid leave from work following the 
birth or adoption of a child, and 69 percent 
supported paid leave for fathers.44 Support 
for paid leave policies is also growing at 
state and federal levels. The FAMILY Act 
introduced in Congress in 2019, for example, 
proposes a federal program to provide 12 
weeks of paid family leave to all workers in 
the United States. In addition to the District 
of Columbia and the eight states that have 
already passed PFL programs, many other 
states are currently considering legislation 
for similar state-level programs. 

As PFL becomes more popular, we need 
to understand the costs and benefits of 
such programs. Though research on PFL 
in the United States has been growing 
rapidly, more work is necessary in several 
key areas. We know relatively little about 
PFL’s health effects on parents, particularly 
fathers. Similarly, as the early cohorts of 
children exposed to PFL grow older, we 
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need to keep watching for longer-term 
effects on their health and wellbeing. Given 
rising US healthcare costs, quantifying any 
potential health effects is important. We 
also need research to better understand how 
PFL affects employers. Current evidence 
suggests a low employer burden, but we 
know little about potential differences in 
costs across different types of employers 
or how employers respond to PFL by 
changing their own benefit packages, hiring 
practices, workplace flexibility, or other job 
characteristics. Lastly, we need to examine 
the impacts of specific PFL policy features— 
including the wage replacement rate, leave 
duration, and availability of job protection—
on health and employment outcomes. As 
more and more state-level policies go into 
effect in the coming years, it will be possible 
to examine differences across states to identify 
these effects and to guide recommendations 
about the best policy designs. 

Nevertheless, the research so far on PFL 
in the United States already points to four 
important takeaways that may help guide 
future policy and research. 

First, paid family leave increases leave-taking 
rates and leave duration, especially among 
disadvantaged parents who are the least likely 
to be able to afford unpaid time off. But 
barriers to take-up remain, even when PFL 
eligibility requirements are low. Universal job 
protection and higher wage replacement rates 
for low-wage workers may be important for 
increasing equity in leave take-up. 

Second, relatively short periods of leave 
appear to have positive benefits for infant 
health as well as for mothers’ labor market 
outcomes. Paid leave that lasts longer 
than a year may be more likely to have 
adverse effects on mothers’ long-term 
career outcomes. Although a PFL program 
providing one year or more of benefits 
is unlikely in the United States, optimal 
leave duration remains an important 
policy consideration. There’s little causal 
evidence to suggest that leave extensions 
beyond a few months lead to significant 
improvements in mothers’ or children’s 
health. As a whole, the research suggests 
that programs lasting up to about six 
months have positive effects on health and 
wellbeing without significant career costs. 

Third, the evidence shows that existing state 
programs have minimal negative impacts 
on businesses, suggesting that paid family 
leave programs confer benefits to workers 
and their families at little to no cost to their 
employers. These benefits may be especially 
important for the least-advantaged families, 
in which workers are least likely to have 
access to any employer-provided paid leave.

Finally, much evidence indicates that rising 
economic inequality in the United States 
is driven by disparities in early childhood. 
The research suggests that paid family leave 
may be one way to level the playing field 
for children from all backgrounds and help 
improve intergenerational mobility. 
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