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Working people’s need for family and medical leave is nearly universal. But unfortunately, only 12 
percent of workers in the United States have access to paid family leave through their employers 
to care for a new child or seriously ill family member, and fewer than 40 percent have access to 
personal medical leave through short-term disability insurance provided through their jobs.1 

In order to update our nation’s public policies to effectively meet the needs of workers and their 
families, and to bring the country in line with virtually every other nation in the world,2 the 
United States should adopt a paid family and medical leave policy that covers all workers and is 
accessible, comprehensive, affordable, and inclusive.

1. Available to all workers
The United States needs to move beyond the current patchwork of workplace leave protections 
to ensure that all workers have the ability to access leave. In order to meet the needs of workers, 
families, businesses, and the nation overall, any proposal must provide all workers with the abil-
ity to earn paid time away from work to care for themselves or a family member. Paid family and 
medical leave should be available to people regardless of the size or sector of their employers and 
whether they work full time, part time, or are self-employed. And any proposal should give people 
the freedom to relocate to another state or switch jobs without losing access to leave. It must also 
offer women and men equal amounts of leave time. Caring for a new child or seriously ill loved 
one is no longer “women’s” work. Men experience higher rates of conflict between work and family 
than women do, and men increasingly want to be caregivers.3

2. Comprehensive and specific in addressing serious family and medical needs
To ensure leave is available for the key reasons people need time away from their jobs, a paid fam-
ily and medical leave proposal must be comprehensive. It should be sufficient in length and include 
specific language to cover the range of well-established reasons people need time away from 
work, such as those established under the Family and Medical Leave Act.4 These reasons include: 
addressing a personal serious health condition or the serious health condition of a parent or other 
family member; caring for a new baby, a newly adopted child, or a newly placed foster child; or 
addressing the exigencies arising from a military family member’s deployment. 
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3. Affordable and cost-effective
It is important for any paid family and medical leave proposal to be affordable and cost-effective for 
employees, employers, and the government. It should replace a significant portion of a worker’s usual 
wages—enough to allow workers to take the time they need without jeopardizing their ability to afford the 
basics. It should also be affordable for employers and should coordinate with existing benefits offered by 
employers and state and federal programs.

4. Inclusive
A paid family and medical leave proposal should include a definition of “family” that recognizes diverse 
families and care responsibilities today. As family demographics shift, parents of young children are not 
the only types of workers with significant caregiving responsibilities. Thus any proposal should also 
cover care for elders and recognize same-sex families. 

5. Available without adverse employment consequences
Paid family and medical leave needs to be available without any adverse employment consequences. Any 
proposal should include provisions that protect workers against discrimination or retaliation for needing 
or taking leave. Furthermore, employees should not be forced to give up important workplace rights or 
labor protections in order to gain access to paid leave.

Conclusion
Regardless of how a national paid family and medical leave program is financed, structured, and imple-
mented, any program must meet the principles outlined here in order to adequately address the needs of 
working families today. 
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