EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Newborn Family Leave: Effects on Children,

Parents, and Business

BY DEANNA S. GOMBY AND DOW-JANE PEI

The arrival of a new baby changes the world for
parents. In addition to all of their pre-baby responsi-
bilities, parents now have the awesome responsibility
of guiding the growth and development of another
human being. As congratulations wane and the busi-
ness of parenting begins, many new parents find
themselves torn between their need and desire to
nurture a new baby and their need or desire to return
to work and provide for their family. Some employers
provide parents of newborns with the option of taking
time off of work to care for their new child. Others

do not.

Many employers provide newborn leave of their
own accord, but there is no one policy in the United
States for leave for parents of newborns. Paid family

leave policies are not in place in states (except for
California and New Jersey), nor nationally (except
for federal employees). The 1993 Family Medical
Leave Act (FMLA) provides up to 12 weeks annually
of unpaid, but job-protected, leave for some employ-
ees. Leave under FMLA can be used both to care for
a newborn, foster, or adopted child, as well as to take
care of a seriously ill family member.

This document summarizes a longer report that
reviews more than 150 studies on the impact of family
leave for parents of newborns. The full report, which
can be found at www.packard.org/newbornleave,
considers the effects of such leave on parents, chil-
dren, and the businesses that extend those leaves to
their employees.
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SUMMARY OF FINDINGS

or unpaid leave.

employee retention and job satisfaction.

The top findings of this literature review are as follows:

1. Newborn family leave has significant positive effects on the health of young children, rates of
breastfeeding, and fathers’ involvement with their babies.

2. The two most important determinants of whether parents take leave are if the leave is
paid and job-protected - options that are not available to many mothers and fathers. Similarly,
benefits for children are greater when leaves are paid and job-protected. When leaves are unpaid
or not job-protected, benefits such as child health improvements may disappear altogether.

3. Lower-income workers and part-time workers are less likely to have access to either paid

4. Businesses report no major problems in complying with the federal Family and Medical
Leave Act, and some studies suggest that leave policies can benefit companies through increased

Newborn family leave has significant
positive effects

Newborn family leave has significant positive effects
on the health of young children, rates of breastfeed-
ing, and fathers’ involvement with their babies. The
size of the benefits often depend on factors such as
the length of the leave, the extent to which it is paid,
and other factors in the mother’s lives.

* Child mortality. International studies suggest
that newborn leave is associated with lower infant
and child mortality rates, so long as the leave is
paid, job-protected, and of sufficient duration.*

* Breastfeeding. Women are less likely to breast-
feed exclusively, and they breastfeed their infants
for a shorter period of time the sooner they return
to work after giving birth.?

* Child development. Early maternal employ-
ment (e.g., within the first year of the child’s
life) is associated with decrements in children’s

development. Negative effects are worse if moth-
ers return to work early and full-time.? The
negative effects of early maternal employment are
less likely among disadvantaged, single-parent
families, perhaps because such employment leads
to higher family income - which is associated
with better child development.*

Paternal involvement. Fathers who take time

off for leave spend more time with and are more
involved with their children, both around the time
of birth and in later months.?

Maternal depression or anxiety. Generally,
shorter leaves are associated with more symp-
toms of maternal depression or anxiety, and
longer leaves are associated with better mental
health, with these effects seen as early as 6 weeks
postpartum. This effect is influenced by factors
such as mothers’ satisfaction with their jobs and

the presence of marital concerns.®



The two most important determinants
of whether parents take leave are
if the leave is paid and job-protected

Several factors may influence whether or not an
employee takes leave:

* Paid and job-protected leave. Most studies
suggest that the two most important determi-
nants of whether parents will take leave and the
duration of the leaves they take are if the leaves
are paid and job-protected. For example, in a
national survey in 2000, 77.6% of those employees
who wanted leave but did not take it reported that
they did not take leave because they could not
afford to go without pay.”

* Awareness of eligibility. Nationally, in 2000,
close to 60% of employees had heard of the FMLA,
but about half did not know whether they were
covered by it.® Surveys of California’s families
indicate that more than half know about the

FMLA and State Disability Insurance programs,

but only a little more than one-quarter know
about California’s Paid Family Leave.? This
suggests that public awareness campaigns may
be beneficial, especially when federal and state

benefits differ.

Lower income workers and part-time
workers are less likely to have access
to paid or unpaid leave

The 2007 National Compensation Survey, conducted
by the Department of Labor, provides the most
current picture of the percentage of workers with
access to family leave benefits - whether provided
by employers because of FMLA or not. Unpaid leave
is more widely available than paid leave; workers in
state and local government are more likely to have
access to leave than private industry employees; and
professional, higher wage, and full-time workers are
more likely to have access to family leave (See Table 1).




TABLE 1

Percentage of U.S. workers with access to paid or unpaid family leave, by public and

private sector (2007)

Characteristic State and Local Private Industry Workers
Government Workers
PAID UNPAID PAID UNPAID
All Workers 15 93 8 83
WORKER CHARACTERISTIC
Management, professional,
and related 16 94 14 90
Service 14 92 5 79
Full-time 16 97 9 86
Part-time 9 75 5 73
Union 19 97 7 90
Non-union 12 90 8 83
Average Wage < $15/hr 12 87 5 80
Average wage >=$15/hr 16 96 11 88
ESTABLISHMENT CHARACTERISTIC
1-99 workers 13 85 6 75
100 workers or more 15 95 10 93

NOTE The sum of paid and unpaid family leave may exceed 100 percent because some workers have access to both types of leave.

SOURCE Bureau of Labor Statistics. (March 2008). National Compensation Survey: Employee Benefits in State and Local Governments in the United
States, September 2007 and National Compensation Survey: Employee Benefits in Private Industry in the United States, March 2007.

The FMLA expanded the share of new parents who
were eligible for job-protected leave and increased
parents’ leave-taking, but access to leave continues
to vary across employees and companies. Most
companies offer 12 or more weeks of leave to their
employees, but close to half of companies do not
offer any replacement pay during maternity leaves.
Companies are more likely to offer replacement pay
to women for maternity leaves than they are to men
for paternity leaves, and large companies are more
likely than small companies to offer some pay for
maternity leave. Since 1998, employers have become
less likely to offer full pay to employees for maternity-
related disability.”®

Effects of the federal Family Medical
Leave Act (FMLA) on business appear
to be modest

Most employers participating in a 2000 federal
survey concerning the FMLA report that its effects
on business productivity, profitability, and growth
had either not been noticeable or had been positive.”
Indeed, many employers implement work-life initia-
tives (including caregiving leaves) to decrease costly
employee turnover,’? and studies indicate that leave
can improve employee retention. Women giving birth
post-FMLA were more likely to return to the same
employer than those who gave birth pre-FMLA.*3



Several studies suggest that whether leave is job-pro-
tected and paid influences both employee retention
and the duration of leave an employee takes before
returning to work.*# Paid, job-protected leave can pro-
vide a floor for the amount of leave taken. With paid,
job-protected leave, women tend to take at least the
6-8 weeks of leave post-birth that is recommended
by physicians. Beyond this, leaves may increase the
commitment of women to their employers and to the
labor force, so they do in fact take leave rather than
quitting their jobs and taking a chance at finding new
employment later. The extent of wage replacement
may then drive the total length of leave taken beyond
the 6-8-week floor.

The most common approach to handling leaves
among employers is to shift work to other

employees,’s and, among small businesses, to family
members.’® In general, businesses appear to have had
few problems implementing the FMLA, although the
percentage reporting that implementation was easy
has declined somewhat over the years.”” (Note that
these results pertain to implementation of the FMLA
generally and not just newborn leaves.) According
to a 2007 publication from the U.S. Department of
Labor, the single area of most difficulty appears to
be the implementation of intermittent leaves - when
employees claim scattered days throughout the

year, rather than in a single block of time.*® This
would probably not be a big problem for leaves
related to newborns.

RESEARCH REVIEWED FOR THIS REPORT

ture, primarily from two research approaches:

to stay home with their babies.

affect employee take-up of leave?

and children?

effects of leave.

The paper draws on more than 150 studies from both United States and international research litera-

» Research that focuses specifically on leave and its effects. Such studies, for example, examine
the percentage of employers and employees affected by provisions of the FMLA, or the effects of
long versus short leave on maternal or infant health; and

e Research that focuses on early return of mothers to the workforce. If mothers or children of
mothers who return to work very soon after giving birth show short- or long-term ill effects, then
those findings suggest the importance of providing extended leave that would permit new parents

Studies from these two lines of research have addressed several key questions concerning leave:

* Access: Which and how many employers offer access to paid or unpaid newborn leave, and
which and how many employees have access to paid or unpaid newborn leave?

e Utilization: Which and how many employees take paid or unpaid newborn leave? What factors

* Effects: What is the effect of leave on business, parents, the parent-child relationship,

Given the broad range of questions that they address, these studies consider a wide variety of possible
effects and outcomes of leave. For many of these studies, it is not possible to control completely for
the effects of choices that parents make, which may mean that the studies over- or under-estimate the
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