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A passage from the Declaration of Independence - 

 
“We hold these truths to be self-evident, that all men are created equal, that they are 
endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable Rights, that among these are Life, 

Liberty, and the pursuit of Happiness…” 
 
Wherein America, democracy stretches to protect the political aspects of peoples’ lives, but 

recoils where they spend most of it — at the workplace. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 



 
On the heels of the Cold War, the United States launched a campaign to globalize political 
and economic ideals that would seep into the mentality of nations near and far. The 
American ethos became the yardstick by which all others measured their success, and upon 
the collapse of the Soviet Union, its dominance became undisputed. Fast-forward to now 
and the leader of the free world is still a superlative nation with a turbo-charged economy 
and the most powerful military, but when it comes to achieving basic human rights such as 
paid leave, it lags behind the rest of the developed world, and it’s almost unAmerican.  
 
The U.S. is the only industrialized country in the world that does not guarantee paid 
parental and medical leave to its citizens. Although the Family and Medical Leave Act of 
1993 provides job protection for up to 12 weeks for those taking time to care for a family 
member or a personal health condition, workers can only be eligible if they are employed 
at a company with over 50 employees, and have worked at said company for at least 12 
months before taking leave. This means that 40% of the workforce is not covered, and 
many who are eligible cannot afford to use the benefits as it’s unpaid. Yet, every American 
will need parental or medical leave at one point in their lives whether to care for a 
newborn, a sick parent, or their own illness. Why do we stand alone as the sole nation 
without this legislation? 
 
Paid leave may be popular across party lines - an overwhelming 85% of Americans support 
a national paid leave policy - but the issue is polarizing with conservative politicians who 
argue it would regulate businesses further and hinder the economy. This is the same claim 
that echoed when the FMLA came to a vote in 1993, but reports would later show that 
businesses experienced either no change or a rise in revenue. There is currently no bill up 
for a vote yet, but paid leave is a game changer for achieving the health, and financial 
stability families need, and consequently, attaining economic growth sustainably. 
 
As of now, only 17% of American workers have access to paid leave by their employers. As 
a nation that defines family values as intrinsic in its DNA, shouldn’t its laws protect them? 
What is evident in our work culture today is that workers with a tinge of a human quality 
are cast off as an inconvenience. Pregnant women, for example, are seen as more of a 
hindrance, which is why many attempt to hide their baby bumps as long as possible from 
their employers (while in other countries notifying your employer about your pregnancy is 
encouraged, and the process to choose a temporary replacement begins early on without 
the unnecessary guilt). Family seems unable to coexist in our work environment, and yet 
the future of our society depends on it. At the moment, 25% of mothers return to work just 
10 days after giving birth because they can’t afford to take the 12 weeks unpaid leave or 
are ineligible for FMLA. Far too many give birth to their child on the weekend and leave 



them in the NICU to hop back to work on Monday while their breasts are lactating through 
their work uniforms.  
 
This lack of policy is unrealistic and unsustainable not only for women who are not allotted 
time to recuperate from strenuous physical effort, and birth complications, but for the child 
whose health depends on their mother’s attention. Child-bearing and caregiving is 
distressing enough without the added pressure of having to juggle work somewhere in 
between breastfeeding, and attending doctor’s appointments. 
 
Women are expected to nurture, care, and raise the future participants of the economy, but 
they are not allowed the time or resources to do so. 
 
The nation’s policies are out-of-touch with the current demographics of the workforce, 
perhaps stuck in the 1950’s when men were the breadwinners and women stayed home to 
bear children. However, 74.6 million women are part of the workforce today, and a 
common sense policy that guarantees them time to be able to care for their loved ones and 
themselves would promote healthier and more efficient citizens. 
 
The impracticality of our policy often leads to devastating effects for new families. 
 
There was a heart-breaking article on the New York Times a few years ago about a new 
mother in New York who had tried to extend her paid maternity leave beyond 12 weeks 
because she was afraid to leave her tiny infant in the hands of a stranger at a daycare so 
soon. Her employer was unwilling to let her work remotely or extend the leave (even 
without pay), and because she couldn’t afford to lose her job and thus lose the health 
insurance that covered the baby, when the 12 weeks were up she decided to put the infant 
in daycare and go back to work. Sadly, on the first day separated, her baby died.  
 
The cause of death was never determined, but it was presumably due to a few crucial 
minutes of negligence. The baby was placed in a different sleeping position than he was 
accustomed to, and when his legs began to kick the caretakers shrugged it off as harmless 
and did not go check on him. When they eventually came by his crib, his face was blue.  
 
It’s a tragedy that can easily happen because infants are extremely vulnerable and need 
round-the-clock care. Reflecting back, the devastated mother didn’t blame the employer or 
the daycare for her baby’s death because it was simple: her baby wouldn’t have died that 
day if she could have spent more time with him. Parents shouldn’t have to risk the fate of 
their loved ones in order to keep a job, but our hostile work culture demands it. 
 



While we talk of broadening the unpaid leave policy coverage to every American and 
converting it into a paid leave, evidence shows that even the mere 12-week time frame is 
insufficient for families to physically and mentally recover, bond, and breastfeed their 
newborns. According to studies, the first six months is critical for an infant’s neurological 
development, and staying at home longer has shown a reduction in long-term health 
diagnoses such as attention deficit disorder, and hearing problems. This may be why six 
months is the average paid leave time guaranteed in many countries.  
 
A national paid parental & medical leave program of six months is optimal to reduce the 
mortality rate of infants and young children, keep women in the workforce, and encourage 
the mental and emotional well-being of adults. Currently, the mortality rate in the U.S. 
ranks 33rd out of 36 countries with a shocking 22,000 infant deaths in 2017. Guaranteeing 
new parents more time at home with their newborn child could help remedy this grim 
reality. 
 
Largely overlooked, but equally important is the health of new parents. The postpartum 
period is a time of increased psychological stress and behavioral change in an adult’s life. 1 
in 7 mothers experience postpartum depression (though experts believe the number is 
twice as high due to unreported cases), and it not only affects a mother’s emotional state, 
but influences the quality of care they give to their child.  
 
Married couples also experience a strain in their relationships as constant quarrels arise 
about quotidian activities such as whose turn it is to wake up when the baby cries, 
forgetting the diapers, and so forth. To be sure, these are common aggravations that come 
with being new parents, but implementing paid leave would certainly alleviate the 
additional stress of worrying about balancing work and a new baby, and consequently help 
curb the future derailment of new parents’ health. As one psychologist put it, the transition 
to parenthood represents “a critical window for determining both mental and physical 
health in midlife and beyond.”  
 
The argument against paid leave — that it would cause a financial burden on businesses — 
is unfounded. Worldwide, paid leave has shown it has advantages in the workplace with  a 
rise in employee morale, a boosted economy from women staying in the workforce, and 
less employee turnover. 
 
There’s truth to the saying that a happy employee is a productive employee. A worker is 
more productive and engaged at work when they can ensure that their family is safe, and 
currently that is not the case in America where only 17% have paid leave. A poll in the U.S. 
shows that 51% of workers are currently disengaged at work. If they were to have paid 



leave benefits that could guarantee time and a paycheck to ensure their well-being and that 
of their families, it could help restore employee loyalty and rekindle their motivation at 
work. It’s even been noted that engaged employees are less likely to suffer from chronic 
conditions such as depression and heart disease. An engaged employee is more productive, 
healthier, and more efficient, and better quality of work increases business profits — a 
veritable win-win. 
 
Paid leave would also help retain women in the workforce and decrease employee 
turnover.  When Google increased paid maternity leave from 12 to 18 months, the rate at 
which mothers quit dropped by 50%. Retaining women in the workforce is imperative 
because a country’s standard of living depends on their inclusion and productivity. 
According to Pew Research, the increase in the number of women entering the labor force 
between 1950 and 2000 spurred an increase in living standards. The decline in 
participation since 2000 has worked to the opposite effect, depressing economic growth. 
 
A paid leave of six months would provide indispensable time for a mother to bond and 
breastfeed, and increase the probability of returning to work afterward. Businesses stand 
to benefit from a returning employee as it costs 20% of an employee’s income to recruit 
and train someone new.  
 
Opponents to a policy bring up a point though - would an extended paid leave policy deter 
employers from hiring women? Not if we extend the parental policy to both parents. We 
can prevent sex discrimination in employment by alloting a certain amount of parental 
leave time exclusively to each parent. In Sweden, the mother and the father are both 
encouraged to take at least 90 days each to spend with their families. This not only evens 
out the playing field in hiring politics, it produces a stronger family unit. 
 
A few tech giants have raised the bar when it comes to benefits. Amazon offers 20 weeks of 
paid leave, Microsoft offers 22, and Netflix towers over with 52 weeks of paid leave. The 
Gates Foundation previously offered one year of paid leave as well, but reduced it to six 
months after finding that in the course of a year the company had evolved so much it was 
too challenging for returning employees to catch up. To compensate for the cut, they 
offered a generous $20,000 stipend to new parents to aid in childcare, which comes in 
handy as childcare in the United States costs Americans an average of $14, 760 a year.  
 
Outside of the billion-dollar company bubble though, the reality of most Americans is a 
different story. Many new parents file for disability to be able to survive with financial aid 
from the government since they’re not getting paid by their employers while on leave. 25% 
of families file for bankruptcy after missing just two weeks of work for caring for a sick 



family member, and to put things into perspective, about a third of Americans are 
caregivers to an ill or disabled relative. A paid leave policy would help families care for 
their loved ones and keep a portion of their income when their finances are most 
precarious. We need to invest in families now. 
 
As the only developed country in the world without paid leave, the U.S. can compare itself 
to only one other with a policy almost as poor as ours - Papua New Guinea. A country 
ranking 112th in GDP, Papua New Guinea has high poverty levels, lack of educational 
resources, and even limited access to water, yet their paid leave policy surpasses ours as a 
portion of their population — government officials, nurses and teachers — have paid leave 
coverage. The U.S. is the richest country in the world and offers nothing. It is not only 
because we can afford it that we should have a paid leave policy, but also because investing 
in our citizens would ameliorate their mental, emotional and physical well-being and result 
in safer, more successful communities. 
 
Momentum for paid leave is growing in the United States, however slowly, and now nine 
states have rolled out their own paid leave programs with some being implemented in the 
coming years. These states include California, Rhode Island, New Jersey, New York, 
Washington (2020), District of Columbia (2020), Massachusetts (2021), Connecticut 
(2022), and Oregon (2023).  
 
Depending on the state, paid leave programs are usually paid by a small payroll tax through 
a statewide insurance program. In California, the Paid Family Leave is funded through 
mandatory employee payroll deductions. Employees receive about 60 or 70 percent of 
their income for up to six weeks within any 12-month period. 
 
In Washington, an insurance program is funded through premiums paid by both the 
employee and employer. The rate is 0.4 percent of a worker’s wage, about 63 percent of 
which is paid by the worker and about 37 percent is paid by the employer. For example, if a 
worker makes $50,000 a year, the worker pays $2.44 a week, their employer pays $1.41 a 
week, and the worker receives a benefit of about $731 per week.  
 
The average paid time off in these statewide programs is only six weeks however, far less 
than what is recommended worldwide. Even as it’s still some form of progress, change is 
too slow to come to the U.S. and we cannot wait in hopes that the positive results of paid 
leave in this small cluster of states eventually trickle through the country. We need to 
extend paid leave for all now. 
 



On a national level, several bills have been introduced by both political parties, albeit none 
have reached a vote in Congress. Former Democratic presidential candidate and Senator of 
New York, Kirsten Gilibrand proposed the FAMILY Act, which guarantees workers up to 12 
weeks of partial income when they take time to care for a health condition, childbirth 
recovery, or for caregiving purposes. The program offers 66 percent of monthly wages, 
would cover workers in all companies, and would be paid through an insurance program 
funded by employee and employer payroll taxes. 
 
Republican politicians have pushed for policies too, but disagreement comes in funding for 
it. Steering clear of any kind of tax that would potentially restrict companies, they suggest 
that Americans dig into their Social Security benefits early to pay for family leave. Florida 
Senator Marco Rubio and Utah Senator Mitt Romney have proposed the New Parents Act — 
a voluntary option for parents to use a portion of their Social Security to finance three 
months of leave or longer. Parents have the option to choose to increase their retirement 
age by three to six months per benefits taken or receive a proportionate reduction in 
monthly retirement benefits for the first five years of retirement. This option has been 
rejected by both liberals and conservatives, and a poll notes Americans do not want to 
withdraw from their retirement. 
 
While there’s much talk about paid leave among lawmakers, change fails to materialize. 
The ongoing saga in the U.S. is that politicians prefer to have the majority bear the burden 
of inaction for the sake of protecting businesses from any trivial regulation. Americans 
have been vying for a common sense policy for decades, and in 2019 they still have no 
financial protection when countries around the world began enacting policies in the 1920’s 
(Germany as early as 1883). 
 
There needs to be more flexibility at the workplace to accommodate for life’s basic needs. 
These days even asking an employer for permission to go to a doctor’s appointment is a 
guilt-ridden endeavor. A stringent work culture has made us forget that aside from being 
tools of production, workers are human beings too — as obvious a line as there ever was, 
and yet shrugged off as irrelevant. The lack of a work-life balance in the U.S. is 
unsustainable, and it’s meaningless that the economy is enjoying the spotlight when it’s 
people clearly aren’t. What defines a high standard of living anyway? The quantity of 
materials one can buy? What is really of consequence is the quality of time we have to 
spend living, and Americans do not have time. 
 
American workers have the least amount of benefits, disability, retirement, and vacation 
than any other country. While workers around the world get an average of four weeks of 
paid vacation time a year, the U.S. has absolutely no vacation policy. Americans also work 



more hours than anyone else including about 260 more hours than British workers, and 
137 more hours than Japanese workers even though reports have consistently proven that 
longer hours do not actually amount to higher productivity (instead the opposite is true). 
We have proudly championed political democracy, but our shortcomings lie in that 
tyrannies run amok in the workplace. 
 
Perhaps it wouldn’t be too bold to bring democracy to the place where most Americans 
spend their lives — an idea that has perpetually been scoffed at, thus the current 
predicament we find ourselves in. 
 
Throughout American history, policies meant to benefit employees in the workplace have 
been met with stark suspicion under the argument that it would be to the detriment of the 
economy, that is was socialism, and when these policies eventually passed, they raised the 
standard of living with them.  
 
In 1911, there were no laws to protect the safety of employees in the workplace. Multiple 
fires broke out in various factories including the most widely known, the Triangle 
Shirtwaist Factory in which 146 people were burned alive because the owners of the 
company would lock all exit doors so that employees couldn’t take breaks. Americans 
rallied for years for protection in the workplace, and thanks to unions, and thousands of 
protests, a fire safety regulation was enacted to make businesses safe. 
 
Accidents at work were also a frequent occurrence, causing an employee a lifetime of 
disability and the loss of a job — one’s entire future scrapped without any medical help or 
compensation for injuries. Then Workers’ Compensation passed and injured employees 
were able to receive medical treatment and wage-loss compensation at no financial cost to 
them. 
 
When petiton to end child labor ignited, politicians refused to ban it — the rebuttal being 
that it would hurt businesses. Eventually, the Fair Standards Labor Act passed, and it 
helped keep children in school and opened work opportunities for adults. 
 
The belief that we must protect the rights of workers is not unAmerican, it is engraved in 
our philosophy. What notion of freedom are we protecting if the average American can’t 
even spend the first precious moments with their newborn or seek treatment for a 
personal injury?  
 
The logic that we are free because “if you don’t like it you can always quit” is not a choice, 
when most places offer the same meager scraps of benefits.  



 
It is to our society’s interest that everyone in America is guaranteed paid leave, for their 
well-being and sanity has a direct output on productivity, and in this economy we are all 
interdependent on each other. We need only look at past recessions and depressions to see 
that it is a domino effect. 
 
It has taken a century for politicians to arrive at a consensus that paid parental and medical 
leave would raise the quality of life of every American, and yet there is still no policy to 
protect the livelihood of Americans who need time to care for a sick parent, a newborn, or 
themselves. Paid leave is long overdue in the United States, and we are done waiting for it. 
 
 
 
 
 
—————————————————————————————————————— 
 
 
 
 

Reach out to your constituents and let them know: 
 Americans Need Paid Leave For All Now. 

 
https://paidleave.us/signup 
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