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Allowing leave for care is important for caregivers. Leave for care can particularly impact women 
who tend to be the primary caretakers. If and when men are able to take leave to assist in care, care 
burdens for women can be reduced. Furthermore, men taking leave to assist care can change norms 
around gendered expectations for care. Policies that fall under leave for care include: parental leave 
(maternity / paternity leave), as well as other paid and emergency leave to care for family or dependents.  

Paid maternity leave is a statutory entitlement for employed women in almost all countries with the 
exception of the United States, Suriname and Papua New Guinea.1  Almost all members of the European 
Union provide at least 14 weeks of paid maternity leave. New fathers are given leave in 92 countries, and 
in half of these, it’s less than three weeks.2 The United States is one of only two member countries in the 
Organization for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) that does not guarantee paid parental 
leave to fathers.3 Job protection to support parental leave is fundamental for the use of parental leave. 

Parental leave in the US
In the US, new parents (of any gender) rely on federal law – the Family and Medical Leave 
Act (FMLA) to protect their job for up to 12 weeks after a birth or adoption. It also can 
be used to care for an immediate family member with a serious health condition. FMLA 
does not guarantee any pay during this 12-week period. Further, FMLA does not apply to 
everyone.4  Twenty-five states have leave supplementing FMLA protections and as of 2019, 
states that mandate paid family leave are California, New Jersey, Rhode Island, New York 
state and Washington.5 Median maternity leave taken in the US is 11 weeks versus paternity 
leave of 2 weeks (including paid and unpaid).

According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, National Compensation Survey in 2016, only 
13% of workers in the US (2016) have access to paid family leave (for 87% it is unpaid), see 
figure 1– with variance by size of company6 and industry.7 Of part-time workers, only 5% 
have access. Overall, the lower the wage, the less likely one is to have paid family leave (4% 
for the lowest 10% of wage earners, 
and 24% for the highest 10% of 
wage earners).8 Many employees 
may receive some pay during leave, 
but without paid family leave this 
is largely from vacation days, sick 
leave or paid time off (PTO). Nearly 
half of low-income workers who take 
unpaid or partially paid leave turn to 
government benefits to get by, while 
a larger percentage take on debt.9 
Indeed, women who took time off 
in the US after giving birth are more 
likely to be married, white, better 
educated and more financially well 
off than the typical mother.10

Figure 1. Full-time workers in the US that take 
paid vs. unpaid family leave
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Important considerations for a parental leave policy: ideal time & non-transferable leave 

While there is no clear amount of “ideal time” for maternity leave in the literature (from an overall 
health, welfare, economic and business perspective), there is some evidence regarding length of 
maternity leave and impacts on child development11, individual well-being12, future employability, 
wages and gender roles.13 An analysis of existing literature (refer to endnote 14 for the body of 
evidence) suggests that six months of maternity leave strikes the right balance in terms of mothers’ 
participation in the labor market, with longer leave resulting in decreased wages and occupational 
segregation after return.14 The ILO’s Maternity Protection Convention, 2000 (No. 183) is the most up-
to-date international labor standard on maternity protection and provides for 14 weeks of maternity 
benefit. The convention stipulates that women on maternity leave should be entitled to a cash benefit 
no less than two thirds of her previous earnings or a comparable amount. 

There is a lack of research on “ideal time” for paternity leave. Additional research is needed on this, in 
addition to transitions back into the workplace that support care responsibilities. 

Regardless of leave time, it’s important that leave for fathers is ‘non-transferable’. Non-transferable 
leave means that if the father does not take advantage of the paternity leave (or of his portion of the 
parental leave), the total leave period is shortened and the family thus loses out (“use it or lose it”). This 
is important to potentially reduce stigmas around leave-taking15, ensure that fathers are encouraged to 
take leave16, and promote a range of benefits for children and gender equity in caretaking.17 18

Common challenges and solutions

If parental leave is not paid or if there is hostility when individuals use parental leave – particularly 
paternity leave – employees may not use leave or use all of the leave they are entitled.19 The return to 
work period is also very important to ensure it doesn’t hurt individuals’ careers – and many firms are 
failing to support talent, particularly women, whose careers can be particularly derailed after returning 
from leave. In many firms, parental leave is viewed as a major disruption and upon returning to work, 
colleagues – including managers – may harbor unconscious biases and professional relationships can 
deteriorate.20 Indeed, a study of a paid family leave program in California found that women who took 
advantage of the program (launched in 2004) ended up working and earning less (averaging $24,000 
in cumulative wages lost) a decade later.21 This illustrates that offering paid leave is not enough in and 
of itself. Addressing challenges requires explicit strategies including making new parents’ transitions 
back into the workforce smoother. 

Equity Fluent Leadership Play #2

Return to work strategies
Return to work is a critical time for new parents and one in which firms are at risk of losing 
out on key talent if a proper support system is not in place.22 Priority areas to focus on:
• Lactation rooms & adequate breaks for new mothers: For mothers, the provision of 

lactation rooms is critical, and there is often legal guidance for employers.23 According 
to the 2019 SHRM Benefits report, there has been a 6% increase over the last five years 
in onsite mother’s rooms and lactation support services offered, with 51% of companies 
currently offering them.24 However, it’s important to ensure not just that lactation rooms 
are available, but there is adequate time for breaks for women to use them and that 
there is enough space for the demand. Furthermore, given that many working mothers 
travel for work, firms should consider paying for and helping ship breast milk home 
while on business travel.25 Firms are also innovating with mobile nursing pods.26

https://www.ilo.org/dyn/normlex/en/f?p=NORMLEXPUB:12100:0::NO::P12100_ILO_CODE:C183
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• On-ramping programs for new parents: To help new parents return to work, employers 
can explore phased returns. This can include, for example, “check in days” during 
leave and a gradual part-time return that ramps up to full-time over time. In addition, 
employers can consider providing coaching or mentoring to new parents during the 
transition period. Mentors could include high performers who are more experienced 
caregivers. Alternatively, consider group coaching or informal buddy systems.27 

Return to work policies / programs can be stymied if managers do not know about or 
understand the policies / programs and their own biases can come into play with negative 
repercussions for individual employees and the organization. It is therefore important for 
managers to be trained on supporting parents in returning to work (see EFL Play #4). 

Note: In addition to supporting new parents who return to work after leave, employers can 
explore paid “returnship” programs which can enable employers to tap into new talent that has 
taken longer periods of absence from the labor force (typically several years). These typically last 
for a period of eight weeks to six months, and offer returnees additional training and mentorship 
as they refresh their skills and can be evaluated as potential full-time employees.
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Figure 2. Data shows that LGBTQI individuals and people with disabilities are significantly 
more likely to report taking time off to care for a friend or chosen family member

Considerations for LGBTQIA+ & people with disabilities
Oftentimes, parental leave policies (and research around these benefits) primarily address heterosexual 
couples28 with limited leave policies disproportionately impacting gay dads and adoptive parents. 
Importantly, there is variability in the extent to which paid parental leave provisions cover same-sex 
couples – some countries are proactive in ensuring legislative language is inclusive of different family 
types, while others use gendered language (possibly in attempting to ensure that mothers have 
enough leave for recovery or promote fathers’ more equal involvement in caregiving). Even if well 
intentioned, this language can disadvantage same-sex parents when explicit provisions for same-sex 
parents aren’t made.29 Seven in 10 LGBTQ Americans live in states that lack a family leave law or have 
a law that only allows leave for workers who have a biological or legal relationship with the child.30

Furthermore, 32% of people in the US report having taken time off work to care for a friend or chosen 
family member with a health-related need. Data shows LGBTQ individuals and people with disabilities 
are significantly more likely to report taking this time than others (42% of LGBTQ vs. 31% of non-
LGBTQ individuals; and 42% of people with disabilities vs. 30% of people without disabilities) - see 
figure 2.31 This highlights the need for policies that recognize caregiving for chosen family. 
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Leave for elder care
Outside of parental leave, it’s also important to consider growing elderly populations. The number 
of people involved in informal caregiving of older adults is expected to rise. In the US, 15% of the 
population was ages 65 or older in 2015, and projections suggest that by 2050 about one-in-five (22%) 
Americans will fall into this category.32 Having emergency leave, paid family leave and paid leave to 
care for sick family members and/or using one’s own sick time to care for sick family members is key. 

BUSINESS BENEFITS FROM IMPLEMENTING THIS PLAY 
Various research has been conducted on business benefits, particularly related to maternity 
leave. Parental leave has been shown to result in: 

• Enhanced retention33 34 35 36 

• Enhanced recruitment

• Enhanced employee morale

Paid leave in particular also been shown to result in positive effects or no effect on productivity, 
profitability and morale.* The California Paid Family Leave Program (launched in 2004) is 
structured as an insurance scheme funded by employee contributions with no direct costs to 
employers. From a random sample of 253 firms, stratified by size, employers reported that 
paid family leave had a positive effect on or no noticeable effect on productivity (89%), on 
profitability (91%), on turnover (93%), and morale (99%). Most employers (87%) reported no 
cost increases associated with the program, and 9% reported cost savings via reduced turnover 
or reduced benefit costs. 

* Business benefits can vary based on the type of leave in addition to the industry, size of the 
company, demographics of employees, how the leave is structured / paid for, etc.  Costs associated 
with paid family leave can include hiring a temp to cover the person who is out, potential decrease in 
productivity and covering full benefits while the employee is out or working part time. Losing talent, 
however, is also expensive.37 

INDICATORS TO MEASURE SUCCESS (Disaggregated by gender) 

• Use of leave option(s) (% of employees taking advantage of leave for caretaking

• Retention rates

• Reasons for new employees being attracted to company

• Cost-benefit evalution (evaluation of financial costs & aggregated benefits to company)
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EXAMPLE
In IKEA’s home country of Sweden, new parents are entitled to 480 days of leave 
per child that parents can share, with 390 of those days being paid at 80% of 
salary by the government. However, given that not all the countries it operates in 
have the same legal / social frameworks, IKEA tailors its parental leave and leave 
for caretaking policies to address needs specific to each country. The following 
examples demonstrate some of the practices IKEA has adopted across the globe. 

In the US, despite the lack of national government subsidies / laws requiring companies to provide 
paid parental leave, IKEA offers up to 16 weeks of paid parental leave (includes mothers and fathers 
who are birth, adoptive or foster parents) for full-time employees, and up to 12 weeks for part-
timers. The percent of salary paid varies during leave and depends on tenure at IKEA. While the 
length and pay amounts are not particularly unique among large corporations – what is particularly 
unique is that all workers are now eligible – not just top tier, salaried, and/or full-time workers.38 In 
the US without national governmental subsidies for workers’ pay in parental leave, IKEA executives 
see the “multimillion-dollar” cost of the program as an investment in a more productive and longer-
tenured workforce. Lars Petersson, head of IKEA’s US operations said, “We’re convinced there will 
be a big payback” from the program over time.39 

In Russia, IKEA protects female employees on maternity leave (up to 140 days by law) by granting 
an additional monthly pay to the allowance that they receive from the State in order to guarantee 
their average normal salary. IKEA Russia also offers additional paid days off for fathers within the 1st 
month following the child’s birth.40

FURTHER READING
• Family and Medical Leave Act (U.S. Department of Labor) 

• Paternity leave 101: Laws, rights, and other basic things you should know (Fairygodboss

• States impose paid family leave as congress weighs national policy (SHRM) – overview of state 
and federal current and potentially upcoming legislation on family leave

• How companies can ensure maternity leave doesn’t hurt women’s careers (Collings et al (2018), 
HBR) – outlines recommendations for HR leaders and line managers

• Enforcement guidance: Pregnancy discrimination and related issues (US Equal Employment 
Opportunity Commission (EEOC)) – legal guidance from the US EEOC

• US – Family leave laws (Movement Advancement Project) – Map that outlines family leave laws 
including for same-sex couples. 

• Paid family leave pays off in California (Harvard Business Review)

https://www.dol.gov/whd/fmla/
https://fairygodboss.com/career-topics/paternity-leave-101-laws-rights-and-other-basic-things-you-should-know
https://www.shrm.org/resourcesandtools/hr-topics/benefits/pages/states-impose-paid-family-leave-as-congress-weighs-national-policy.aspx
https://hbr.org/2018/09/how-companies-can-ensure-maternity-leave-doesnt-hurt-womens-careers
https://www.eeoc.gov/laws/guidance/pregnancy_guidance.cfm
http://www.lgbtmap.org/equality-maps/fmla_laws
https://hbr.org/2011/01/paid-family-leave-pays-off-in
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STEPS
Players involved: DEI leads & HR

1. Look at local / national laws to understand what is required legally. Review existing leave 
policies for alignment with statutory mandates. Understand what the leave policies might 
affect and the financial requirements.  

2. Implement a gender-neutral parental leave policy for biological, adopted and surrogate 
children and ensure inclusive of different family types / identities. Build in the following:

 � Ensure leave is non-transferable between parents (individual entitlements for each parent 
offered as “use it or lose it” to encourage both men’s and women’s caregiving and supports 
a diversity of family structures). 

 � Ensure leave is paid according to each parent’s salary. Adequate pay increases men’s 
uptake of leave. Also, without pay many individuals cannot afford to take it. 

 � Build in adequate length (see previous section on parental leave length considerations). 

 � Include job protection.

 � Avoid different leave for “primary caregiver” and “non-primary or secondary caregiver” to 
ensure not perpetuating gender stereotypes and avoid litigation risks (potential violation 
of Title VII in the US).41 Any additional leave, explicitly for mothers in the US, should be tied 
to a “medical disability related to pregnancy, childbirth or related conditions” to ensure 
not violating Title VII. 

 � Consider how to adapt the policy to be inclusive for workers of all kinds – including workers 
that are part time, seasonal, short-term or under contracts. 

 � Parental leave policy example template

3. Provide return to work support and ensure supportive company culture so that people that 
take leave are not punished or careers not negatively impacted by taking leave (see box on 
return to leave strategies).

4. Implement other leave policies to care for family and dependents (e.g., emergency leave, 
sick leave for caring for family / dependents / chosen family). Ensure support of diverse 
caregivers and caregiving (e.g., same-sex, opposite-sex, adoptive and single parents, parents 
of children with disabilities)

5. Ensure employees are properly educated on the policies and use of the policies. Encourage 
and incentivize employees to use the policy. Even if a policy exists, if employers, managers 
and peers discourage its use, men (and many women) will not take it. 

6. Train managers on the policies, why they are in place, the value for their team, and how to 
support employees in using the policies (including modeling it themselves) – particularly 
related to parental leave and parents returning to work. 

7. Measure success (see target and indicators), get employee / manager feedback and review 
annually. Business impacts vary based on the context so it’s important to track these for your 
organization. Adapt policies as needed. 

8. For US companies: Companies can advocate for paid parental leave legislation at the state 
and national level. There is various potential legislation in the pipeline. 

https://womenemployed.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/ParentalLeaveModelPolicy.pdf
https://time.com/5562960/paid-family-leave-congress/
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