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What is parental leave?
Parental leave is time off from work available to either parent to bond with and care for a newborn, newly-adopted
child or newly-placed foster child. Parental leave allows parents time to care for their children, giving them the
best chance at a healthy start in life. However, without job-protected paid leave, many parents face an impossible
choice between their child’s health and their income or jobs.
The United States remains the sole rich or middle-income nation not to guarantee paid parental leave by law.i
The Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA), does offer 12 weeks of unpaid leave to care for newborn children or other
sick family members. But, because workers must be employed by a company with 50 or more employees for a year,
working an average of 24 hours per week or more, much of the workforce is not covered by the law. As a result,
more than 2 out of every 5 employees have no federal legal right to return to their job if they take unpaid leave—
of any length—to care for a newborn.ii In addition, every year, more than 2.5 million employees who are eligible
for FMLA don’t take the leave because they can’t afford the loss of pay.iii
Three states now have paid family leave public insurance programs (California, New Jersey and Rhode Island),
and some employers are providing paid leave benefits to boost recruitment and retention, but there are many
gaps.iv According to the Bureau of Labor Statistics, only 13% of private sector workers were allowed some paid
family leave in 2014--mostly higher-paid professionals, managers and executives.v
Research indicates that when parents have more time at home with their children, their families are healthier.
•
•
•
•

Working mothers who receive job-protected paid leave are more likely to take at least the minimum six
to eight weeks of leave recommended by physicians.vi
Newborns whose mothers take longer leaves are more likely to be taken to the pediatrician for regular
check-ups and immunizations and more likely to be breastfed.vii
Fathers who take longer leaves after the birth of a child are more likely to be involved in the direct care
of their children nine months later.viii
Paid parental leave is associated with significantly better infant health, including fewer infant deaths.ix

Paid parental leave in Oregon
Similar to the FMLA, the Oregon Family Leave Act (OFLA)
allows eligible employees up to twelve weeks of job-protected
parental leave in a leave year, typically running concurrently
with any leave available to the employee under FMLA.x As
with FMLA, many employers are not OFLA-covered, many
employees are not OFLA-eligible, and even eligible employees
with a new child may be unable to afford to take unpaid leave.xi
Few new moms in Oregon receive fully-paid leave and access to
paid leave is not available equally across populations. Among
Oregon women who worked during the last three months
of pregnancy, 14.3% reported having been offered fully-paid
leave, 23.4% partially-paid and 42.9% unpaid; 19.3% were
offered no leave (see Figure 1).
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Figure 2. Percent of women without paid maternity leave,
among those who worked in the last three months of their
pregnancy, Oregon, 2010 - 2011
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Disparities in paid parental leave in Oregon
Oregon data also reveal disparities in who has
access to paid leave, with those most likely to
need the benefit often being the least likely to
have access to it. The inequity in access to paid
leave contributes to health inequities beginning
early in life. Mothers with lower incomes,
American Indian/Alaskan Native and Hispanic
mothers, younger mothers and mothers without
a college degree were less likely to have access
to paid maternity leave (see Figure 2).
Paid leave policies would benefit
Oregon families
A comprehensive parental leave law that allows
all Oregon workers access to paid parental
leave would contribute to better health and
decreased health disparities for Oregon
children. Many Oregon parents cannot afford
to spend time away from their jobs and must
return to work soon after a new baby joins
their family. Paid parental leave contributes to
better child health and strengthens parental
involvement by helping mothers and fathers
reduce the tensions between their work and
family responsibilities.
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