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leave policy.

The contents of the thesis include a review of the
demographic trends regarding women’s employment in the United
States; a study of three European countries’--Sweden, the
Federal Republic of Germany and the United Kingdom--parental
leave policies; an examination of the incidence of parental
leave in the U. S. and the benefits of parental leave
to employers; and a discussion of several national policy

options.
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PREFACE
- .the family’s most important function is to
ralise the next generation of Americans, handing on
to .them the Judeo-Christian wvalues of Western
civilization and our ideals of liberty. More than
anythlng else, the ability of America‘’s families to
accomplish those goals will determine the course our
country takes in the century ahead (cited in "Dead

Leaves, " 1990, pp. 8-9).

This excerpt from the 1988 Republican Party platform
espouses the fundamental importance of the family unit to
society. However, as a nation, we have failed to acknowledge
that the structure of the family has evolved over the last
several decades.

The structural changes of the family unit have not been
the result of a sole social phenomenon. Traditional two-
parent households are undergoing transition as more married
women enter the labor force--divorce rates have risen creating
an unprecedented number of single-parent households. In
addition, the continuing lack of opportunities for men of
color, especially black men, has increased the number of
never-married, single-parent families.!

These changes in the family, in and of themselves, are
not a threat to our social fabric. However, ignoring the
problems that this creates for individuals and the failure to
solve these problems at a national level will determine that

our country’s future course will be a rocky one.

One of the most dramatic changes is the increasing
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numbers of women participating in the labor force since World
War II, especially women with children. This influx of women,
traditionally the caregivers and maintainers of the family,
into the workplace has heavily burdened families with concerns
surrounding day care, family medical leave and infant care
leave. According to the U. S. Bureau of the Census, the
percentage of families with children in which both the husband
and wife work steadily increased between 1980 and 1987 (1981,
1986, 1988). The United States is the only industrialized
country in the world that does not have some form of a
maternity and/or parental leave benefit at the national level.
Although the parental leave issue is but one aspect of family-
oriented policies (child care is one obvious other), it is an
important part of resolving family/work conflicts.

In this paper, I will examine the effects, and
specifically the benefits, of a national paid parental leave
policy to private sector employers. I use the term "parental
leave" as a catch-all in reference to the time away from work
taken by parents of either sex before and after the birth or
adoption of a child. Leaves that comprise parental leave are:
maternity or disability leave, which is leave used by the
birth mother immediately before and/or after confinement for
preparation and recovery; and parental or infaqt care leave,
which is leave time which can be used by either parent, birth
or adoptive, to care for a newborn.

My thesis begins with a review of the demographic trends



3
regarding women’s employment in the United States. Statistics
have shown repeatedly that the increase in women’s labor force
participation rates cuts across age and race categories.
Statistics show that an increasing number of the workers of
tomorrow will be women and non-whites.

According to William Johnston, about sixty percent of new
entrants into the labor force by the year 2000 will be women;
minorities will comprise almost one-third of the labor
market’s new entrants by the 21lst century (1987). Policies
that reconcile work and family conflicts will become more
essential as more women are faced with dual responsibilities.

Economic need, due to the irreversible structural changes
in our economic system (e.g., deindustrialization), has also
contributed to the increase in female 1labor force
participation rates. Spitze notes that eighty-nine percent of
women work either to support themselves and/or their families
or to supplement the household’s income (1988). For a growing
number of women, their income is the sole source of support
for their families.

The rising number of divorces necessitates the paid
employment of many middle class white women. The percentage
of white divorced women who headed their own households grew
from 25.3 in 1970 to 42.2 in 1988 (U.S. Bureau of the Census,
1990). Though many women work to survive, most often they
find fulfillment and satisfaction in paid employment (Spitze,

1988). Whatever the reasons for this influx of women into the
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labor force, it 1is wunlikely the current trend will be
reversed.

Meanwhile, women, employed or not, still give birth to
children (some things don’t change) and act as the primary
nurturers of children, which is a demanding, not to mention
expensive, task. The financial and emotional cost of
parenting, in terms of lost wages, reduced earning power and
stress, will also be examined in the first chapter of my
thesis. Since the U.S. government provides little support to
its working citizens who are parents, mothers and fathers bear
the bulk of the financial burden of raising society’s next
generation of workers and citizens.

In contrast to U.S. policy, many other countries,
particularly in Europe, have implemented comprehensive plans
which address the needs of parents who participate in the
labor force. I will examine the parental leave policies of
three countries: Sweden, the Federal Republic of Germany and
the United Kingdom. My research will include the eligibility
requirements of the programs, the length of the leaves, how
the leave systems are funded and the effects of the parental
leave policies on the business sector of the countries. While
none of these countries’ parental leave policies can be
successfully transplanted to this country, an examination of
the experiences of other countries can give insights into what
policy provisions are particularly successful and what

provisions need revision, especially in the context of the
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U.S. historic, social, and economic experience and structure.

Chapter 3 of my thesis will review the incidence of
parental leave, or lack thereof, in the United States. I will
examine three general areas: current governmental policies,
both federal and state; current corporate policies, which are
concentrated primarily in the large business sector; and
finally, I will address the arguments against a national
parental leave policy.

In Chapter 3, I will also discuss the benefits of
parental leave to employers. For instance, businesses save
money by retaining employees who may have otherwise resigned
to take time off from work to be with a newborn. Benefits to
parents from a paid parental leave are easy to document--from
stronger parent/child bonding to financial security. On the
other hand, the benefits of parental leave to businesses are
less easy to document because they are not always easy to
quantify. Yet, they still exist. The benefits to employers
can be financial (e.g., due to lower employee turnover and
thus lower training costs) as well as psychological (e.g.,
through better worker morale.)

Finally, in Chapter 4, I will conclude my thesis with
some national policy recommendations based on my analysis of
the benefits and problems of the current parental leave
policies and the possibility of a national policy for the
United States. These recommendations will consist of the

elements that are necessary for a workable and equitable leave
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policy, such as the length of leave time, the proportion of
wage replacement, workable means for businesses of all sizes
for financing the parental leave, and other general
stipulations.

It is my hope I will find that the discouraging costs of
parental leave as it is currently implemented in the United
States will be alleviated through a more comprehensive
national policy. Though there are many societal benefits to
be accrued through a national paid parental leave policy, they
will never be realized in the United States unless it is
evident to employers that a leave policy will also improve
their profit margin. Thus, my focus on the benefits of a paid

parental leave policy to private sector employers.






CHAPTER 1
Review of Demographic Trends

The composition of the U.S. labor force has been evolving
for the past several decades. The U.S. Bureau of the Census
(1990) has shown that since 1950 the labor force participation
rates of women have been increasing while those of men have
been decreasing. By the year 2000, the labor force
participation of women will have increased 84.7% since 1950
while men’s will have declined by 12.2% during the same
period. Furthermore, the increase of female labor force
participation is not confined to any one age group or racial
background but is manifested across all age and race
categories. For instance, the percentage increase of labor
force participation for white and black women between the
years 1970 and 1988 was 32% and 17% respectively. In 1988,
over fifty-three percent of Hispanic women 16 years and older
participated in the U.S. labor force, up from forty-seven
percent in 1980 (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 1990).

While female labor force participation has been on the
increase, and continues to be, the rate of this increase has
been slowing down. According to the Bureau of Labor
Statistics, the percentage of women in the labor force has
hovered around 57.7% for the past two years (cited 1in
Uchitelle, 1990). One reason for this slowdown, besides the
recent recession which had an impact on "pink collar"

industries (such as service businesses) most severely, is the
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lack of support systems for working women with children. Most
experts agree that women will join the labor market in
increasing numbers again when society addresses family issues,
such as child care and parental leave, on a national level
(Uchitelle, 1990).

The factors contributing to the large infiux of women
into the labor force are many and complex. Sociologists and
historians have enumerated a number of reasons for this
radical change in the composition of the U.S. economy: the
need and/or desire for economic support (or additional
support) of the family; declining birth rates; the increased
demand of labor in female-dominated industries (e.g., clerical
services); the shift in society’s attitude toward married
women working outside the home; the increase in divorce rates,
which forces women to support themselves and, often, their
children; and the increased level of education that women are
attaining (Anderson, 1988; Spitze, 1988).

One of the foremost reasons for this systemic change is
the erosion of the family wage. John Sweeney (1988), in his
testimony to a Congressional subcommittee, noted that albeit
the number of wage earners per family has increased, family
income has declined. Glenna Spitze (1988) observes that
forty-three percent of women said they needed "to bring in
extra money" when they were asked why they worked (p. 45). If
women had not joined the workforce, real family income would

have declined 18% since 1973 (Sweeney, 1988). Whether
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women are entering the labor force for economic or other
reasons, the "traditional family" is becoming increasingly
rare. Today, only one in ten families have a husband who
works and a wife who stays at home (Sweeney, 1988). And even
though a large wage gap between male and female earnings
exists, women are making significant contributions to the
family’s total income. "The median percentage of total family
income contributed by wives with earnings was 27% in 1981 with
a range of 34% for blacks and 26% for whites" (Garrett,
Lubeck, and Wenk, 1991, p.27).

While it is difficult for many two-paycheck families to
make ends meet, women who are solely responsible for their
families’ survival have even greater hardships. One reason
the number of women who head their own households has
increased is higher divorce rates. Thus, women are working
outside the home in order to support themselves and their
families. In fact, forty-six percent of women in 1984 worked
for pay in order "to support self or family" (Spitze, 1988,
p.45).

There has been a large increase in the percentage of
women who are in the labor market and are of childbearing age
over the past several decades. Freedman (1988) observes that
in today’s American workforce eighty percent of working women
are of childbearing age and 93 percent of these women will
become pregnant during their working life. This striking

statistic illustrates the extent to which employed women
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carry, or will potentially carry, the dual responsibilities of
parent and employee. This double workload, while applicable
to men also, often impacts women to a greater degree since
they are often the primary caregivers of children and chief
maintainers of the home.

Although some husbands are taking more responsibility for
the maintenance of the household, women are still expected to
do the bulk of domestic chores, regardless of whether or not
they are employed outside the home. A study done in 1985
found that women contribute seventy percent of the time spent
on domestic chores while men contribute fifteen percent. (The
remaining fifteen percent was contributed by other household
members.) The same study also noted that men with wives who
worked outside the home contributed only five minutes more per
day to household chores than their counterparts with wives who
stayed at home (Fernandez, 1986). In general, women, employed
outside the home or not, are solely responsible for
maintaining the household. The responsibilities of employment
and homework become even more burdensome in households with a
single (most often female) parent.

The percentage of single mothers who work outside the
home full-time is significant. The number of women employed
full-time, married or single, with children under 18 years old
had been increasing since 1975 (from 68.2% to 72.9% in 1988).
Over sixty-nine percent of working women have children under

6 years old. The proportion of full-time employed single
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women with children under 18 years old is even larger (79.4%
in 1988). Over three-quarters (76.8%) of single women with
children under 3 years of age were employed full time in 1988
(U.S. Bureau of Labor Statistics, 1989, Table 56). The
physical and emotional demands on these parents ‘ are
substantial.

The pressures on the worker/parent affect not only her or
him but also the family in general. 2As more families comprise
dual-earner households, more children have both parents in the
workforce. There have been numerous studies on the need for
affordable, quality daycare for the healthy development of
children and for the peace of mind of their parents. The
issue of daycare becomes critical for the parent when s/he
decides to enter or reenter the labor force after the birth of
a child. However, the period out of the labor force before
and after the birth of a chiid is also critical to working
parents.

As mentioned before, most women in the labor force are of
childbearing age and the vast majority of them will become
pregnant while participating in the work force. Obviously
people will have babies, and for that matter, get sick, with
or without leave, parental or sick. T. Berry Brazelton has
studied the importance of bonding between new parents and
infant in the development of healthy family relationships.
Brazelton (1988) writes that it takes at least the first four

months of the newborn’s life for the new parents and child to
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be extended to support family policy issues, including
parental leave.

The absence of a minimum standard for paid parental leave
forces parents to carry a disproportionate share of the costs
of childbearing. Spalter-Roth and Hartmann have done a study
which quantifies the costs parents bear, particularly mothers,
in the absence of a national paid parental leave policy. The
costs incurred are both financial (due to lost earnings from
time out of the labor force for recovery and child care and
increases in the wage gap) and emotional.

Spalter-Roth and Hartmann (1991) estimate that women in
the U.S. who gave birth in the mid-eighties lost almost $31
billion annually in earnings due to decreases in wage rates
and hours of employment. Furthermore, those women who had no
leave provisions whatsoever aside from vacation lost nearly

$607 million in additional earnings because typically they

experienced more wunemployment and even lower earnings
(compared to those with some type of leave) (Spalter-Roth and
Hartmann, 1991). Those women who gave birth and were not
covered by either maternity or parental leave also cost
society: approximately $108 million in public assistance
payments according to Spalter-Roth and Hartmann (1991). The
mothers of the United States are bearing a disproportional
amount of the cost of raising the next generation of citizens.

The costs of no parental leave to parents are not

confined to the financial realm--there are emotional costs as
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well, which affect the citizen as both parent and worker.
Donna Lenhoff (1988), from the Women’s Legal Defense Fund,
observes that women suffer from the emotional stress of no
parental leave when faced with home and work responsibilities
and the harm to their careers. She also notes that fathers
can be the victims of sex discrimination and risk their
careers if they want to take time off to be with a newborn
(Lenhoff, 1988). This emotional strain can take its toll on
productivity. According to a Fortune survey, almost seventy
percent of mothers who are employed suffer from stress related
to family issues and that this stress is a strong contributor
to workers’ absenteeism and lower productivity (cited in
Sweeney, 1988). The dual responsibility of parent and
employee pose challenges for not only workers who are mothers
or fathers but for all citizens of the United States.

The trend of women working outside of the home is not
unique to the United States; yet our country is the only
industrialized country in the world without a parental leave
policy. (The Pregnancy Discrimination Act is considered a
disability benefit, contingent upon a woman'’s inability to
work, not a leave policy.) Other countries, such as Sweden,
the Federal Republic of -Germany and Great Britain, have not
only addressed the parental leave issue, but, in some cases,
the provisions of the law have been very generous. In the
next chapter, I will outline the parental leave benefits the

above countries offer their citizens, briefly discuss the
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benefits. All three of these countries are also highly
competitive in the global economy.

With a review of other countries’ policies, I do not
propose that another country’s policy can be transplanted to
our system and be expected to work; I do hope to show some of
the many different approaches to maternity and parental leave
policies, examine the pitfalls of the systems, and devise ways
to alleviate those problems into a parental leave policy that
would fit the U.S. system.

One of the loudest arguments against a U.S. parental
leave policy 1is that the cost of leaves decrease the
competitiveness of U.S. industries compared to foreign
markets. However, this argument is muted when one considers
the parental 1leave policies of other highly economically
competitive nations such as Sweden and West Germany. Yet,
even many so-called third-world countries have been able to
justify the costs of this much-needed benefit. According to
Ann Bookman (1991), "Currently 81 developing countries have
devised policies that give women (or, less commonly, parents)
a period of leave with pay both before and after childbirth"
(p.70). She goes on to note that despite the fact that the
average GNP per capita of most of these countries is 53 times
smaller than that of the U.S., the financial resources for
paid leave around the time of childbirth have been found
(Bookman, 1991). Obviously, it is not a lack of money that

stops our country from implementing a paid parental leave
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The main problem with the leave policy for employers,
particularly small businesses, is funding. There are a number
of ways the U.S. could avoid this problem (assuming that the
U.S. corporate tax and leave financing system is comparable to
Sweden’s.) First, the financing of the leaves should be
structured so that all employers bear relatively the same
burden of the cost. Thus, firms of a certain size will not be
responsible for a disproportionate share of costs as small
businesses are in Sweden. Also, Sweden’s leave costs are high
because the proportion of wage replacement is large and the
length of leave can be quite long. Each of these can be
reduced to decrease (relatively) the costs of a U.S. policy.

The Federal Republic of Germany'’'s leave policy
contributes to the reduction of employment opportunities for
German women. This problem could be mitigated in the U.S.
with a proportional wage replacement, which would reduce the
earnings loss for men if they chose to take the leave.

The main problem with the United Kingdom’s policy is the
length-of-employment requirements disqualifies many women from
the leave entitlements. Another problem is that fathers are
also ineligible for the 1leave policies, since they are
strictly maternity leaves. These problems could be avoided in
the U.S. by having reasonable emplyment requirements for the
leave allowing both women and men to utilize the leave.

In general, leave periods of reasonable length allow

employed women to take time off work without severing their
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required to provide unpaid leave of absence to an employee for
the birth or adoption of a child" ("Parental Leave. .
.Support,"* 1990, p. 23). Seventy-three pércent of those
polled felt that "employers could do more to help employees be
both good workers and good parents® ("Parental Leave. .
.Support, " 1990, p. 23).

Whereas public opinion supports the expansion of parental
leave policies, and some companies and states have been
responding to people’s desires, many companies will not
consider implementing a parental leave policy unless mandated
by either the federal or state government. According to Jerry
Geisel (1990), in a survey done by Buck Consultants, Inc., 73%
of employers surveyed did not have any parental leave policy
and 62% of those would add a leave policy only if they were
forced by legislative mandate. Furthermore, the National
Council of Jewish Women found that the proportion of women in
the U.S. who are covered by paid maternity disability policies
has remained steady throughout the 1980s. In fact, employers
and supervisors have been attempting to decrease the
maternity/disability leave period from 6 to 8 weeks to 4 or 5
weeks (Kamerman, 1991). 1In other words, most employers will
not meet the demand for parental leave unless coerced.

So far, the legal mandates for unpaid parental leave in
the United States have been sparse. In their book, The
Responsive Workplace, Sheila Kamerman and Alfred Kahn (1987)

observe that American women have no legal guarantees that
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seniority benefits must be maintained but some states do not
require employers to continue these benefits. Of all the
states which allow some type of leave, Puerto Rico is the only
one which provides pay (other than disability) during the
leave period (Women’s Legal Defense Fund, 1991).

The Families and Work Institute recently surveyed the
first four states to adopt parental leave laws: Oregon,
Wisconsin, Minnesota and Rhode Island (the leave périods of
which range from 6 weeks [Minnesota and Wisconsin] to 13 weeks
[Rhode Island]). The majority of employers surveyed felt that
the parental leave legislation did not seriously increase
their costs and they did not have much difficulty
administering or implementing the regulations. Most of the
employers (59.8%) assigned work to other employees in order to
replace the on-leave worker temporarily (Trost, 1990).

A Wall Street Journal article reported that over 60% of

working mothers in America are not eligible for maternity
leave and that even fewer women are covered by parental leave
provisions (Brannigan, 1987). Not only are few women covered
by any type of maternity or parental leave, many who are
eligible for parental leave cannot take advantage of the
benefit because it is usually unpaid. The National Council of
Jewish Women recently surveyed 2,600 new mothers and found
that the average income of the husbands of the women who took
parental leave was $48,000 (Smith, 1990). If parental leave

legislation is to benefit the majority of citizens of this
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Company and Aetna Life and Casualty. Of the company’s six
month leave policy, David Hackney, a Campbell spokesperson
stated, "Not only does it reduce turnover, but it also reduces
training costs because you don‘t have to train new employees
as often” (Smith, 1990, 132). After analyzing its six-month
parental leave policy, Merck Pharmaceuticals found that it
saved $12,000 per employee due to reduced turnover
(Meiers,1989). At Aetna, a six-month parental leave policy
reduced the turnover of female workers who had given birth by
50% within two years (Smith, 1990). Over the long-run, this
can mean substantial savings for a company. In the words of
IBM spokesperson Mike Shore, "The long-range goal of the
[parental leave] program is to ’'bolster employee loyalty’ and
‘increase productivity’®* (Meiers, 1989, p. 49).

Productivity and training costs can be measured fairly
easily. Worker morale and company loyalty, on the other hand,
are not easily measured, but are also extremely important to
the functioning of the company and worker productivity. One
could contend that the implementation of paid parental leave
policy could relieve, to a certain extent, employee stress and
improve worker morale. Laura Gold, a corporate policy
administrator at Lotus Development, recognizes the need for
respecting workers’ roles in and out of the workplace:

Our assets are the minds of our employees, so we
nurture and take care of people. We understand that
people have personal as well as work lives. The

company wants to pay employees back for this
commitment (Meiers, 1989, p. 49).
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CHAPTER 4

Policy Recommendations

The need for a national parental leave policy, with the
basic provisions of job and seniority guarantees and the
continuation of health and medical insurance, is great. A
number of women in the U.S. qualify for disability insurance
after the birth of a child, which allows them some recovery
time. Some women are eligible for parental leave through
their employment benefits and/or through state law. And many
women qualify for neither. Furthermore, in the vast majority
of cases, the leave, if any, 1is unpaid, allowing only higher
income families to benefit from any state or company policy.
In order to promote equity and efficiency in our society, a
national paid parental leave policy must be adopted.

As more women, many of whom are mothers or will be
mothers, enter the labor force and acquire more
responsibilities in and outside the home, men will have to
take a greater role in parenting and other domestic areas.
Women can no longer be expected to take care of the bulk of
household and child-care chores and be employed in the labor
force as well. A national parental leave policy which applied
to both women and men would be an endorsement of equality
between the sexes and allow men to take an important role in
the early development of theif children.

However, in order for this endorsement of equality

between the sexes to work as intended, the leave for parents

































