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The United States Needs to Guarantee Paid 
Maternity Leave 
By Sarah Jane Glynn and Jane Farrell I March 8,2013 

The United States remains the only member of the Organisation for Economic Co­
operation and Development, or OECD, that does not guarantee mothers any paid time 
off from work after the birth of a new child. (see Figure 1) In fact, the United States is 
one of only four countries in the world-along with Liberia, Sierra Leone, and Papua 
New Guinea -where workers do not have the right to paid maternity leave. 
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FIGURE 1 

The United States is the only OECD country that doesn't guarantee paid maternity leave 
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At best, only about half of working mothers in the United States can qualify for 12 
weeks of unpaid job-protected leave offered through the Family and Medical Leave 
Act-but any wage replacement for the time off is at the discretion of their employers. 
The only exceptions are for women working in California and New Jersey, which both 
have paid family leave insurance programs. These two statewide programs are 
financed by a payroll tax on workers and impose no new costs on employers. In fact, 
employers may save money by reducing costs associated with employee turnover, 
which is usually about one-fifth of an employee's salary. 
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Other countries recognize the many benefits of offering paid parental leave, f rom 
increased breastfeeding rates and better child health outcomes to greater paterna l 
involvement in a chi ld's life when leave is offered for men. Another well-documented 
effect of paid maternity leave is higher maternal employment: When women have 
access to paid leave after the birth of a new child, they are more likely to return to work 
than women who do not have access to pa id leave. As a result, there is a strong 
relations hip between maternal employment and women's access to paid maternity 
leave. (see Figure 2) 

FIGURE 2 

Access to paid maternity leave results in greater maternal employment 
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It should not be surprising, then, that countries guaranteeing longer paid maternity 
leave tend to enjoy lower chi ld poverty rates as well. (see Figure 3) This is because the 
majority of women must take at least some time off from work to physica lly recover 
from childbirth, and pa id leave makes them more likely to return to employment after. It 
is also beca use paid leave is associated with higher materna l wages. In the United 
States, access to pa id maternity leave makes mothers less likely to re ly on public 
assistance after the birth of a chi ld. 
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FIGURE 3 

Countries that guarantee longer paid maternity leave have lower child-poverty rates 
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It is high time that the United States recognizes the need for paid family leave and 
starts reaping the benefits that other countries have been enjoying for decades . 

Sarah Jane Glynn is a Senior Policy Analyst at the Center for American Progress. Jane 

Farrell is a Research Assistant for Economic Policy at the Center. 

To speak with our experts on this topic, please contact: 

Print: Katie Peters (economy, education, health care, gun-violence prevention) 
202.741.6285 or kpeters1@americanprogress.org 

Print: Anne Shoup (foreign policy and national security, energy, LGBT issues) 

202.481.7146 or ashoup@americanprogress.org 

Print: Crystal Patterson (immigration) 
202.478.6350 or cpatterson@americanprogress.org 
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Print: Madeline Meth (women's issues, poverty, Legal Progress) 
202.741.6277 or mmeth@americanprogress.org 

Print: Tanya Ard iti (Spanish language and ethnic media) 
202.741.6258 or tarditi@americanprogress.org 

TV: Lindsay Hamilton 
202.483.2675 or Ihamilton@americanprogress.org 

Radio: Madeline Meth 
202.741.6277 or mmeth@americanprogress.org 

Web: Andrea Peterson 
202.481.8119 or apeterson@america nprogress.org 
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